
 

                                  

 

 

Reconstruction in Strategy and Organization
For a Pragmatic Stance
Casler, Catherine

Document Version
Final published version

Publication date:
2020

License
Unspecified

Citation for published version (APA):
Casler, C. (2020). Reconstruction in Strategy and Organization: For a Pragmatic Stance. Copenhagen Business
School [Phd]. PhD Series No. 14.2020

Link to publication in CBS Research Portal

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us (research.lib@cbs.dk) providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.cbs.dk/en/publications/1dba62ef-378b-4449-968c-831059367aaf


FOR A PRAGMATIC STANCE

RECONSTRUCTION 
IN STRATEGY AND 
ORGANIZATION

Catherine Casler

CBS PhD School PhD Series 14.2020

PhD Series 14.2020
RECON

STRUCTION
 IN

 STRATEGY AN
D ORGAN

IZATION
: FOR A PRAGM

ATIC STAN
CE

COPENHAGEN BUSINESS SCHOOL
SOLBJERG PLADS 3
DK-2000 FREDERIKSBERG
DANMARK

WWW.CBS.DK

ISSN 0906-6934

Print ISBN:  978-87-93956-38-4
Online ISBN: 978-87-93956-39-1



 

 

Reconstruction in Strategy and Organization 
For a Pragmatic Stance 

 

 

 

 

Catherine Casler 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Supervisor 

Professor Paul du Gay 

 

Ph.D. School in Organisation and Management Studies 

Copenhagen Business School 

 

 

ORCID: 0000-0003-4717-7252 



Catherine Casler
Reconstruction in strategy and organization:
For a pragmatic stance

1st edition 2020
PhD Series 14.2020

© Catherine Casler

ISSN 0906-6934
Print ISBN:  978-87-93956-38-4
Online ISBN:  978-87-93956-39-1

The CBS PhD School is an active and international research environment at 
Copenhagen Business School for PhD students working on theoretical and 
empirical research projects, including interdisciplinary ones, related to economics 
and the organisation and management of private businesses, as well as public and 
voluntary institutions, at business, industry and country level.

All rights reserved.
No parts of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any 
means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any 
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the 
publisher.



 

 

 
3 

Acknowledgements 
 

 

“Many a man has found what he thought a beautiful plan defective when 
faced with the responsibility of adopting it”  

(Barnard, 1948, p. 167) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This PhD and my life during it, has undergone many twists and turns, ups and 
the downs, changes of plans, international moves, and many stalled deadlines. I 
would not have made it to the finish line were it not for a community of family, 
friends, and colleagues and a supportive institution.  

 

My greatest thanks must go to my lifelong partner and now husband (!) Dean 
Pierides, for whom no words will ever be adequate. He has supported me in 
every aspect of completing this degree, in big ways and small, intellectual and 
domestic, serious and comedic, with generosity and love and care, even while 
navigating personal tragedies and the pressures of his own PhD and academic 
career. I am grateful every day for that fateful August and everything after, and 
although I wouldn’t trade our life for anything, I’m certainly glad this particular 
chapter is coming to a close. Finally, we made it. 

 

Thank you to my supervisor, Paul du Gay, who has supported me through this 
process of scholarly formation and shown me what it means to ‘live it’. His 
academic judgement and knack for brilliant supervision – even when I was most 
un-supervisable – have been matched only by the generosity and commitment 
he has afforded me and my work. I feel lucky to have found in him the best of 



 

 

 
4 

mentors and the closest of friends, and the wherewithal to keep those two things 
separate as needed. 

 

Thank you to my parents, Pete and Patty Casler, for literally everything, but 
especially for always encouraging education and adventure and for trusting me 
when those two things eventually collided, and I moved across the world. 
Again, and again, and again. Your continual support throughout these years, 
despite the tyranny of distance, has kept me going in more ways than one. An 
extra nod is owed to my dad, who, when finally told that ‘how is the thesis 
going?’ is the worst possible question, never asked me again.  

 

To my late mother-in-law, Helen, whose unexpected and untimely passing 
during the PhD turned our worlds upside down. I know she would have been 
proud to see it finished. 

 

Thank you to members of the Department of Organization (IOA) and 
Copenhagen Business School, and especially the Head of Department Signe 
Vikkelsø and the PhD Coordinator Morten Vandelø. I am grateful to both for 
treating me with patience and fairness. I am also grateful to those colleagues in 
IOA who have shown me kindness through the various stages of my PhD and 
who have also engaged with my work: Thomas Lopdrup-Hjorth, Mie Plotnikof, 
Anne Roelsgaard Obling, Trine Pallesen, Jose Ossandon, and Kirstine Zinck 
Pedersen. I am grateful to Bente Elkjaer, Christian Frankel, Lise Justesen and 
Andreas Rache who generously engaged with my research across two work-in-
progress seminars. Thank you to Katja Tingliff, Anja Knudsen, Tina Brun, and 
Lene Lillebro, who at various stages of my enrolment have been crucial lifelines 
in helping me to navigate the procedural and administrative requirements at 
CBS. 

 

I have so much love for these very special friends who made Copenhagen feel 
more like home: Mitchell Dean, Jeni Porter, Martin Gents and Marta Gents. 

 



 

 

 
5 

I am indebted to the following friends, with whom I have laughed and 
commiserated on many occasions and in many good pubs and who continue to 
enrich my academic life: Paul Thompson, John Hassard, Bill Cooke, Daniel 
Tischer, Damian O’Doherty, Hannah Knox, Gillian Pallis, Jonathan Morris, 
Michael Zyphur, Jon Roffe, Graham Sewell, Dan Woodman, Linda Perriton, 
Darren McGuire, Andrew Perchard, Lila Skountridaki, and Gibson Burrell, to 
whom I am furthermore grateful for having commented on previous versions of 
what is now Chapters 3 and 4. 

 

I feel lucky to have had the great fortune of engaging with Ian Hunter during his 
many trips to CBS and whose intellect is second to none. I also owe a special 
thanks to my fellow Barnard fan, Ellen O’Connor, who has not only contributed 
via her scholarship, but who has also provided advice and support under no 
obligation at various stages of this project. 

 

Thank you to Martin Kornberger for his role in supervising the early stages of 
this project. I am pleased we have both found ourselves settled in Scotland. 

 

I credit the early mentorship of Leisa Sargent and David Merrett, at the time 
both faculty at the University of Melbourne, for encouraging me (not without 
acknowledgement of its perils) to pursue a career in research, and for pushing 
me to seek out new challenges and opportunities. It is in part how I ended up at 
CBS. 

 

Thank you to our close friends Shuresh Maran, Nathan Sherwood, and Vicki 
Little, for tolerating all of the whinging, missed nights out and foregone 
weekends away. I’m excited to make up for lost time. Thank you to our dearest 
Chris Gahring, Lindsey Haslett, and the whole of the Casler and Theiss families, 
who I have not been able to visit nearly as frequently as I would have liked. Last 
but not least, thank you to my sister Jenn, brother-in-law Chris, and their two 
kids, who were brought into this world, and started crawling, walking, and 
talking while I was still working on my PhD. 



 

 

 
6 



 

 

 
7 

Abstract 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organizational research has been subject to a fairly steady stream of internally-
derived criticisms in recent years, motivated in part by the realisation that when 
faced with a range of crises that have directly implicated organizations and their 
management, and which have aroused much public concern, the academic field 
nominally devoted to ‘organization’ has been ill-equipped to respond. Scholars 
troubled by this state of affairs have variously called for new and better 
organizational theories, increased practical and public relevance, a greater 
appreciation for ethics and responsibility, a radical reimagining of the business 
school and management education, and most recently, a re-examination of the 
career-focused professional norms that prioritise theory development. The 
present thesis aligns with an alternative response which has effectively situated 
this lapse as both a symptom, and as the logical outcome of a field that has 
progressively lost touch with its core object, formal organization, and which as a 
result increasingly lacks the means to understand and intervene in concrete 
organizations. 

 

This thesis argues that the manifest difficulty of developing a more practical-
ethical organization studies is also due in part to an overriding failure to 
appreciate the nature of personhood, and its role in the development and 
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exercise of organizational knowledge, including the manner in which 
knowledge, ethics and conduct are conditioned by experience within particular 
normative, practical and ethical domains.  

 

In order to substantiate this claim, Part I of the thesis first diagnoses the 
predominant attitudes of investigation currently operable within management 
and organization studies, focusing on the sub-fields ostensibly devoted to 
contrasting approaches to strategy – strategic management and strategy-as-
practice. This analysis serves as one among many possible examples which 
indicate a broader preoccupation with a certain mode of theory development 
that orients attention away from concrete organization, leading to a general 
erosion in practical specificity despite stated aspirations of practical relevance. 

 

Part II of the thesis is devoted to developing the means to reconstruct strategy 
and organization in a pragmatist vein. First, the thesis develops an understanding 
of the formation of intellectual personae as central to the production and 
exercise of knowledge via three distinct but complementary projects: Ian 
Hunter’s investigation into the ‘moment of theory’, Pierre Hadot’s exposition 
of ‘philosophy as a way of life’, and Bas van Fraassen’s reconceptualization of 
philosophical positions as ‘stances’. The notion of stance provides the analytical 
means with which to reconnect the production and exercise of organizational 
knowledge with its associated persona, as well as evaluate the purposes that 
persona is and is not fashioned to uphold. It is determined that the stances 
indicated by the approaches diagnosed in the first part of the thesis are not fit for 
a practical-ethical organization studies, so an alternative is needed. 

 

The thesis therefore moves towards a positive articulation of a pragmatic stance 
for strategy and organization, based principally on the work of Max Weber and 
John Dewey. A pragmatic stance acknowledges plural personae as historical and 
cultural accomplishments, cultivated by and for distinct ethical orderings of life, 
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or life-orders. A pragmatic stance likewise upholds a particular configuration 
between knowledge, ethics, experience, inquiry, comportment and conduct, 
and provides the means for understanding how one in possession of an 
organizational persona becomes capable of exercising situational judgement in 
matters of organization, or what this thesis terms organizational casuistry.  

 

The thesis then demonstrates what a pragmatic stance may ‘look like’ through a 
detailed analysis of an exemplar immanent to the canon of organization theory, 
Chester I. Barnard. By analysing Barnard’s inquiry into formal organization, his 
organizational experience, his executive responsibility, and the whole of his 
organizational persona, all of which are demonstrably pragmatist, this thesis 
provides a tangible response to what we gain by adopting a pragmatic stance 
capable of maintaining strategy and organization as practical-ethical pursuits.  

 

The thesis concludes by discussing the implications of a pragmatic stance for 
management and organizational research, practice and education.      
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Danish Summary 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organisationsforskning har været udsat for en temmelig stabil strøm af internt 
afledt kritik i de senere år, delvis motiveret af erkendelsen af, at når man står 
over for en række kriser, der direkte har impliceret organisationer og deres 
ledelse, og som har vakt stor offentlig bekymring, det akademiske felt, der 
nominelt er afsat til 'organisation', har været dårligt rustet til at reagere. 
Forskere, der er urolige for denne situation, har forskellige opfordrede til nye 
og bedre organisationsteorier, øget praktisk og offentlig relevans, en større 
påskønnelse af etik og ansvar, en radikal reimagining af handelsskolen og 
ledelsesuddannelsen, og senest en genundersøgelse af de karrierefokuserede 
faglige normer, der prioriterer teoriudvikling. Den nuværende tese er på linje 
med et alternativt svar, der effektivt har lokaliseret dette bortfald som både et 
symptom, og som det logiske resultat af et felt, der gradvis har mistet kontakten 
med dets centrale objekt, formelle organisation, og som som et resultat i 
stigende grad mangler midler til forstå og gribe ind i konkrete organisationer. 

 

Denne afhandling argumenterer for, at den åbenlyse vanskelighed med at 
udvikle en mere praktisk-etisk organisationsundersøgelse også delvis skyldes en 
altoverskyggende manglende værdsættelse af personlighedens art og dens rolle i 
udviklingen og udøvelsen af organisatorisk viden, inklusive den måde, hvorpå 
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viden og etik er begge betinget af erfaring inden for bestemte normative, 
praktiske og etiske områder og vedtaget i adfærd. 

 

For at underbygge denne påstand diagnosticerer afhandlingen først de 
dominerende holdninger af undersøgelser, der i øjeblikket er operationelle 
inden for ledelses- og organisationsundersøgelser, med fokus på underfelterne, 
der tilsyneladende er afsat til kontrasterende strategier - strategisk ledelse og 
strategi-som-praksis. Denne analyse tjener som et af mange mulige eksempler, 
der indikerer en bredere beskæftigelse med en bestemt metode til 
teoriudvikling, der orienterer opmærksomheden væk fra konkret organisation, 
hvilket fører til en generel erosion i praktisk specificitet på trods af erklærede 
ambitioner om praktisk relevans. 

 

Resten af specialet er viet til at udvikle midlerne til at rekonstruere strategi og 
organisering i en pragmatisk vene. For det første udvikler afhandlingen en 
forståelse af dannelsen af intellektuelle personaer som centrale for produktion 
og udøvelse af viden via tre forskellige, men komplementære projekter: Ian 
Jagers undersøgelse af 'teorimoment', Pierre Hadots redegørelse for 'filosofi 
som en måde at liv ', og Bas van Fraassens genoptagelse af filosofiske positioner 
som' holdninger '. Opfattelsen af holdning tilvejebringer de analytiske midler til 
at forbinde produktion og udøvelse af organisatorisk viden med dens tilknyttede 
persona, samt evaluere de formål, persona er eller ikke er skabt til at 
opretholde. Det bestemmes, at de holdninger, der er indikeret ved de tilgange, 
der er diagnosticeret tidligt i denne afhandling, ikke er egnede til en praktisk-
etisk organisationsundersøgelse, så et alternativ er nødvendigt. 

 

Specialet bevæger sig derfor mod en positiv artikulering af en pragmatisk 
holdning til strategi og organisering, der hovedsageligt er baseret på Max 
Webers og John Dewey's arbejde. En pragmatisk holdning anerkender 
flertalspersoner som historiske og kulturelle præstationer, dyrket af og for 
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forskellige etiske ordener af liv eller livsordener. En pragmatisk holdning 
opretholder ligeledes en bestemt konfiguration mellem viden, etik, erfaring, 
forespørgsel, comportment og adfærd og giver derved midlerne til at forstå, 
hvordan en, der er i besiddelse af en organisatorisk persona, bliver i stand til at 
udøve situativ vurdering i organisationsspørgsmål, eller hvad dette speciale 
termer organisatorisk casuistry. 

 

Afhandlingen demonstrerer derefter, hvordan en pragmatisk holdning kan 'se 
ud' gennem en detaljeret analyse af et eksemplar, der er immanent for 
organisationensteoriens kanon, Chester I. Barnard. Ved at analysere Barnards 
undersøgelse af formel organisering, hans organisatoriske erfaring, hans 
udøvende ansvar og hele hans organisatoriske persona, som alle er påviseligt 
pragmatist, giver denne afhandling et konkret svar på, hvad vi får ved at indføre 
en pragmatisk holdning, der er i stand til at opretholde strategi og organisering 
som praktisk-etisk arbejde. 

 

Specialet afsluttes med at diskutere implikationerne af en pragmatisk holdning 
for ledelses- og organisationsforskning, praksis og uddannelse.
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Introduction 
 
A practical-ethical science of organizing? 
 

 

“A distinction needs to be made between science as attitude and method and 
science as a body of subject matter. I do not mean that the two can be 
separated… each exists only in connection with the other. [But], an 
attitude becomes psychopathic when it is not directed to objects beyond 
itself… Attitude and method come before the material which is found in 
books, journals, and the proceedings of scientific organizations; the 
[scientific] attitude is manifested primarily toward the objects and events 
of the ordinary world and only secondarily toward that which is already 
scientific subject matter” (Dewey, 1938c, p. 271). 

 

 

A field in question 

 

Organizational research has been subject to a fairly steady stream of internally-
derived criticisms in recent years, motivated in part by the realisation that when 
faced with a range of crises directly related to organizations and their 
management, which continue to arouse much public concern, the academic field 
nominally devoted to ‘organization’ has been ill-equipped to respond let alone 
intervene. Examples range from the field’s near silence in the aftermath of 
recent financial crises despite these centrally implicating large formal 
organizations and other financial institutions, to the almost complete neglect of 
a consideration of how organizations contribute to but must also form a 
necessary part of the solution to address ‘grand challenges’ such as climate 
change and ecological breakdown, to seemingly routine but no less devastating 
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corporate collapses, as well as organizationally-mediated disasters such as the 
2017 Grenfell fire in London, UK. Even if we put extreme cases to one side, we 
find that from media organizations, to political and governmental organizations, 
to monopolistic tech companies and ‘disruptors’ alike, including the many 
modern work organizations deploying new ‘business models’, everyday life 
continues to be profoundly (re-)configured by formal organizations.  

 

Not only has the field of organization studies failed to find traction in any kind of 
public debate, but in some of the most egregious cases the organizational 
dynamics leading to many current states of affairs have been knowingly or 
unwittingly authorised by those perennially willing to pathologize and 
deconstruct formal organization – often in universalising ways which fail to 
appreciate the effective safeguards upheld by well-functioning formal 
organizations –  without a commensurate commitment to developing concrete, 
purposeful and positive alternatives.1 Celebrations of post-bureaucratic and 
post-organizational forms of organizing seem rather more sobering when we 
realise that rather than ‘emancipate’ workers from some abstract tyranny, many 
are left less protected and even more vulnerable and at-risk in an economy 
increasingly made up of disparate ‘gigs’. Although in most quarters, academics 
could clearly see and agree that Donald Trump’s under-specified but 
‘disruptive’ 2016 pledge to ‘shake things up’ in no way guaranteed that – on its 
own – this would lead to any particularly favourable outcome, and could do 
much intentional and unintentional damage besides, the near fetish with 
deconstruction in organization studies has indicated much the same leap of 

 
1 For a recent essay on the tendency to rest broad-based claims on the pathological case, see 
(Freeman, 2018). 
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faith,2 despite the fact that most of its proponents are clearly subscribed to a 
markedly different politics.3  

 

Of course, given the secondary charge that management research has become 
increasingly insular, trivial, nonsensical, and meaningless (Tourish, 2019a, 
2019b) one could reasonably argue that what academics debate amongst 
themselves has had no clear relationship to the very real organizational changes 
that have nonetheless come to pass. Not only is this not necessarily a defence to 
wear proudly, at the very least we can recognise that preoccupying our 
attention with narrow and increasingly obscure contributions to the 
development of theory4 has meant we have been inattentive to matters which 
arise in concrete organization and about which we should have much to say not 
least recommend. In contrast, the epigraph contributed by John Dewey above, 
reminds us that the proper office of ‘science’, not least a manifestly practical or 
applied science, is the investigation of problems and their consequences ‘in the 
world’. A field which is nominally devoted to the furtherance of science but 
which has turned inward for whatever reason, and whose attitudes are oriented 
primarily towards the development of theoretical edifices, is clearly not in 
possession of what Dewey termed the ‘scientific attitude’. 

 

 
2 Dewey made much the same point when he said: “We shall operate blindly and in 
confusion until we recognise [and]… thoroughly appreciate that departure from the old 
solves no problems” (Dewey, 1938a, p. 10). 
3 For a brief analysis of the similiarities in vocabulary between critical and organizational 
scholars and right-wing populists, despite their normative and political differences, see 
(Lopdrup-Hjorth & Du Gay, 2019). It is suggested that both share a profoundly antithetical 
stance towards bureaucracy and the state. 
4 It is worth noting that despite pervasive rhetorical appeals to theory and the need to 
indicate ‘theoretical contributions’ in each and every journal submission, the scant 
production of scholarship actually meeting the demands of theory development has been 
sorely criticised in recent years, both in terms of low quantity and poor quality, including 
by prominent journal editors who see the full scope of manuscripts that get submitted.  
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Underlying all of the disquiet about matters of public and practical relevance as 
well as the institutional dynamics of contemporary academic knowledge 
production is an implicit or explicit concern with ethics in relation to 
researchers, practitioners and students. This is embedded in all appeals for more 
corporate responsibility and more responsible management and managers ‘in 
practice’. It has also become a thorn in the side of business school education, as 
both the content and the format of teaching have come under suspicion as being 
as much a part of the problem, as a likely source of any potential remedy. 
Whether rooted in damaging assumptions and narrow one-size-fits-all models, 
in the restricted understanding of ‘proper’ organizational ends, in the 
disappearing of social, historical and political contexts from organizational 
analysis, in failing to instil some ‘critical sensibility’ or sense of ‘virtue’ in 
students of business, or in failing to effectively graduate students with a basic 
level of organizational competence, management education has been earmarked 
for reform. One position adopted by this thesis is that all of our activities, 
whether the production of research, the education of students, or the practice of 
organization, carry ethical import and have ethical consequences, not least 
through the ways they give form to problems, persons and organizations, and 
even when they are not typically constituted as ‘moral matters’. 

 

I am clearly not the first to raise these concerns. I enter a chorus of scholars, 
who troubled by this collective state of affairs have responded in a variety of 
ways. This has included calls (non-exhaustive) for more, new or better 
organizational theories (Ferraro, Pfeffer, & Sutton, 2009; Ghoshal, 2005; 
Lounsbury & Beckman, 2015; Suddaby, Hardy, & Huy, 2011), increased 
practical and public relevance (Bartunek, 2002; Birkinshaw, Healey, Suddaby, & 
Weber, 2014; Courpasson, Arellano-Gault, Brown, & Lounsbury, 2008; 
Pfeffer, 2007; Starbuck, 2003), a greater attention to ethics and responsibility 
(Clegg, Kornberger, & Rhodes, 2007; Greenwood & Freeman, 2018; 
O'Connor, 2012; Zyphur & Pierides, 2017), a reconnection with history 
(Cummings & Bridgman, 2011, 2016; Cummings, Bridgman, Hassard, & 
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Rowlinson, 2017; Hassard, Wolfram Cox, & Rowlinson, 2013), a radical 
reimagining of the business school and management education (Grey, 2004; 
Khurana, 2007; Khurana & Nohria, 2008; Mitroff, Alpaslan, & O’Connor, 
2015; Parker, 2018; Pettigrew & Starkey, 2016), and most recently, a re-
examination of the career-focused professional norms that prioritise ‘novel’ 
theory development over other concerns (Barley, 2016; Bothello & Roulet, 
2019; Davis, 2015; Harley, 2019; Honig et al., 2018; Tourish, 2019a, 2019b). 
Unfortunately, despite these well-meaning efforts, on the whole they have so far 
met inertia indicated by more of the same (in fairness, many of the papers cited 
are very recent, but these indicate the latest ‘wave’ only). Although there is a 
lack of agreement about the precise problems and the means for their resolution 
– which certainly contributes to the impasse –  there  nonetheless exists a fairly 
widespread recognition that as a field of study, management and organization, as 
it stands, is failing to meet its remit as a practical-ethical science of organizing 
and much else besides.  

 

The present thesis aligns with an alternative response which has suggested that 
this lapse is both a symptom, and a logical outcome of a field that has 
progressively lost touch with its core object, formal organization, and which as a 
result increasingly lacks the means to understand and intervene in concrete 
organizations (du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017). I argue, furthermore, that the 
manifest difficulty of developing a more practical-ethical organization studies is 
also due in part to an overriding failure to appreciate the nature of personhood, 
and its role in the development and exercise of organizational knowledge, 
including the manner in which knowledge and ethics are both conditioned by 
experience within particular normative, practical and ethical domains, and 
become enacted in conduct.  

 

Although the above concerns have been expressed at the field-level, and the 
position developed in this thesis likewise has implications which span the full 
scope of organizational research, practice, and education, which I will discuss in 
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the conclusion to the thesis, I have nonetheless drawn particular inspiration 
from a number of identifiable ‘conversations’ within the research literature, and 
it is also to these that I principally aim to contribute. 

 

Organizational ‘classics’ and a new history of management 

 

The case for the importance of ‘the classics’ to social science has been made 
persuasively by a number of authors in sociology (Alexander, 1987; 
Stinchcombe, 1982), and more recently, organization theory (Adler, 2009a; 
Thornton, 2009). Classic texts serve a range of functions, including to ground 
fundamental concepts, deepen thinking, and provide a source from which to 
excavate unanswered questions, but also signify work belonging to a certain 
intellectual community, create cohesion, and demonstrate exemplary form 
(Stinchcombe, 1982). Of course, who or what text gets designated ‘a classic’ is 
a contested matter, and this judgement seemingly relies on at least some degree 
of collective agreement. For instance, Alexander (1987, pp. 11-12) defines 
classics as “earlier works of human exploration which are given a privileged 
status vis-à-vis contemporary explorations in the same field”. The obvious trio 
within sociology would be Weber, Durkheim and Marx, though more recent – 
we might say ‘modern classics’ – of course come to enter the fray as a field 
matures. 

 

Unfortunately, the relative neglect of ‘the classics’ within organization studies 
alongside the push for ‘novelty’ seems to have weakened our sense of having an 
agreed upon canon that is collectively ‘privileged’ and can serve the above 
functions. Without a perceived contemporary relevance for foundational works, 
‘classic’ within organization studies is often used to indicate a text as ‘old’ or 
even ‘irrelevant’, frequently being reserved for those authors taught in textbook 
histories but who are scantly called upon to enliven contemporary research. 
Furthermore, citations of canonical work are frequently honorific, perhaps 
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serving the signifying function (above) but frequently exclude reference to or 
explanation of the context or substance of the works (Golden-Biddle, Locke, & 
Reay, 2006). This encourages a superficial and largely ceremonial relationship 
to classic work. Classics are made to appear more impoverished than they are, 
strengthening the sense that they are not worth revisiting, and thereby 
underscoring the effort to reinvent the wheel under the banner of ‘newness’ 
(Hinings, Greenwood, & Meyer, 2018). Although subscribers to positivism 
treat theory development as a linear progression, such that new theory supplants 
and supersedes work of ‘the past’, and therefore ascribe little value to ‘classics’, 
such a state of affairs is odd and unfortunate for those of us who are committed 
to a broader view of scholarship. 

 

In fact, the proclivity for underappreciating what we now term ‘the classics’ 
within organization theory had developed before many of these texts had even 
graduated from adolescence. By 1961, Harold Koontz had already identified a 
careerist tendency among ‘professional’ management scholars – those devoted 
to purely intellectual work within universities as distinct from those whose 
substantive experience was as practitioners – that was, in effect, promoting 
theoretical proliferation and a worship of novelty, often at the expense of 
providing faithful accounts of management theory’s intellectual forbears. Much 
to the upset of those practitioners and observers who believed that improved 
management held great potential for collective social advancement, the swell of 
approaches to management theory led to a sort of chaotic, confused, and 
destructive landscape akin to “jungle warfare”, hence Koontz’s eponymous 
article, “The Management Theory Jungle” (1961) and its eventual sequel, “The 
Management Theory Jungle Revisited” (1980). Already by the early 1960s 
disciplinary adherents were demonstrating that their foremost allegiance was 
internal to the academy, rather than toward the development of useful and 
worthwhile management and organizational knowledge. As Koontz (1961, p. 
175) says,  
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the primary interests of many would-be cult leaders seem to be to carve out a 
distinct (and hence "original") approach to management. And to defend this 
originality, and thereby gain a place in posterity (or at least to gain a 
publication which will justify academic status or promotion), it seems to have 
become too much the current style to downgrade, and sometimes 
misrepresent, what anyone else has said, or thought, or done.  

The latter was particularly acute with respect to those figures who, in the 
formative years of management and organizational theory, contributed some of 
the first efforts to identify and systematize the theoretical underpinnings of 
formal organization – and its associated processes of management and 
administration – as an important and distinct social form based largely on their 
own in-depth experience as executives and practitioners.  

 

Early on in this project I became interested in the ‘classical’ figures of strategy, 
management and organization, for reasons I will discuss in the next section. The 
experience of reading Chandler, Barnard, Brown, Follett, Taylor, and others 
was confronting, not because they were stale and anachronistic but exactly the 
opposite. I was stunned to discover just how much there is to be gained in the 
present from reading these ‘past’ texts, and felt some sense of betrayal for 
having entered a scholarly field that seemed not to share this view. 

 

I was pleased, then, to find a nascent conversation calling variously for a 
‘historical turn’ within both strategy and organizational research (Clark & 
Rowlinson, 2004; Kieser, 1994; Üsdiken & Kieser, 2004) and a separate but 
affiliated call to reconnect with the field’s lost foundations (O'Connor, 2012). 
While the former encapsulated history of and in organizations, and was also 
considered a means to enhance our inputs to theory development, the latter 
seemed to focus specifically on a reappraisal of classic texts, due in part to the 
manner in which their specific purposes and contributions had become 
obfuscated in service of present-day justification (Cummings & Bridgman, 
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2011), or subsumed into cursory but over simplistic ‘histories’ or ‘eras’ in 
management thought (Hassard, 2012). 

 

Both of these research strands have continued to find traction throughout the the 
process of developing this thesis, both in terms of publication and at relevant 
conferences. The combined efforts of scholars working in this area have 
significantly expanded the scope and role for history in strategy, management 
and organizational research (see e.g. Bucheli & Wadhwani, 2014; Kipping & 
Üsdiken, 2014; A. J. Mills, Suddaby, Foster, & Durepos, 2016; Rowlinson, 
Hassard, & Decker, 2014), and have likewise succeeded in challenging tightly 
held preconceptions about the ‘classics’ through the ongoing construction of a 
‘new history of management’ (see e.g. Cummings et al., 2017). Chapter 1 of 
this thesis is greatly informed by the former body of work, whereas Chapter 5 
offers a detailed reappraisal of Chester I. Barnard which squarely contributes to 
the latter. In my work specifically, this turn to history has been complimented 
by an adjacent conversation which is nonetheless also concerned with re-
reading, re-appraising, and re-vitalizing ‘the classics’.  

 

For formal organization 

 

The research strand that precipitated this entire project and the one that 
likewise remains closest to my own ‘stance’, was born out of a research group 
headed by Paul du Gay titled ‘What makes organization?’. The group was 
established in my own Department of Organization at Copenhagen Business 
School with funding from the Velux Foundation the year before I arrived in 
Denmark, so I was lucky to embark on my PhD in the company of a vibrant 
group of scholars who each laid claim to different theoretical predilections but 
who nonetheless shared a common frustration with the trajectory of 
organization studies and its dominant mode of critique, which had seemingly 
‘run out of steam’ (Latour, 2004).  
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The group married an interest in resuscitating the ‘classics’ with a particular 
focus on how the latter treated the object of ‘formal organization’ as a distinct 
and worthwhile social form worthy of specific investigation. Furthermore, as we 
collectively read more and more ‘classical’ manuscripts, attention turned 
towards not only their similarities but also their differences. Rather than accept 
a monolithic inheritance of ‘the classics’ as is typical in most cursory histories of 
our field, we turned towards the specific attitudes and commitments that tied 
some classicists more closely to one another than did others, even if or when 
they did not co-exist neatly within a period of chronological time. This also 
provided us with the conceptual means for re-thinking what attitudes and 
commitments characterise contemporary organization studies and what 
alternatives may be more appropriate for meeting the needs of a practical-ethical 
science of organization. This thesis is one output that has resulted from this 
project, but it sits comfortably alongside other publications from my myself and 
my colleagues (see for instance Casler & du Gay, 2019; du Gay, 2015; du Gay & 
Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2016; du Gay, Lopdrup-Hjorth, Pedersen, & Roelsgaard, 
2019; du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017; Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015; 
Vikkelsø & du Gay, 2012).  

 

Pragmatism in organization studies 

 

In the course of navigating the above concerns, and particularly in working with 
the notion of a ‘stance’, it became clear that certain classical theorists of 
organization were in possession of a markedly different ‘stance’ than the 
majority of contemporary organizational researchers. This distinction has been 
usefully articulated by du Gay and Vikkelsø (2017) in their book For formal 
organization: The past in the present and future of organization theory, in which they 
distinguish a ‘classical stance’ from a ‘metaphysical stance’. Whereas the latter 
privileges theory construction, theory application and metaphysical speculation 
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(something I return to in Chapter 3 when discussing ‘the moment of theory’), 
the former remains rooted in “a pragmatic call to experience, an antithetical 
attitude to ‘high’ or transcendental theorizing” as well as “a practical focus on 
organizational effectiveness… born of a close connection to ‘the work itself’ 
or… ‘the situation at hand’” (du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017, p. 29, emphasis added).  

 

Although I immediately appreciated the value of a classical stance for the 
practice of formal organization, I attached to the word ‘pragmatic’ and found 
with it a whole new philosophy of knowledge and ethics, inspired most heavily 
by the work of John Dewey, that I think holds substantial value for 
reconditioning our understanding of the relationship between experience, 
education, ethics, judgment and conduct whether in the academy, the 
workplace, or the classroom. I have almost exclusively cited ‘primary’ texts 
when making reference to pragmatism, in part because this has been the process 
of my own education and I felt this was the best way for me to communicate 
with fidelity to the original work, and because pragmatism is often so gravely 
misunderstood that it seemed worthwhile to, in some cases, let passages speak 
for themselves. I elaborate my own view of pragmatism as it currently stands in 
Chapter 4, before analyzing Chester I. Barnard as a pragmatist in Chapter 5. 

 

Of course, I acknowledge and am grateful for the small but growing group of 
scholars within organization studies who have begun to articulate their own 
pragmatist sensibilities, even though these are overlooked in the main body of 
the thesis (Cohen, 2007; Elkjaer & Simpson, 2011; Farjoun, Ansell, & Boin, 
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2015; Kelemen & Rumens, 2016; Lorino, 2018; Martela, 2015).5 This should 
not be confused with endorsement, for I starkly disagree with some of these 
interpretations and presentations. I am nonetheless keen to contribute to the 
development of pragmatism within organization studies through the negotiation 
of commonalities and differences.  

 

A note on ‘reconstruction’ 

 

The choice of the word ‘reconstruction’ in the title of this thesis is purposeful 
and indicates a particular rather than a generic meaning. Most explicitly, it is 
intended to mirror the title of Dewey’s (1948 [1920]) Reconstruction in 
Philosophy,6 though hopefully it goes without saying that this should in no way 
indicate that I consider myself capable of rivaling his intellect! It is in this book 
that we have been left with Dewey’s clearest statement about his view of the 
need to urgently reconstruct philosophy such that it would grow out of and 
become addressed towards real problems and serious issues ‘in the world’. He 
contrasted this with the older version of philosophy (still alive and well) which, 
fashioned in a different time and for different purposes, was “withdrawn from 

 
5 These scholars each engage with pragmatism in an explicit and expository way. The 
number of scholars who self-identify with some version of a pragmatist sensibility but who 
do not make it an explicit element of their writing is much larger, and includes such figures 
as Karl Weick, and towards the end of his life, Philip Selznick. Identifying ‘pragmatism’ or 
‘pragmatists’ in a unitary way tends therefore to cause confusion and is responsible at least 
in part for obscuring pragmatism’s perceived distinctiveness vis-à-vis other philosophies or 
theoretical programmes. It is important to stress that pragmatism is not one thing, but 
despite some invocations indicating otherwise, it is not a model, a theory, or a perspective. 
My own use of ‘pragmatism’ in this thesis should refer specifically to what I define as 
constituting a ‘pragmatic stance’, and otherwise indicates my best working knowledge of 
this rather vast corpus of philosophy, read predominantly through the work of John Dewey. 
6 Specifically, the ‘enlarged edition’ written with a new introduction 25 years after its 
original publication shortly after World War I, and during which time both World War II 
and the Great Depressional also came to pass, leading him to assert with ever heighted 
urgency the need for ‘reconstruction’. 
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the present scene” carrying “little value for the troubled affairs of the present” 
(pp. vi-vii). Dewey’s concern was not only one of ‘relevance’ but also that the 
older manner of philosophizing drawn from a pre-industrial, pre-scientific and 
pre-democratic age, entailed retreat into systems of universal thought (including 
universal morals) while these very systems, including extra-temporal principles, 
standards, norms and ends, were being challenged by the findings of science and 
the concrete situations which composed a more secularized life. His pragmatist 
philosophy of knowledge and ethics is therefore oriented towards the cultivation 
of a scientific attitude, and associated modes of conduct, that can be directed 
towards but also adapt as needed to the real affairs and problems of life. This 
view is antithetical to the tendency to universalize, including in the realm of 
morals, and instead entails a highly contextual epistemology whereby 
knowledge and ethics are continually subjected to evaluation of their 
consequences for some purpose or end-in-view. I discuss pragmatism in much 
more detail in Chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis. 

 

Suffice to say that although I by no means equate philosophy with organization 
studies, I do lament our collective failure to appreciate the potential of the 
pragmatist corpus for relocating our notions of theorising, practicing, and 
learning organization within a practical-ethical conception of conduct. I agree 
with Dewey that: 

It is the simple fact of the case that any inquiry into what is deeply and 
inclusively human enters perforce into the specific area of morals. It does so 
whether it intends to and whether it is even aware of it or not. When 
‘sociological’ theory withdraws from consideration of the basic interests, 
concerns, the actively moving aims, of a human culture on the ground that 
‘values’ are involved and that inquiry as ‘scientific’ has nothing to do with 
values, the inevitable consequence is that inquiry into the human area is 
confined to what is superficial and comparatively trivial, no matter what its 
parade of technical skills (p. xxvi). 
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It follows that, “reconstruction can be nothing less than the work of developing, 
of forming, of producing (in the literal sense of that word) the intellectual 
instrumentalities which will progressively direct inquiry into the deeply and 
inclusively human – that is to say, moral – facts of the present scene and 
situation” (p. xxvii). Therefore, running counter to the more common practice 
of deconstruction, this thesis attempts to make some small contribution in the 
direction of reconstruction within the specific domain of organization. The manner 
in which I go about this is outlined in the next section. 

 

Structure of the thesis 

 

The thesis is structured in two parts.  

 

Part I: Diagnosis analyses two sub-fields ostensibly devoted to contrasting 
approaches to strategy – strategic management (Chapter 1) and strategy-as-
practice (Chapter 2) – in order to show commonality in their attitudes of 
investigation despite other epistemological, methodological and theoretical 
differences. Together, the chapters should be read as presenting an example, 
among many possible examples, which points to a broader preoccupation with a 
certain mode of theory development predominant across much of strategy and 
organizational research, which orients attention away from concrete 
organization, leading to a general erosion in practical specificity despite stated 
aspirations of practical relevance, and which is related to the manifest difficulty 
of instituting a more practical-ethical organization studies. 

 

Part II: Reconstruction is devoted to developing the means to reconstruct strategy 
and organization in a pragmatist vein and therefore advances the main 
contributions of this thesis. 
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Chapter 3 argues that whether conceived of in terms of paradigms or more 
loosely as a series of theoretical ‘turns’, organization studies has overlooked 
personhood as a central problematic within the research enterprise and that this 
oversight is responsible for at least some of the intractability surrounding the  
field-level problems outlined earlier in this introduction. In response, the 
chapter develops an understanding of the formation of intellectual personae as 
central to the development and exercise of knowledge via three distinct but 
complementary projects: Ian Hunter’s investigation into ‘the moment of 
theory’, Pierre Hadot’s exposition of ‘philosophy as a way of life’, and Bas Van 
Fraassen’s reconceptualization of philosophical positions as ‘stances’. The shift 
from ‘paradigms’ to ‘stances’ provides the analytical means with which to 
reconnect the production and exercise of organizational knowledge with its 
associated persona, as well as evaluate the purposes that persona is or is not 
fashioned to uphold. It is determined that the stances indicated by the 
approaches diagnosed in Part I of this thesis are not fit for a practical-ethical 
organization studies, so an alternative is needed. 

 

Chapter 4 provides a positive articulation of a pragmatic stance for strategy and 
organization, which is better equipped to address practical-ethical concerns than 
those stances currently predominant within the field. The chapter begins by 
outlining the philosophical commitments that underly a pragmatic stance – anti-
foundationalism, contextualism, and a pragmatic conception of truth. Then, 
drawing principally on the work of Max Weber and John Dewey, the chapter 
outlines the main dimensions of significance that consist in a pragmatic stance. A 
pragmatic stance acknowledges plural personae as historical and cultural 
accomplishments, cultivated by and for distinct ethical orderings of life, or life-
orders. A pragmatic stance likewise upholds a particular configuration between 
knowledge, ethics, experience, inquiry, comportment and conduct, and thereby 
supplies the means for understanding how one in possession of an organizational 
persona becomes capable of exercising situational judgement in matters of 
organization, or what this thesis terms organizational casuistry.  Although a 
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pragmatic stance is antithetical to existing approaches within strategic 
management and strategy as practice, but also much of contemporary 
organization studies broadly, it can nonetheless be identified in the history of 
organization theory.  

 

Chapter 5 demonstrates what a pragmatic stance may ‘look like’ through a 
detailed analysis of an exemplar immanent to the canon of organization theory, 
Chester I. Barnard. By analysing Barnard’s inquiry into formal organization, his 
organizational experience, his executive responsibility, and the whole of his 
organizational persona, all of which are demonstrably pragmatist, this chapter 
provides a tangible response to what we gain by adopting a pragmatic stance 
capable of maintaining strategy and organization as practical-ethical pursuits. 
This chapter can furthermore be seen to contribute a standalone reappraisal of 
Barnard that significantly departs from received wisdom, and therefore 
augments recent efforts to construct a new history of management.  

 

As a supplement to this analysis, Appendix I constructs a detailed outline of 
Barnard’s personal and professional biography and is a useful companion to 
Chapter 5. It comprises an overview of his personal history, including some 
‘threshold’ realisations that came to frame his understanding of the relationship 
between individuals, organizations and society. It explicates his most formative 
executive roles and what they each contributed to his thought, and examines his 
connections with a certain Harvard millieux, all of which are necessary to 
appreciate the depth and breadth of his role as a practitioner-theorist, and to 
understand the conditions under which he eventually came to write his main 
published contribution, The Functions of the Executive. It is by no means complete, 
but it nonetheless lays out important context for a thorough consideration of 
Barnard’s stance. 
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The thesis concludes by discussing the implications of a pragmatic stance for 
management and organizational research, practice and education. 
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Part I:  
 
Diagnosis
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Chapter 1 
 
Strategic management and its discontents 

 

 
 
 
 
 
1.1 Introduction 

 

Given the proliferation of ‘strategy’ in public, private and third sectors, and its 
stellar rise to prominence as a ‘concept’ du jour in the fields of organization and 
management theory, it seems surprising that so much uncertainty surrounds the 
term. A number of prominent scholars have raised alarm about conceptual 
incoherence and disintegration within the field, concurring that strategy – as 
academic concept, organizational practice, and intellectual community – is at a 
‘crossroads’ (Whittington, Pettigrew, & Thomas, 2006). Having been called 
into question on epistemological, theoretical, methodological and practical 
grounds, the direction of development within strategic management has become 
a cause for disquiet and concern (Durand, Grant, & Madsen, 2017). In this 
chapter, I argue that the lack of reflection on the historical and intellectual 
foundations of strategy as a concept and sub-discipline is at least in part to blame 
for the erosion of specificity within strategy, and the associated ambiguity 
surrounding strategy’s academic merit and its relevance for contemporary 
organizations. Despite a number of calls to reconnect the study of strategy to its 
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intellectual forebears, who, it is argued here, held a strong appreciation for the 
detailed analysis of the practical problems of management, strategy scholars 
remain notoriously poor at giving credence to the historicity of their field, 
preferring instead to adopt a cumulative approach to knowledge, placing worth 
primarily in rationalist and abstract theoretical edifices. The task of re-visiting 
classic thinkers and historical foundations, therefore, seems particularly 
worthwhile in light of the field’s current failings.  

 

For the purposes of this chapter, my primary interest is in the academic 
treatment of strategy in fields specifically concerned with business and 
management. While strategy has been the academic province of strategic 
management for some time, a foray into the historical emergence of the concept 
requires consideration of more classical management texts as well as what is 
now the distinct field of business history. Similarly, a narrow and rigid focus on 
strategic management would largely fail to engage the increasingly influential 
strategy-as-practice (SAP) agenda. This burgeoning research area originates in 
organization studies and claims to be a direct response to the perceived failings 
of strategic management research. I evaluate SAP in this respect in Chapter 2. 

 

My aim here is to develop an analysis of the concept of strategy and the research 
community that studies it, in order to make sense of its contemporary reach, its 
current academic status, and its relevance for business and management 
practice. The chapter begins with a brief discussion of the proliferation of 
strategy, as well as the use of the prefix ‘strategic’ as a rhetorical device. Given 
the widespread deployment of strategy in different public and private domains, 
it seems surprising that recent work has indicated that the academic field of 
strategy has reached an impasse. This accusation and the conditions that support 
it, are elaborated. The subsequent section draws attention to the cursory 
historical narratives that have come to be taken-for-granted among many 
strategy scholars (Cummings & Daellenbach, 2009), and argues that they are 
offered more as a signal of institutional legitimacy than a serious academic 
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endeavour (Carter, Clegg, & Kornberger, 2008c). Given this, the task of re-
visiting classic thinkers and dealing with their work in close detail and in context 
seems particularly worthwhile to counter popular but anachronistic 
understandings of strategy and its development. 

 

The chapter affords particular attention to Alfred D. Chandler, a scholar who is 
central to both strategic management and business history (Cummings & 
Angwin, 2004; Jones & Zeitlin, 2009), but whose work, I will argue, continues 
to hold some promise for revitalizing strategic management. Chandler’s 
empirical historical approach to the study of strategy is elaborated before 
juxtaposing it with the subsequent development of the professionally bounded 
field of strategic management. It is argued that the displacement of particularism 
by scientism in strategy research – indicated by the emergence, and then relative 
triumph in business schools of ‘strategic management’ over ‘business history’ – 
served to legitimate the academic study of strategy (Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009; 
Üsdiken & Kieser, 2004), but also coincided with a loss of specificity in the 
meaning and application of the term. It is therefore suggested that re-visiting the 
work of Chandler – and other classical organization theorists from whom 
Chandler draws inspiration (e.g. Barnard) – may help to refurnish research 
investigating strategy and organization with a concrete specificity akin to that I 
identify as part of ‘a pragmatic stance’ in Chapter 4. 

 

While a small mélange of critical post-Foucauldian scholars have, interestingly, 
sought to address what they tend to term the historical ‘conditions of possibility’ 
for the concept of strategy in business, with at least some intention to 
undermine Chandler’s more prominent arguments, I argue that these 
genealogical investigations do little to address the current failings or 
developments within strategic management. Based in philosophical history, their 
recourse tends to be to abstract epistemological categories rather than to 
specific empirical accounts of strategy, its production, and its practice. Instead, 
it is argued that as with the recent ‘historic turn’ in management and 
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organization there is much to be gained by revisiting and reappraising the history 
of and classical contributions to strategy and organization, not only to revive the 
relationship between history and strategy, but also to revitalize theoretical and 
empirical research in the field of ‘strategy’ broadly understood. This is pertinent 
for strategy’s capacity to regain a needed specificity and practical relevance, but 
I argue the history needed should be based in empirical history and intellectual 
history, not primarily philosophical history.  

 

The chapter concludes by emphasizing the importance of historicizing the 
concept of strategy in order to engage in a discussion of what strategy affords 
and what consequences it produces in any given situation. Both as a concept and 
a practice, towards what purposes is strategy directed, and what does it demand 
of those who research it and enact it? The chapter opens way for consideration 
of the vibrant, though contestable strategy-as-practice (SAP) agenda, which has 
aspired to offer a solution to at least some of the critiques of strategic 
management by introducing a ‘new’ theoretical and methodological framework 
for the study of strategy that re-orients research to practice and ‘doing’. This 
chapter therefore also lays grounds for consideration of whether SAP – keeping 
in mind its proposals for detailed empirical investigation – offers a potentially 
fruitful avenue for reinstating a practical specificity and needed relevance in 
strategy research. This will be the subject of Chapter 2. 

 
1.2 Is everything strategy? 

 

Strategy is now commonplace in what would once have seemed the most 
unlikely of places – schools, prisons, hospitals, NGOs, sports teams, political 
parties, religious organizations, and social movement organizers (Carter et al., 
2008c; Carter & Whittle, 2018; Whipp, 1999). Garnering extensive reach, the 
language of ‘strategy’ and the prefix ‘strategic’ now also permeate academic 
studies in a number of disciplines outside of the business school and unrelated to 
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its study in international relations. For example, Crow (1989, p. 1) noted that 
“the popularity among contemporary sociologists of analyzing situations in terms 
of strategies is remarkable, not only because of the speed with which use of the 
term ‘strategy’ has grown but also because of the diversity of contexts in which 
strategic analysis is found being applied”. This includes the increasing 
deployment of strategic practices in the government sector, which has been 
concomitant with widespread restructuring of public services, often referred to 
collectively as ‘New Public Management’ (Ferlie, 2006; Ferlie, Ashburner, 
Fitzgerald, & Pettigrew, 1996). Strategy is also increasingly imputed by popular 
discourse to rationalize individual or family-level decision-making (Morgan, 
1989). Its integration into everyday ways of thinking, talking and acting has 
become so taken-for-granted that it scantly raises any direct ire. Overall, it is 
clear that, “strategy now pervades even the large public and non-profit making 
institutions that remain so central to our lives both within and outside the 
strictly economic spheres” (Whittington et al., 2006, p. 476). 

 

Not surprisingly then, within business, the term has been attached to and taken 
an almost unabashed hold over a number of organizational and functional tasks. 
Prominent examples of this include the emergence of ‘strategic human resource 
management’, ‘strategic marketing’, ‘strategic supply chain management’ and 
‘strategic management accounting’, to name a few. While already seemingly 
important organizational functions, the prefix ‘strategic’ was in each case added 
during the 1980s and 1990s as a way of demonstrating the respective function’s 
role within and importance to the increasingly dominant ‘strategic management 
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process’7 which was being advocated at the time (Wright & McMahan, 1992). In 
each of the aforementioned fields, there have been varying levels of confusion – 
sometimes recurring – about what differentiates or elevates the ‘strategic’ 
variety, from its previous form. We now also find the term applied to less 
professionally bounded areas as well – strategic leadership, strategic 
communications, strategic culture, strategic investment and so on. Indeed, the 
term ‘strategic’ is now applied so indiscriminately to new and existing initiatives 
that it is not altogether clear what it contributes (Morgan, 1989) or even what 
‘strategy’ is. Nothwithstanding, the fundamental importance and centrality of 
strategy and strategic organizational processes and practices are “coften simply 
taken for granted. 

 

Human resource management (HRM) seems an apt example. The prefix 
‘strategic’ was prepended to human resource management (becoming SHRM), 
with hopes of providing a common organizational focus for researchers who 
were dealing with a lack of theoretical clarity about HRM’s organizational role 
and the determinants of its practices in the extant HRM field (Wright & 
McMahan, 1992). For practitioners, the prefix also coincided with efforts to 
signal HRM’s contribution to the achievement of ‘added value’ with respect to 
organizational outcomes and secure its position within executive management 
teams (Armstrong, 1989). SHRM, as opposed to HRM or personnel 

 
7 The ‘strategic management process’ is a term used widely within Strategic Management to 
describe the “rational approach firms use to achieve strategic competitiveness and above-
average returns” (Hitt, Ireland, & Hoskisson, 2013, p. 24), which itself comprises the “full 
set of commitments, decisions and actions” required to achieve these outcomes (pp. 5-6). 
This ‘process’ is also frequently used as a topic map within popular Strategic Management 
textbooks, where inputs, actions and outcomes are treated linearly, and where dichotomies 
are drawn between for example, the external environment and internal organization 
(inputs), or strategy formulation and strategy implementation (actions). It was originally 
invoked during the transition from business policy to strategic management to indicate the 
major tasks of a ‘strategic’ manager: (1) goal formulation; (2) environmental analysis; (3) 
strategy formulation; (4) strategy evaluation; (5) strategy implementation; and (6) strategic 
control (Schendel, 1994). 
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management, aligned itself more heavily with planning, systems design, ‘fit’ 
with business strategy, and therefore, the achievement of competitive advantage 
by drawing on people as ‘strategic resources’ (C. Hendry & Pettigrew, 1986), 
especially through mechanisms fostering commitment and coherent 
organizational culture (Legge, 1989). The paradox inherent in pursuing the 
concomitant goals of employee commitment through ‘soft’ HRM practices and 
the requirements of external strategic fit was recognized early on as a potential 
problem for SHRM (Armstrong, 1989; Legge, 1989). Further, the goal of 
consciously matching HR policy to strategy only makes sense within a rationalist 
interpretation of strategy – which assumes simple, top-down, unitarist, and 
linear planning processes that feed sequentially into HR policies. This view of 
integration has been conceptually critiqued and has been shown to be untenable 
through a lack of empirical support (Legge, 1995). So, one might say the 
strategic variant of HRM was somewhat precarious from the outset. 
Notwithstanding, SHRM has continued as a recognized subfield within HRM 
(Lengnick-Hall, Lengnick-Hall, Andrade, & Drake, 2009), though it could be 
argued that (S)HRM to this day continues to struggle with both of its initial 
academic and practical aims (Guest, 2011; Paauwe & Boone, 2018; Rasmussen, 
Andersen, & Haworth, 2010).  

 

We must ask that if ascribing strategy to various organizational phenomena 
frequently does not clarify or deliver on the stated aims of the organizational 
task, why does strategic discourse continue to be so dominant? As Knights and 
Morgan (1990, p. 475) have argued, “a comparatively indiscriminate application 
of strategy … [has] erode[d] its analytical value”. Strategy is both everything and 
nothing – what meaning or significance strategy affords in any particular 
application of the term is no longer clear. Indeed even in the heartland of 
mainstream strategic management – Strategic Management Journal – scholars 
have recently begun to raise concerns about the state of the field, finding cause 
to pose the question to their own academic community: “is everything 
‘strategy’?” (Durand et al., 2017, p. 4). It would appear that although strategy 
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has become something of a ‘hurrah’ word, it has simultaneously lost a 
meaningful grasp to what – specifically – it refers, and with it, a practical 
relevance. One aim of this chapter, therefore, is to investigate how this 
happened and what the implications may be for academia and importantly, 
organization. 

 

Given the extensive reach of ‘strategy’ in a variety of domains, one may 
reasonably seek clarity in its academic home – the dominant field of strategic 
management. It turns out, however, that definitional ambiguity, parallel 
theoretical developments and multiple schools of thought have characterized 
strategic management research since the days it was referred to not as strategic 
management but business policy and planning (Schendel, 1994).8 Perhaps in 
response to perceived and actual conceptual confusion (Evered, 1983), a 
number of attempts have been made over the years to at least organize thinking 
in the field, either through setting out fundamental issues and associated 
research questions (Rumelt, Schendel, & Teece, 1994), crafting typologies 
which demarcate different conceptual foci (see for example Pettigrew (1988) on 
delineating studies on strategy context, content and process) or by relying on 
harsh dichotomies (internal-external, planned-emergent, formulation-
implementation, among others) to decipher different approaches. Despite these 
attempts at accommodating pluralism, such categorizations seem perpetually 
subject to overflow, leading to the diagnosis that, “mirroring longstanding 
concerns with competition, forecasting, and fit, the field itself has become a 
highly contested and questioned site” (Barry & Elmes, 1997, p. 429). Indeed, a 
number of scholars concurred that strategy research was facing “a crossroads” 

 
8 Interestingly, just as ‘strategic’ has been applied to adjacent domains and sub-disciplines of 
management in order to render them more ‘current’ or ‘valuable’, Schendel (1994) 
describes the explicit decision to recast business policy and planning as strategic management 
in order to signify that new ways of thinking were called for by the issues facing the field. 
The new term was seen to indicate ‘the state of the art in the field’ under the direction of a 
new paradigm. 
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(Garud & Van de Ven, 2006; McKiernan & Carter, 2004; Venkatraman & 
Subramaniam, 2006; Whittington et al., 2006). Seemingly little has changed in 
this regard over the past 15 or so years. Recently, the authors of an introductory 
article to a special issue titled The expanding domain of strategic management 
research and the quest for integration, offered this damning summary of the 
current state of affairs: 

scholars criticize the field’s fragmentation, its preference for novelty over 
incremental advancement, its lack of rigorous theory building, its 
unwillingness to document and report on empirical facts, its inability to 
subject its many theories to systematic empirical testing, and the limited 
guidance it provides to managers (Durand et al., 2017, p. 4). 

In response to the growing anxiety about the state of strategic management and 
its increasing fragmentation, there is a growing effort within the Strategic 
Management Journal to inquire – with some introspection, however limited – 
into the field’s cohesiveness, scope and purpose, its manner of theory 
development, the nature of its contributions, and its future direction and 
viability (see e.g. Durand et al., 2017; Makadok, Durton, & Barney, 2018). 

 

Taken together, the academic treatment of strategy has increasingly been called 
into question on all fronts – epistemological, theoretical and methodological. At 
the same time, there has been a sustained recognition by many that the theories 
and models of strategic management have delivered less than might have been 
anticipated in relation to the practical problems faced by managers and 
strategists themselves (Bettis, 1991; Bowman, Singh, & Thomas, 2002; Durand 
et al., 2017; Gopinath & Hoffman, 1995; Lyles, 1990; Vaara & Durand, 2012; 
Vuorinen, Hakala, Kohtamaki, & Uusitalo, 2018), leaving the field “defined as 
much by its subject matter as by the theory it deploys” in a crisis of relevance 
(Durand et al., 2017, p. 6). Yet, because strategic management is also an 
academic field that has been criticized for treating its object of study 
ahistorically, and as one which tends not to be cognizant of its own assumptions 
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nor reflexive about its practice (Morgan, 1989; Rasche, 2007), these problems 
are unlikely to be resolved anytime soon.   

 

1.3 Why strategy needs history 

 

It is clear then that strategy should not be imputed with inherent import just 
because it is now pervasive. In other words, “the fact that a variety of different 
scholars have elaborated the use of the term ‘strategy’ does not in itself 
guarantee the unambiguous usefulness of the word” (Morgan, 1989, p. 26). 
Knights and Morgan (1990, pp. 475-476) have argued that rather than 
presupposing “the current practice of redefining a diverse range of human 
activities in terms of a concept of strategy… [it is] more appropriate to subject 
the very concept of strategy to critical scrutiny”. In order to understand the 
contemporary significance attributed to strategy, the reach of strategy discourse 
and practices, and to evaluate where the field is headed, it is important to 
understand the emergence of the concept of strategy, and its historical 
treatment as a concept by those who research and enact it. 

 

Such an endeavour coincides with a number of recent calls within broader 
management and organization studies to re-visit classical thinkers in order to 
integrate forgotten but potentially valuable contributions to address current 
theoretical and practical problems (Adler, 2009a; Vaara & Durand, 2012). 
Many classic texts present rich resources because their authors “all struggled to 
make sense of the momentous social changes of their times”. In contrast, 
contemporary organization studies broadly and strategy specifically, have both 
been criticized for focusing “too little on the big issues of our own times and too 
much on the narrower concerns of academic peers” (Adler, 2009a, p. 4). This 
has led to a focus on refinement and increment of theory rather than on creative 
(Cummings, 2002; Cummings & Bridgman, 2011) or indeed relevant (Vaara & 
Durand, 2012), contributions to managerial practice. And, as has already been 
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discussed, this “has wider ramifications than ever before, because management 
now pervades and passes judgment upon so much of how we live” (Cummings, 
2002, p. 8).  

 

In contrast, revisiting the intellectual development of a field offers “the prospect 
of rediscovering and renewing a sense of historical vision and contextual 
sensitivity which gives both 'society' and 'ideas' their just deserts” (Reed, 1996, 
p. 27). Since classical work in management and organization studies tended 
towards an engagement with significant questions of the time, while maintaining 
their statuses as practical sciences (du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2012, 2017), revisiting 
the field’s foundations may be helpful to address what appears to be the 
underspecified yet liberal use of the concept of strategy. Adler (2009a, p. 5) 
concurs that an engagement with classical foundations can be a fruitful way to 
“inspire new theoretical and empirical research” and in so doing, re-invigorate 
contemporary organizational thinking.  

 

Unfortunately, as put candidly by Clark and Rowlinson (2004, p. 335), “a case 
can be made that neither management practitioners nor organisation studies 
academics know very much about the history of management or management 
thought”. This lack of historical presence has frequently resulted in the 
misattribution of novelty to faddish ideas, or worse, the opportunistic 
denigration of a simplified and misguided ‘straw man’ version of history, in 
order to justify ‘new’ developments (Cummings & Bridgman, 2011; Cummings 
& Daellenbach, 2009). Clark and Rowlinson (2004, p. 335) sum it up well: 

Heathrow Organisation Theory usually presents historical narratives in a 
common-sense, quasi-pluralist form, where the lack of reflexivity regarding 
rhetoric leaves ideological assumptions unexplored. History is invoked… to 
support incontrovertible verities. Typically an historical narrative is regarded 
as the prosaic telling of a story, with the implication that readers can relax 
their critical, skeptical faculties. This is evident in the ‘turnaround’ type of 
analyses, which often give a quick helicopter overview of the past. 
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While ‘Heathrow Organisation Theory’ is used here to implicate the form of 
organisation studies taught in business schools and which graces the pages of 
popular how-to’s for executives passing through airport bookshops, the 
treatment of history within much of academic strategy and organizational 
research could be held up to the same criticisms.  

 

Early in the process of developing this thesis, a handful of volumes and special 
issues devoted to revisiting the canon of management thought had begun to 
appear (Adler, 2009b; Witzel & Warner, 2013), while in strategy, Cummings 
(2002)remained a notable exception. Indeed, serious consideration about the 
historical foundations of management and its cognate sub-disciplines, including 
strategy and organization, generally overlooked until relatively recently (see for 
instance Cummings et al., 2017), now seem to be gaining a needed momentum 
through casting focus on history ‘in’, and history ‘of’ strategy, management and 
organization. The next section will contextualise the recent uptake of this 
interest in history by way of contrast, drawing attention to the cursory historical 
narratives that are typically taken-for-granted among strategy scholars in 
particular, arguing that field ‘history’ has more frequently been offered as a 
signal of institutional legitimacy than a serious academic endeavour. Given this, 
the task of re-visiting classic thinkers and engaging with the historical 
foundations of the field seems particularly worthwhile to counter popular 
anachronistic understandings of strategy. 

 

1.3.1 Anachronism in strategic management 

One consistent critique levelled against work in strategy is that it is largely 
ahistorical.  Given the overall size of the field, the relatively limited number of 
studies that seek to provide some genealogy of the concept of strategy is 
indicative of this general lack of regard for historicity. Strategy is often assumed 
to be ‘pre-existing’ as a concept or mode of rational thought, somehow endemic 
to a presumed ‘competitive’ human nature and therefore outside the scope of 
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history. Furthermore, seen from the vantage point of much of the work that has 
been accomplished in organization studies and other social science disciplines, 
orthodox strategic management appears epistemologically naïve, and its 
associated ambition to develop as a cumulative and ‘positive science’ misguided 
(nonetheless, for a recent renewal of this ambition see the editorial by Bettis, 
Ethiraj, Gambardella, Helfat, & Mitchell, 2016).9 When knowledge production 
is seen as linear, cumulative and progressive, classical thinkers are cast merely as 
‘stepping stones’ to new and more developed ideas (Cummings & Bridgman, 
2011), implicitly and explicitly diminishing the status and perceived 
contemporary relevance of history. The theories that succeed in such a view, 
tend to present themselves as universalist, presentist and deterministic (Clark & 
Rowlinson, 2004), seeking ideally to capture more and more diverse empirical 
reality within the umbrella of general theories, their explanations claiming to be 
both causal and predictive (for a call to arms in this vein, see Foss & Hallberg, 
2017). Unable to recognise its own contingency, history within the field 
becomes necessarily teleological, with historical accounts either discarded or 
regurgitated rather than re-visited and considered closely or anew.  

 

Oddly, the reticence to regard the past also leads strategy theory to progress 
largely de-coupled from its concrete practice and its empirical outcomes. 
Somehow, strategy as a concept, a field, and a practice has been sustained, and is 
remarkably durable, in spite of the host of criticisms it legitimately attracts. For 
instance, Knights and Morgan (1990, p. 480) demonstrate that regardless of any 
particular strategy’s apparent success or failure, the discourse of strategy 
remains self-legitimating and self-reproducing: 

 
9 Interestingly, Kornberger (2013), in a paper based on a thorough reading of ‘On War’, 
demonstrates that von Clausewitz himself elaborated the principle difficulties of a positive 
theory of strategy, concluding that a normative theory of strategy is impossible. If strategy 
had been more appreciative of its own intellectual heritage, perhaps the alternative 
suggestions for how to study and teach strategy beyond instrumental rationality, offered by 
thinkers like von Clausewitz could have altered the trajectory of Strategic Management. 
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The discourse is elaborated at one and the same time as the demand for 
experts in strategy expands. In continually providing interpretations and 
explanations of where strategy is going, how successful it is, etc., the 
imprecise, incomplete or even contested nature of these accounts strengthens 
rather than weakens strategic discourse and practice. For while accounts may 
differ and interpretations be in conflict there is no disagreement as to the 
value of strategy itself. 

It follows that, “[i]n such a view there is no room for a critical assessment of the 
concept of strategy” (Knights & Morgan, 1990, p. 479). Even while calling 
precisely for a radical reformulation of strategy as a ‘critical’ science in response 
to its manifest failures for organizations, society and the environment over the 
preceding decades, Carter and Whittle (2018) maintain this sense of strategy’s 
inherent import, leading them to question and simultaneously contribute to its 
ultimate resilience. 

 

Leaving aside a few notable exceptions (e.g. Cummings, 2002; Ghemawat, 
2002; Whipp, 1999), when a historical dimension to strategy has been 
introduced (usually in textbooks or other introductory texts), it is typically brief 
and cursory, assuming either a direct translation from the military, or drawing 
on the word’s Greek etymology as a way of asserting its relevance to even the 
earliest societies (and in so doing, apparently transposing its relevance to the 
present). Such universal yet abstract links continue to be promulgated to 
practitioners and students alike. Those who engage in this task of constructing a 
history of the concept of strategy tend to focus on the same few thinkers, though 
emphases do vary. We are told that strategy can be traced back to Sun Tzu’s 
‘The Art of War’, the ancient Greeks, Machiavelli or von Clausewitz (and 
though less frequently recognized, Jomini, and others). These accounts are not 
dissimilar to “histories like those written by Mooney (1947), George (1968), 
and Wren (1972), [which] traced, for the first time, a continuity and 
progression from great or noble civilizations… to great management thinkers of 
their own times” (Cummings & Bridgman, 2011, pp. 81-82). Though there 
appears to be some consensus that that there is no “linear history of accumulated 
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and progressive building of a coherent body of knowledge” (Carter et al., 
2008c, p. 2) that links these historical figures to modern notions of business 
strategy, few attempts have been made to disrupt this dominant narrative.  

 

While these historical figures did ‘strategize’ it was in a decidedly different 
context and with different objectives. Importantly, these figures and approaches 
focused on the ‘art of the general’ whereby strategy is treated as ‘the general is 
the plan’ (Freedman, 2006), and lacked both an indefinite future orientation and 
a concern with the broader organisation of personnel beyond the immediate 
operation, both of which are hallmarks of modern conceptions of strategy 
(Hoskin, Macve, & Stone, 2006). How the classic use of the term in military 
history may have differed from modern understandings of business strategy is 
rarely dealt with thoroughly, let alone how each of these intellectual 
touchstones differed from each other. Further, there has been a tendency for 
strategy researchers to treat historical influence as unidirectional – in other 
words, it is common to impute modern managerialist ideas to classic thinkers, 
but not to consider how their cultural, spiritual, or other dispositions might 
influence contemporary thinking (Cummings, 2002). This has led histories of 
strategy to be largely anachronistic. While the work of the so-called ‘classic’ 
thinkers provides a potentially rich source of insight for contemporary 
strategists (Kornberger, 2013), the superficial – ahistorical, anachronistic, de-
contextualised – treatment of their ideas has done a disservice to strategic 
thought. Where business strategy texts draw upon this legacy for their 
‘intellectual pedigree’ it has so far, principally, been a means of establishing 
legitimacy for the field rather than to better explicate the concept of strategy 
itself. 

 

Notably, even these rather general histories tend to give particular credence to a 
single author – business historian Alfred du Pont Chandler Jr.  In these 
accounts, the introduction of Chandler typically marks the jump from drawing 
tenuous links to military definitions of strategy to discussing strategy as a 
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business concept. Yet, an exposition of how the term came to enter the business 
context around this time is precisely what is left unaddressed.10 Nonetheless, 
Chandler’s work is written about as though it marks the beginning of our 
‘modern’ understanding of strategy, this despite the term’s use by other 
organizational theorists writing during (and before) Chandler’s time. It is fair to 
say that Chandler’s account has been treated as an ‘origin story’ of sorts for the 
rise of American industrial enterprise broadly, and the elaboration of strategy as 
an organizational concept specifically (M. H. Rose, 2008; Scranton, 2008). 
Jones and Zeitlin (2009, p. 2) confer that, “Chandler was so influential not only 
because he undertook first-rate historical research, but also because he advanced 
a number of general propositions which exercised enormous influence on a 
generation of management researchers”. Recognition of this influence was 
renewed after his death in 2007 when a number of prominent scholars in 
business history and in strategy and management devoted special issues to how 
Chandlerian ideas had influenced their own academic trajectories (Lazonick & 
Teece, 2010, 2012; M. H. Rose, 2008). Given the prominence afforded to 
Chandler by those who have sought – seriously and superficially – to provide an 
account of the strategy field, it seems imperative to investigate his writings and 
contribution. 

 

1.3.2 Empirical history in strategy: Alfred D. Chandler 

Alfred du Pont Chandler was an American business historian whose oeuvre, 
which extends from the late 1950s until his death in 2007, was dedicated to 
charting the rise of modern industrial enterprise. His comparative historical 
analyses were influential in providing empirical material about particular 
phenomena across firms, whereas economic analyses had ‘black boxed’ 

 
10 It is here that the Foucauldian-inspired analyses from critical accounting, which are 
discussed in a later section, situate their critique of taken-for-granted historical accounts of 
strategy. The task of explaining the conditions for the emergence of strategy as a business 
concept is precisely the one they seek to address. 
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managerial activity, and historical analyses up until that time had tended to focus 
on specific organizations or individuals. He remains a foundational figure for the 
fields of business history and strategic management, and is recognized as having 
influenced an entire generation of organizational sociologists and organization 
theorists, who found in Chandler “a historical view of the largest corporations 
that placed them in their context and, most important, showed that real people 
with real purposes undertook to make these organizations work” (Fligstein, 
2008, p. 241).  

 

In his first major work, Strategy and Structure (1962), Chandler uses extensive 
primary and secondary data to chart the rise of the multidivisional (M-Form) 
structure within four organizations which he claims arrived at this form 
independently of each other, and before others – Du Pont, General Motors, 
Standard Oil Company (NJ) and Sears, Roebuck and Company. His second 
major text, The Visible Hand (1977) is focused more broadly on the managerial 
revolution in the United States – in which he argues that the ‘visible hand’ of 
management displaced the ‘invisible hand’ of the market – which was 
commensurate with the rise of industrial enterprise. As he states (1977, p. 13), 
“[m]ost histories have to begin before the beginning”. Therefore, the focal 
period of this book chronologically pre-dates that which is presented in Strategy 
and Structure. 

 

It is not the purpose of this chapter to recapitulate Chandler’s arguments. 
Nonetheless, it is useful to address his method and focus, and a few of his main 
conclusions which are particularly relevant to contemporary thinking in 
strategy. Chandler (1977) emphasizes, and it is generally agreed, that the 
railroads were the first modern business enterprises in the United States. 
Because of the large capital investments required for their construction, these 
organizations instigated innovations in capital markets and also witnessed the 
dispersion of ownership, as investors rather than individuals or families came to 
‘own’ such enterprises. Given the geographic reach of the railroads, and the 
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complexity of administration which their operations demanded, the tasks of 
oversight and control could not be reasonably performed by numerous and 
diffuse investors. The railroad companies therefore presided over the separation 
of ownership from salaried management, and the first “formal administrative 
structure[s] manned by full-time salaried managers” (p. 98), who were at this 
time almost exclusively trained as engineers. The railroads are seen as indicative 
of a decisive shift in the structure and operation of business organizations. And, 
through their transportation function, they also served to dramatically influence 
other macro-environmental features of the American industrial landscape. 

 

The body of Chandler’s (1962) text charts the emergence of increasingly 
complex organizational forms, or what Chandler called his ‘four chapters of 
enterprise’, which were seen to arise in response to a commensurate increase in 
administrative complexity imposed by different sources of growth, and which 
were made possible by certain market conditions. Chandler (p. 385) explains:  

Thus four phases or chapters can be discerned in the history of the large 
American industrial enterprise: the initial expansion and accumulation of 
resources; the rationalization of the use of resources; the expansion into new 
markets and lines to help assure the continuing full use of resources; and 
finally the development of a new structure to make possible the continuing 
effective mobilization of resources to meet both changing short-term market 
demands and long-term market trends. 

He furthermore (p. 13) states that, “[t]he thesis that different organizational 
forms result from different types of growth can be stated more precisely if the 
planning and carrying out of such growth is considered a strategy, and the 
organization devised to administer these enlarged activities and resources, a 
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structure”.11 He goes on to provide what became the paradigmatic definition of 
strategy: “Strategy can be defined as the determination of the basic long-term 
goals and objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and 
the allocation of resources necessary for carrying out these goals”.  

 

Chandler employs the term strategy most often to describe methods of 
expansion, but it is also used to impute behaviour that reflects planning, 
identification of opportunity and directed decision-making. Although the 
structural and design aspects of his account can seem prominent, Chandler in 
fact afforded significant agency to managers, whom he viewed in more 
pragmatic vein than the boundedly-rational actor posited at the time by March 
and Simon (see e.g. Fligstein, 2008). Importantly, the managers that Chandler 
describes were not consciously engaging in a named practice of strategy – 
rather, this is an analytical term retrospectively applied to their activities. 
Nonetheless, he sees the building of internal capability, through the 
administrative coordination of salaried managers, to be of fundamental 
importance: 

Of the two types of administrative decisions, one – the strategic – dealt with 
the long-term allocation of existing resources and the development of new 
ones essential to assure the continued health and future growth of the 
enterprise. The other – the tactical – was more involved in ensuring the 
efficient and steady use of current resources whose allocation had already been 
decided… Of these resources, trained personnel with manufacturing, 
marketing, engineering, scientific, and managerial skills often became even 
more valuable than warehouses, plants, offices and other physical facilities. 

 
11 This parallels the language of other classic organizational theorists who refer to ‘purpose’ 
in the place of strategy, and ‘organization’ in the place of structure, which they contend is 
devised to fulfill the ‘core task’ of the enterprise. One can certainly see the influence of 
these thinkers’ ideas on Chandler’s work, though unfortunately, he makes no formal 
reference to their scholarship. It can perhaps be suggested that his failing to contextualize 
the use of these terms within their proper intellectual heritage, contributed to the elevation 
and abstraction of ‘strategy’ and ‘structure’, away from the practical problems of 
administration. 
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Growth and shifts in the location of population, technological development, 
and changes in consumer income, all affected the markets to which the 
administrators applied these resources... Although the enterprise undoubtedly 
had a life of its own above and beyond that of its individual executives, 
although technological and market requirements certainly set boundaries and 
limits to growth, nevertheless, its health and effectiveness in carrying out its 
basic economic functions depended almost entirely on the talents of its 
administrators (Chandler, 1962, pp. 384-385). 

In particular, Chandler affords prominence to the creation of the central ‘staff 
office’, and later the ‘general office’ as mechanisms for efficient administrative 
coordination that is born out of the ascendance of the professional manager. In 
his second chapter of growth, “the functional activities were departmentalized in 
order to assure effective and rational coordination, appraisal and planning in 
each. The central office, in turn, had to make certain the coordination of these 
different activities in relation to the market” (p. 390). Later, the strategy of 
diversification described as the fourth chapter, “permitted the continuing and 
expanded use of a firm’s resources, [but] it did not assure their efficient 
employment … Channels of communication and authority as well as the 
information flowing through these channels grew more and more inadequate” 
(p. 393). The M-form brought with it an increase in the diversity of the 
decisions that managers had to make (Chandler, 1994, 2009 [1992]). The 
development of the general office enabled central oversight of dispersed ‘profit-
centres’ which could pursue local decisions. Chandler (1962, p. 394) notes, 
interestingly, that “the systematizing of strategic decisions through the building 
of a general office and the routinizing of product development by the formation 
of a research department have, in a sense, institutionalized this strategy of 
diversification”. 

 

Despite the influence of his account and his successful challenge to organizaiton 
theorists to acknowledge the historical contingency of their object(s) of study, 
and his affordance to the object ‘strategy’, the content of Chandler’s analysis has 
come under continuous scrutiny since its publication– especially with respect to 
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the systems nature of his analysis, his theorized ‘causes’ of shifts in 
organizational design, and his overly ‘managerialist’ perspective which some 
thought afforded too much explanatory agency to managers as opposed to 
government and other sources of support  (Fligstein, 2008; John, 1997; Pollard, 
1990). In Strategy and Structure, Chandler names strategies (volume growth, 
vertical integration, geographic expansion, diversification), but does not go very 
far in explaining how the concept of strategy per se came to be seen as a 
requisite managerial concept. He makes no attempt to link the concept to 
former military roots, or indeed to its use by other organizational scholars, 
despite a background section that highlights significant shifts in the industrial 
landscape leading up to his own focal period. While his analysis of shifts in 
organizational form is often very detailed, he does not give comparable attention 
to the decision-making leading up to the description of particular strategies. 
These are seen to be somewhat self-evident given the environmental, 
technological and market competitive forces at play. In an autobiographical essay 
published before his death he admits his book was initially titled Structure and 
Strategy – his primary concern being one of organizational forms – and that the 
inversion was principally a suggestion from his publisher (Chandler, 2009 
[1992]). Indeed, despite what came to be his famous dictum that structure 
follows strategy, his analysis of changes in organizational form offers far more 
empirical richness than does his sometimes seemingly post-hoc affordance to 
strategic decision-making.12  This coincides with an ongoing problem regarding 
anachronism articulated by Morgan (1989, p. 28), that “certain actions (once 
labeled as traditional or spontaneous) may retrospectively or analytically be re-
labeled as ‘strategic’”. Perhaps it is Chandler’s analytic use of the term that 
subsequently helped install it in business discourse. 

 

 
12 This did not seem to temper his initial impact in the strategic anagement literature, as 
will be discussed in the next section. 
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Chandler’s analysis emphasizes that changes in the environment create a need 
for new strategies, a basic view that established the grounds for what came to be 
referred to as contingency theory (Donaldson, 1987, 1996; Ginsberg & 
Venkatraman, 1985; Hoskisson, Hitt, Wan, & Yiu, 1999)13 and one that is more 
or less influenced by the systems work of Talcott Parsons whom he studied 
under at Harvard (Donaldson, 1996; Whittington et al., 2006). However, it 
could be argued that in deploying a systems approach at the firm level to 
understand the rise of industrial enterprise, Chandler’s conclusions overlook 
much of the contextual nuances that he demonstrates so well in his firm-specific 
accounts. In adopting a teleological view, he propels strategy to being 
institutionalized as the seemingly natural, reasonable or indeed expected 
response to organizational, competitive, and other environmental problems. 
The triumphalist nature of Chandler’s account surely helped to institute it in the 
canon of strategy research, though it has also been targeted for consistent 
critique by those who point out the temporal and geographic limitations of his 
findings (Langlois, 2004; Sabel & Zeitlin, 1985). Perhaps the most severe 
indictment is that Chandler’s account is functionalist rather than historical 
because he “treats consequences, such as greater efficiency, as causes” (Roy 
(1990) as quoted in Clark & Rowlinson, 2004). 

 

Because he takes the development of strategies by businesses to be an inevitable 
outcome of the macro-environmental changes he outlines, Chandler also fails to 
consider alternative or additional conditions of growth which precipitated the 
emergence of the new organizational designs he identifies (Fligstein, 2008). This 
challenge has been taken up by a range of scholars writing in organizational 
sociology (for a concise overview see Fligstein, 2008), as well as certain post-
Foucauldian scholars in critical accounting, whose contribution will be discussed 

 
13 At its most basic, contingency theory states that the optimal structure for any given 
organization relies on a number of contingency factors – including strategy, size, task 
uncertainty, and technology, and has been central to a large body of research which 
investigates strategy-structure-environmental ‘fit’. 
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in the next section. Similarly, he disregards those who had a commercial interest 
in the proliferation of the concept of strategy as an essential business practice. 
This refers to the conspicuous omission from Chandler’s account of the rise of 
the management consulting industry and its influence on the adoption of 
strategic practices and the M-Form, which he only mentions in passing and with 
an acknowledged lack of engagement (Chandler, 1962, p. 381), despite his 
assertion that mimetic pressures were not at play among his major study firms 
(p. 3). Although this potentially important institutional influence is beyond the 
scope of this chapter, detailed accounts can be found in the work of McKenna 
(2012) and others, and provide a convincing institutional account that warrants 
consideration. 

 

Chandler’s (1962) conclusions in Strategy and Structure which focus on 
statements about the whole of American industrial enterprise, do tend to depict 
changes in organizational form as an ‘inevitable’ result of macro-economic 
conditions. However, the empirical detail of his specific firm accounts paints a 
much more nuanced picture. In these, he affords particular attention to the role 
of managers – senior, middle, and ascending decision-makers – in the structural 
changes that took place: “The cases… indicate how the different executives and 
the different companies approached the problems of management… Such 
internal differences in outlook and approach account, more than any other 
factor, for the difference in the way the four different industrial empires 
responded to changing external needs and opportunities” (p. 51). In particular, 
it is clear that contingencies, interpretations, power-plays, discussions and 
disagreements all feature in how his focal organizations changed over time. This 
contribution not only foregrounded history and the need to understand change 
over time, but also rejuvenated a focus on the inner life of organization when, in 
the 1960s and 1970s organizational sociology had become preoccupied with 
structural analyses of ideal types (Fligstein, 2008). Indeed, he concludes very 
explicitly that the competence of administrators had a greater overall impact on 
corporate ascendency than a number of environmental conditions – “antitrust 
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laws, taxation, labor and welfare legislation, and comparable evidences of public 
policy” (p. 384). His views on this become even more evident in The Visible 
Hand, which is devoted specifically to the managerial revolution, and in later 
work where he argues forcefully for the importance of firm facilities, skills and 
capabilities to explain economic organization over time (Chandler, 1992). 
Indeed, “This visible hand of management, Chandler claimed, represented such 
a vast improvement over the invisible hand of the market that firms that 
developed these capabilities were able not only to dominate their own industries 
but to diversify into other sectors of the economy and attain positions of power 
there as well” (Lamoreaux, Raff, & Temin, 2003, p. 404). 

 

Despite its contestation, Chandler’s work remains the single most cited text 
within business history, and among the most foundational in the study of 
strategy and organization. Although it cannot and should not be claimed that 
Chandler ‘invented’ strategy, the empirical detail and comparative nature of his 
analysis brought life to a concept that had only been alluded to by others. It 
could be argued that, “Chandler is an example of how analysis creates a new 
conceptual object – the strategic plan that drives, dominates and determines 
organizational structure” (Carter et al., 2008c, p. 22). Perhaps this explains the 
central role his work has been afforded within accounts of the genesis of 
strategic management.  

 

Yet, what strategic management initially borrowed from Chandler were his 
conclusions about environmental contingency – that macro-economic changes 
bear important influence on firm-level strategy. This insight became the 
dominant focus of strategic management research, characterized mainly by an 
‘external’ focus concerned only with the interface between competitive 
dynamics and the firm, and whereby the proper role of strategy was to decipher 
the most competitive position within the structure of an industry or market. 
However, it was these aspects of Chandler’s work that could be most criticized 
as being over-simplistic, and deterministic. Where Chandler’s work excelled 
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was his detailed empirical analyses of the significance of managers and 
managerial decision-making in the development of firm strategies appropriate to 
their respective environments. Unfortunately, this aspect of his work has been 
an underappreciated element of his intellectual legacy within strategic 
management research, the development of which will be explored in the next 
section. 

 

1.3.3 Specificity lost and found: The rise of strategic management 
and the possibility of a re-turn to history 

It is clear that Chandler’s work played a significant role in the early 
developments of the study of strategy within business and management. This 
section will begin by elaborating the ways in which his ideas were adopted in the 
nascent field of strategic management. The section then moves to consider why 
what began as a historically informed mode of investigation became increasingly 
marginalised within management studies broadly defined, and within strategic 
management and organization theory in particular. The decisive split that 
eventuated between the academic fields of ‘strategic management’ and ‘business 
history’, in large part based on methodological preferences, served to isolate 
historical and practice-based concerns from strategy research. It is argued that, 
despite ‘swings of a pendulum’ (Hoskisson et al., 1999) and calls to embrace 
theoretical pluralism, the overall trajectory of strategic management along the 
lines of ‘normal’ science has much to do with the current claims that strategy 
research is at a crossroads.  

 

Chandler’s accounts “are still seen as pioneering efforts in the management and 
in particular the strategy literature”, with Strategy and Structure having an 
especially “profound and lasting influence on research in management or 
administration as it was known at the time” (Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009, pp. 2-
3). Chandler (1962) explicitly sought to provide rich case histories and 
empirical detail upon which management scholars could base their hypotheses 
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and generalizations. These accounts provided “a rich description of the elements 
of strategy and the strategy process from a top manager’s perspective, both 
from within the firm and looking out at the environment” (Bowman et al., 
2002, p. 32). This approach initiated new directions for business history as well, 
which up until that point had focused on developing company or biographical 
histories – often authored by journalists or the companies themselves, rather 
than trained historians (Jeremy, 2006, p. 440) – without concern for 
comparative themes. However, as Kipping and Üsdiken (2009, pp. 4-5) point 
out, 

what looked like a promising, mutually stimulating, and beneficial relationship 
between historians and other scholars of business and management remained 
exactly this—a promise. Neither Chandler's later research nor any of the 
subsequent studies and debates in the business history literature (related or 
not to his work) have had an influence on management research even mildly 
comparable to that of Strategy and Structure. 

Nonetheless, Chandler is accepted as having “provided a disciplinary base for 
studying the modern corporation” (pp. 4-5), due largely to his empirical and 
conceptual contributions to early thinking on strategy. Indeed, Strategy and 
Structure provided the basis for what were to become a number of strategic 
management’s foundational axioms. Most notable were his firm-level findings 
on the development of the M-Form, and that ‘organizational structure followed 
strategy’, the demonstration of which is seen to underpin both early 
contingency theory, and more significantly, “the emergence of the discipline of 
strategic management within the academic study of business activity” itself 
(Loveridge, 2006, p. 105).  

 

While early work in strategy adopted a qualitative, case-based approach which 
was primarily concerned with internal practices of specific firms, without a 
tremendous preoccupation with generalized findings, this tradition was 
displaced rather abruptly by the increasing “scientization” of management 
studies, and then strategic management (Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009). Rumelt and 
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his colleagues (1994) confirm that Chandler's own work was considered 
insufficiently systematic and deductive, though it did form the foundation from 
which the field moved towards the ‘positive science’ that emerged in the 1970s. 
By this time, mainstream management studies had made strides in “the direction 
of scientific precision and rigor – a trend that has increasingly continued since, 
notably in North America” (Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009, p. 5). A parallel 
development occurred earlier within organization theory, which I chart in more 
detail in Chapter 5 and Appendix I, when I discuss key institutional 
developments within the social sciences, and at Harvard specifically, that in part 
precipitated the shift from Barnard’s pragmatism to Simon’s behaviorism from 
the mid-twentieth century onward.  

 

The sub-field of strategy followed suit in turning away from history and towards 
the empirical-quantitative tradition, influenced in particular by the economics of 
industrial organization (IO) (e.g. Porter, 1980; Porter, 1981) and other social 
sciences (Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009; Rumelt, Schendel, & Teece, 1991). As 
strategy research began to embrace IO economics and statistical methods, 
Strategic Management as an academic field of study shifted its focus from the 
firm to the structure of industries and markets. Adoption of the requisite neo-
positivist methodological ‘advances’ coincided with an increase in scientific 
legitimacy (ibid) within the academy. In other words, academic rigour came to 
signify an inverse relationship with empirical specificity and proximity to 
practice (Bowman et al, 1999). On the other hand, Business History remained 
rooted in its own legacy of narrative and economic history, which soon became 
relegated to the periphery within business schools (Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009). 

 

The version of strategic management that emerged after this shift, and which 
more or less persists today, is concerned with explaining and predicting “how 
firms achieve and sustain competitive advantage” (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 
1997, p. 509). Despite a drastic change in method, Chandler’s definition of 
strategy has been kept intact (Jeremy, 2006). To summarise, 
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this orthodox 'rational' approach … assumes that corporate strategy provides 
an organization with the kind of focus and direction necessary for managing 
the uncertainties of increasingly competitive markets and politically sensitive 
environments. In general this orthodoxy has either been constituted or 
sustained by academic debate (e.g. Ansoff, 1965; Hofer and Schendel, 1978; 
Porter, 1980, 1985) which treats strategy as a set of 'rational' techniques for 
managing complex businesses in a changing environment (Knights & Morgan, 
1995, p. 195). 

In this view, “both the organization and the environment are treated 
unproblematically as if 'objective' descriptions or analyses of the latter can 
provide the basis for 'rational' strategic plans and decisions which are then 
'automatically' implemented for purposes of securing a 'perfect' match between 
the two” (p. 195). This version of strategic management persists in various 
forms today, most notably under the auspices of contingency theory, the 
planning school, and strategic positioning. 

 

1.3.3.1 Swings of a pendulum 

The metaphor of ‘swings of a pendulum’ has oft been used to describe strategic 
management, as it has, on various occasions, shifted between management, firm 
and industrial levels of analysis, or likewise between an internal and external 
focus (Hoskisson et al., 1999). In moving towards an interest in the internal 
locus of strategy, the Resource Based View (RBV) of the firm gained heed in the 
mid 1980s and 1990s. A significant proportion of strategic management 
research had treated the organization as a ‘black box’ until the resurgence of 
resource-based approaches during this time. While Penrose (1959) had 
explicated this view decades earlier, the swing away from firm-level analyses 
instigated by IO economic theories and methodologies meant that a focus on 
resources was, by this time, seen to be novel (Hoskisson et al., 1999, p. 437). 
Not surprisingly, Chandler’s early work on diversification strategies and 
organizational responses to them was seen to be heavily influential in the 
development of the RBV and later, the dynamic capabilities perspective 
(Tallman, 2006, p. 393). 



 

 

 
67 

 

In a similar move away from the tendency to construct rational, deductive, law-
like theories at the industrial level, the processual tradition in strategy (e.g. 
Mintzberg, 1973; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985; Pettigrew, 1985; Pettigrew, 
1987, 1992) likewise gained strength through the 1980s by viewing 
organizations as “complex socio-political formations which may claim but rarely 
realize rational strategic plans and objectives” (Knights & Morgan, 1995, p. 
195). Here, the rationality of strategy is seen to be limited by various socio-
political and cultural processes, often resulting in a discrepancy between 
strategy formulation or intention, and its enactment or effects. While these 
scholars draw theoretical inspiration from the ‘social construction’ perspective 
(e.g. Berger & Luckmann, 1967), Chandler’s work on the M-Form is generally 
recognized as having pioneered this approach (for instance, see Bowman et al., 
2002).  

 

Although Chandler’s work has provided a renewed source of inspiration at 
various points (e.g. contingency theory, the RBV, and the processual approach 
to strategy), even after scientism took a stronghold over the field, on the whole 
its use in contemporary strategy can be likened to ‘cherry-picking’. The 
disparate traditions within strategic management that have made some use of his 
work remain divisive. McKiernan and Carter (2004, p. 3) offer a fairly damning 
assessment: 

Strategic management should have grown up by now. Yet, its protracted 
history, through the planning, learning, positioning and resource-based 
paradigms has, after four decades, left it groping out of adolescence for 
direction, role, respect and contribution. Its importance to organizations and 
business schools is under threat as a spectre of irrelevance and stagnation casts 
its shadow over much of the extant research. 

Therefore, despite claims that, “strategic management as a field of inquiry is 
firmly grounded in practice and exists because of the importance of its subject” 
(Rumelt et al., 1994, p. 9), there is growing recognition that it is failing to meet 
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its practical mandate. “What is troubling is that these [ineffectual] concepts… 
have largely become accepted paradigms for understanding strategy in large 
firms even though they do not seem to capture, nor be capable of being 
extended to capture, much of what is actually happening today and what may 
happen tomorrow” (Bettis, 1991, p. 316). In seems that “strategy is at last 
pressing beyond the constraints of its origins in the modernist social sciences of 
the mid-20th century” (Whittington et al., 2006, p. 475). Although latter 
remains live and well in some mainstream quarters, others envision a more 
practice-oriented, historically-informed, or critical study of strategy. 

 

1.3.3.2 Towards an ‘historic turn’ 

The significant impetus to reform the field has been most strongly felt by those 
outside the mainstream, with SAP so far being the most thoroughly formulated 
response in strategy. Another response has been through extensive calls “from 
both sides for a closer interaction between business history and management 
studies and some more pronounced attempts at dialogue and even cooperation” 
(Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009, p. 2). Despite work through the early 2000s, 
engagement on these terms had “yet to reach the central areas of management 
studies—strategy and organization—which would finally bring business history 
back to its auspicious beginnings” (p. 2).  

 

Üsdiken and Kieser (2004) have usefully reviewed the wealth of early 
suggestions that organization studies ‘re-connect’ with history, clearly 
demonstrating that this call emanated from scholars holding at least three 
distinct positions about how or on what basis this re-engagement should occur. 
The first, supplementarist position fails to disrupt the “social scientistic slant that 
has come to characterize organizational analysis” (p. 322), rather seeing history 
as a means of potentially providing a substantive basis for confirming and 
refining grand theories which are initially developed independently from 
historiography. Second, the integrationist position sees the incorporation of 
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history as a means to supplement or enrich organization studies as a scientific, 
indeed positivistic, area of study with more humanistic concerns. The final, 
reorientationist position constitutes a broader move away from the social scientific 
aspirations of organization studies based on the natural sciences, and rather, 
involves in part, “turning to history and confronting its alternative orientations, 
methodologies and debates within the framework of studying organizations” (p. 
324).  

 

Clark and Rowlinson’s (2004) explicit call for an ‘historical turn’ in 
organization studies would fit within the latter. They “provide a thorough 
review of, and take issue with, almost all the alternative positions that in one 
way or another have made claims towards ‘including’ history in their analytical, 
empirical, narrative or normative schemata” (Üsdiken & Kieser, 2004, p. 325). 
They argue against both the supplementarist and integrationist positions, and 
indeed some other work in the reorientationist camp as well, because as they 
see it, “[s]uch an historic turn would [should] entail questioning the scientistic 
rhetoric of organisation studies, an approach to the past as process and context, 
and not merely as a variable, and an engagement with historiographical debates, 
especially regarding the epistemological status of narrative” (Clark & Rowlinson, 
2004, p. 346). In reviewing whether existing claims to incorporate history had 
met these conditions, they determined that:  

when we turn to the analytic schemas of the major discourses in organizational 
economics, organizational sociology and organizational culture, we find that 
even as history is accommodated through evolutionary economics and path 
dependence, new institutionalism and organizational ecology, and the 
attention to process in culture and strategy, a general suspicion towards 
historical narrative is revealed that militates against an historic turn (pp. 346-
347). 

Despite being clear that a turn to history need not be restricted by the most 
adjacent branch of business history, Clark and Rowlinson (2004, p. 347) 
conclude their review by pointing to a few studies that are indicative of what 
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they would envisage as part of their ‘historical turn’, noting that though 
conventional, there are a few competing metanarratives which provide “ample 
opportunity for further metahistorical reflection and historiographical debate”, 
Chandler’s being principal among them. Kipping and Üsdiken (2009, p. 20) 
echo this claim: “almost half a century later, Chandler's Strategy and Structure, 
despite its limitations, probably remains the best starting point for both business 
historians and management scholars to find such a common understanding and a 
platform for future cooperation.” 

 

This challenge is taken up by the work to which attention will now be turned. 
This work fits squarely within the ‘reorientationist’ position in that the authors 
in question take issue with both the scientism of strategic management, and the 
determinism that they see to be present in Chandler’s account. By bringing into 
debate the historiography that appears to support Chandler’s arguments, these 
authors appear at first to make a significant contribution to the calls for a re-
orientationist version of the ‘historical turn’ put forward by Clark and 
Rowlinson (2004). Whether their approach, based in Foucauldian genealogy, 
turns out to be a fruitful one, is the question addressed in the next section. 

 

1.3.4 Philosophical history in strategy: Critical genealogies 

A number of academic analyses of strategy, which singly do not subscribe to the 
terms on which strategic management justifies its own existence, have mounted 
a response in the form of critical accounts of the development of strategic 
practices. Through the frame of genealogical analysis, this small melange of 
critical authors develop a theoretical architecture which seeks to disrupt the idea 
that strategy is somehow a natural or inevitable progression concordant with 
mainstream conclusions borrowed from Chandler’s account of the rise of 
modern industrial enterprise. Genealogy examines veridical discourses, “those 
discourses that are charged with the systematic production of truth, and by 
means of which statements are organized in disciplines or sanctioned bodies of 
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knowledge… These veridical discourses are understood as arising from and 
seeking to direct what might be called institutional practices or governing 
practices, i.e. practices that organize and codify ways of doing things” (Dean, 
1992, p. 216). Further, these “devices of 'meaning production' - grids of 
visualization, vocabularies, norms and systems of judgment … do not come 
ready made, they have to be invented, refined and stabilized, they have to be 
disseminated and implanted in different ways in different practices” (N. Rose, 
1996, p. 130). Genealogy is therefore concerned with problematizing that 
which is taken-for-granted in order to understand the conditions of possibility 
for any given ‘truth’, in this case the seeming ‘naturalness’ of the concept of 
strategy. As Dean (1992, p. 216) explains: 

One way of doing this is by constituting lineages of those ‘assemblages’ – 
madness, criminality, sexuality, poverty, the economic, the social, etc. – of 
which we are all too familiar, and which define the lineaments of our present. 
Such assemblages are comprised of diverse and heterogeneous elements: 
modes of training; forms of expertise; systems of classification; administrative 
practices and principles; laws and juridical practices; theories; strategies; and 
programmes of governance, their targets, aims, ideals, and effects; and agents 
and authorities. These assemblages neither form an ideal unity, follow a 
smooth trajectory, nor answer a determinative logic, all of which would lead 
us back to the terrain of the taken-for-granted. 

As a method, genealogy is directly opposed to the type of historical analysis that 
is frequently identified with Chandler’s legacy. In Foucault’s (1984 [1977], p. 
77) words, “[g]enealogy does not oppose itself to history as the lofty and 
profound gaze of the philosopher might compare to the molelike perspective of 
the scholar; on the contrary, it rejects the meta-historical deployment of ideal 
significations and indefinite teleologies. It opposes itself to the search for 
‘origins’”. The work presented in this section demonstrates various attempts to 
re-engage with the history of management, and strategy in particular, on these 
terms.  
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While there is a level of consensus in most management accounts about the 
military influences upon the concept and practice of corporate strategy, 
particularly around the unifying notion of competition (Carter et al., 2008c; 
Whipp, 1999), as has already been argued, the precise linkages are debatable 
(see especially Cummings, 2007). The standard account situates modern 
strategy as a primarily post-war American invention that has its conceptual roots 
in military thinking, but that arose as a central business discourse as a result of 
conditions made possible by the expansion of American corporate enterprise 
around the time of the two world wars. This account is often spuriously aligned 
with that of Alfred Chandler.14 For the majority who accept this narrative, 
business strategy is assumed to follow on sequentially from some pre-existing 
notions of strategy in the military sphere. This connection is treated as self-
evident rather than one that requires investigation. However, a small number of 
scholars particularly interested in the history of the concept of strategy seek to 
investigate these links. Rather than taking for granted the concept of strategy, 
their concern is primarily to provide a genealogical account, where the obvious 
or taken for granted narratives (Chandler’s included) are questioned, and 
alternative, more historically plausible, explanations are explored.  

 

Knights and Morgan (1991, pp. 258-259), for instance, assert that the military 
influence was in “its facilitating a temporal-spatial linkage between internal 

 
14 Some authors ‘naïvely’ impute this military connection to Chandler’s history, but 
simultaneously overlook some of the nuance in his positions. Specifically, Chandler does 
not assume a military link precisely because he thinks environmental conditions at the time 
were causally implicated. These authors conflate taken for granted narratives even where 
their original sources disagree. On the other hand, since Chandler does not focus on the 
development of the concept of strategy, he has no account of how military notions of 
strategy may have come to influence the concept as it began to be theorized. Where he does 
discuss the military it is primarily with respect to its superior training of engineers, some of 
whom became prominent figures in the Railroads. However, in The Visible Hand 
(Chandler, 1977, pp. 95, 205) he explicitly undermines the military’s presumed influence 
on modern large-scale administration, which he attributes to the Railroads. 
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organizational features and the potential of the external environment” but when 
or how this shift occurred is not investigated, nor is the version of military 
structure that upholds this view. In a series of publications Keith Hoskin and 
Richard Macve (1986, 1988; 2006) elaborate this claim as part of answering the 
questions “precisely how and when did the modern practice of strategy and its 
theorization emerge? … And what is the relationship, if any, to military 
strategy?” (Hoskin et al., 2006, p. 167). They are also explicitly interested in 
the historical foundations of the commonplace understanding of a link between 
business strategy and organisational structure. They agree that one must 
recognize the lack of continuity between early military thinking and business 
strategy, but likewise emphasise that these earlier notions of military strategy 
must furthermore be distinguished from the “qualitatively new practice [that] 
emerged at some point after 1800,” rather than the more typical indication of 
1945.  Through their work they argue that “a new discourse of military strategy 
was invented alongside business strategy” through the “managerialism that enters 
both the business and military domains in the mid-nineteenth century” (p. 167). 
They aregue that such managerialism is implemented in both domains by 
graduates of the United States Military Academy (USMA) at West Point. 

 

Importantly, despite the common reversions to military influences made by 
other authors when historicizing strategy and organizational hierarchy, Chandler 
distinctly dismisses these in his account. He states that as organizations that 
presented “unprecedented challenges” (Chandler, 1977, p. 95), the managers in 
charge of the railroads had few examples upon which they could draw to carry 
out their work, including former transportation routes which were different in 
scale and to an extent in kind. “Nor did the managers of the first large [rail]roads 
borrow directly from the practices and procedures of military or other 
nonbusiness bureaucracies.” He continues, “[t]he military model may, however, 
have had an indirect impact on the beginnings of modern business management. 
Because the United States Military Academy provided the best formal training in 
civil engineering in this country until the 1860s, a number of West Point 
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graduates came to build and manage railroads.” While he draws a link between 
engineering education at West Point and acquaintance with the Ordnance 
Department or the Corps of Engineers, “two of the very few professionally 
manned, hierarchical organizations” in pre-civil-war America, he sees this as 
more or less incidental: 

Yet even for such officers, engineering training was probably more important 
than an acquaintance with bureaucratic procedures. There is little evidence 
that railroad managers copied military procedures. Instead all evidence 
indicates that their answers came in response to immediate and pressing 
operational problems requiring the organization of men and machinery. They 
responded to these in much the same rational, analytical way they solved the 
mechanical problems of building a bridge or laying down a railroad (Chandler, 
1977, p. 95).  

It is precisely this dismissal that authors, seeking to provide a post-Foucauldian 
account of the rise of strategy, problematize.  

 

To that end, Hoskin and his colleagues (2006) provide an analysis of the 
military-based practices that they consider to be influential in creating the 
conditions of possibility for the business concept of strategy. After gaining 
inspiration from the Ecole Polytechnique in Paris, the then Superintendent of 
the USMA at West Point, Sylvanus Thayer, implemented for the first time a 
model of education which would come to be understood as ‘managerial’ in 
nature. Numerical grades were used to assess performance, and reports were 
kept and submitted at regular intervals to a central ‘Staff Office’. Student 
performance was then entered, averaged and compared, and students were 
rated and ranked. Students became subject to what we would now term “a 
constant system of objective accountability” (p. 171). Hoskin et al. (2006) argue 
that the rise of disciplinary power and ‘management at a distance’, especially via 
grammatocentric and calculability practices (writing, record-keeping, and 
numerical examination and grading of performance) which were introduced at 
West Point and later disseminated by their graduates, implicates military 
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education in the rise of strategy, more than military thinking per se. Practices 
mirroring those at West Point emerge contemporaneously in the mid-
nineteenth century in both the business domain (at the Pennsylvania Railroad) 
and in the military domain (concerning the effective administration of a ‘Staff 
Office’ in the Civil War), in both cases under the command of West Point 
graduates.  

 

Perhaps the most important implication of this line of argument for our 
understanding of strategy is that, “‘Administrative coordination’ is a power-
knowledge invention, not a response to prior economic or technological stimuli. 
Reversing the presumed direction of change, this new disciplinary practice is 
what makes possible the new economic order that Chandler identifies” (Hoskin 
et al., 2006, p. 171). Another post-Foucauldian account by Alan McKinlay, 
Chris Carter, Eric Pezet and Stewart Clegg (2010, p. 1024), similarly 
challenges Chandler’s dictum that structure follows strategy. They argue, “[f]ar 
from being triggered by strategic choice, it was the growth in technical, 
administrative and, above all, supervisory grades… that underpinned the 
emergence of the managerial corporation”. They focus on the concurrent 
emergence of standard costing and Taylorism to lay out the conditions which 
made the growth of modern enterprises possible. However, as sympathetic as 
they are, Knights and Morgan (1995, p. 193) point out that these accounts of 
strategy are not altogether distinct from the general argument surrounding the 
ascendency of managerialism:  

We have few disagreements with Hoskin's view of the genesis of strategy as a 
system of management control through the twin technologies of written 
records (what he terms 'grammatocentrism') and quantified gradation and 
examination (what he terms 'calculability'). However, we would argue that 
this is a partial and reductionist analysis that subsumes strategy beneath, and 
conflates it with, the discourse and practice of accounting control. 

While these authors partially undermine Chandler’s account, they do not 
overturn it. Knights and Morgan (1991, p. 259) note, “[i]n the same way that 
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the 19th century witnessed the gradual installation of systems of control inside 
organizations, so the post-1945 era saw the emergence of discourse concerned 
with controlling what was outside the organisation”. This implicates the 
predictive and outward nature of strategy that seems to have co-emerged with 
what Chandler terms the ‘visible hand’ of management. Still, Chandler seems to 
take for granted the emergence of strategy as a response to the technological, 
competitive and environmental shifts outlined earlier. The post-Foucauldian 
studies are careful to point out that we cannot see the rise of strategy (or the M-
Form) as some inevitable outcome of these conditions.  

 

As an empirically oriented business historian producing a specific historical 
argument, notwithstanding various critiques as I have mentioned, Chandler 
indeed posits some plausible descriptive accounts based on archival work and 
first hand interviews. On the contrary, the Foucauldian-inspired critical authors 
being discussed here are not empirical historians (or indeed historians at all) but 
are interested foremost, in the philosophy of history. Their main aim is to point 
out the textuality of history to undermine Chandler’s dominant account (or 
indeed the viability of a dominant account). Stanley Fish (1989, p. 307) has 
usefully articulated the distinction wherein he explains that, asserting the 
textuality of history is “an action in the practice of producing general (i.e. 
metacritical) accounts of history”, whereas in the present context, Chandler’s 
study is “an action in the practice of writing historical accounts (as opposed to 
writing an account of how historical accounts get written).” In conflating the 
two, these critical scholars end up relying on abstractions (such as ‘the 
disciplinary society’) to disrupt the grounds of a specific empirically-based 
analysis. Crucially, “of course, these grounds are open to challenge and 
disestablishment, but the challenge, in order to be effective, will have to be as 
particular as they are; the work of challenging the grounds will not be done by 
the demonstration (however persuasive) that they are generally challengeable” 
(p. 308).  
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It is here that we can say that the post-Foucauldian critique of Chandler is 
largely based in a general argument of managerialism and the disciplinary society 
rather than a scrupulous account of the emergence of strategy in particular. This 
supports the observation made by Rowlinson and Carter (2002, pp. 527-528), 
that despite the intention to infuse organization studies with history, “the 
invocation of Foucault has exacerbated the separation of organization studies 
from history, both as empirical research using documentary traces from the past, 
and as historiography” (emphasis added). Despite Foucault’s guidance to operate 
“in a historical register, in parallel to contemporary, real-time, interpretive 
research” (p. 530), this often leads contemporary scholars to impute present 
philosophical concepts into the (historical) empirical domain, or rely on 
explanations that have their recourse in metaphysical philosophical explanations 
(such as power/knowledge). Otherwise, many post-Foucauldian projects often 
subordinate archival based research to ethnographic methods altogether. The 
latter often attracts the ire of historians “who resent postmodern indifference to 
the origin and context of historical texts” (p. 534), a point which is clearly 
explicated both by Rowlinson and Carter (2002), and elsewhere by du Gay 
(2000). While Hoskin and Macve (1988) attempt to avoid both of these pitfalls, 
they ultimately do revert to a reliance on abstractions for explanatory value. 

 

Therefore, although this group of scholars have taken the history of the concept 
of strategy more seriously than the majority of strategic management scholars, 
their main line of argument stands outside of strategy or organization. If their 
critique of Chandler is that he too easily accepts structural explanations ‘out 
there’ for the emergence of strategy, then their analysis is also vulnerable to this 
point, even if for different reasons. Furthermore, although the critical analysis 
inspires us to consider alternative conditions which enabled the emergence of 
business strategy, because it stops short of engaging with recent history, it does 
little to help us consider the main problematics of contemporary strategy, let 
alone where to go from here. While I appreciate the inclination towards 
creativity, challenge, and ‘thinking differently’ about preconceived or taken for 
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granted ideas, if one is wont to dislodge the dominant Chandlerian account of 
the development of organizational forms and the concomitant articulation of 
strategy as a crucial task of management, or indeed to progress the project of 
revitalizing management and organization with history such that it can inform 
current pursuits, this would more effectively be accomplished through a 
commitment to alternative empirical and intellectual histories, rather than 
philosophical ones. 

 

1.4 Concluding remarks 

 

The last 10 years have witnessed a growing enthusiasm and presence for history 
in management, strategy and organization, both in publications and conferences 
such as the European Group of Organization Studies and the Academy of Management 
Annual Meeting. This embrace has led to a growing recognition of the need 
firstly, to take history more seriously, and secondly, to be more precise about 
what exactly that may mean (see e.g. Kipping & Üsdiken, 2014; A. J. Mills et 
al., 2016). The latter has entailed a discussion, in particular, about the role and 
status of theory in writing histories, and the relation of history to developing 
theory, such that we can both appreciate the past and continue to inform the 
present and the future in new ways. How to bridge the different methodological 
traditions and expectations deriving from history and business history proper 
and management and the social sciences remains an ongoing effort.  

 

Although there is consensus that Chandler’s work has a foundational presence 
within strategic management, scholars differ about the extent to which his 
paradigmatic account has now come to restrict thinking in the field, or on the 
contrary, whether it may provide fruitful inspiration for future research which 
properly considers managerial practice. It could be argued that there has been a 
failure to delineate the value of his (historical) method and the rich empirical 
detail it is capable of providing, versus the potentially restrictive rationalism that 
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is embedded in some of his theoretical conclusions which are seen to have 
encouraged a unitary model of corporate development that is now in question. 
Interestingly, in the early days of strategic management, it was Chandler’s 
generalized conclusions that appealed to economics-inflected strategy research 
of the time, and which were therefore adopted, while his method was 
disparaged as too unsystematic or lacking scientific rigour. However, in light of 
the stronghold that modernist science has had in and on the field in the years 
since, and the realization that strategic management has lost an important 
practical specificity, it is perhaps now a reengagement with the historical and 
methodological aspects of Chandler’s work that holds the most potential for 
new research avenues. Indeed, it has been suggested that strategy research could 
be revitalized in part through an effort to reincorporate the analytical and 
practical detail which was the hallmark of Chandler’s historical method (Clark & 
Rowlinson, 2004; Kipping & Üsdiken, 2009). Such an effort would be 
consistent with a reorientationist position for the inclusion of history in strategy 
(Üsdiken & Kieser, 2004) and consistent with at least some aspects of the call 
for an ‘historic turn’. In contrast, it has been shown that subsuming history into 
Foucauldian genealogy – as has been typical in the more prominent work 
responding to appeals for history in organization studies – may not be fruitful 
for reinstating a practical specificity in strategy research.  

 

Likewise, the increasingly influential SAP agenda explicitly aims to address the 
practical shortcomings of extant strategy research (Whittington, 2003), and in 
so doing introduces a ‘new’ epistemological, theoretical and methodological 
orientation to the study of strategy. This area of research has already done much 
to enliven debate around strategy (Carter & Whittle, 2018; McKiernan & 
Carter, 2004). Yet, any sufficient antidote to the crucial problems facing 
contemporary strategy research would need to demonstrate not only a 
sensitivity towards historiography, but also importantly, what strategy affords in 
any practical instantiation of the concept in concrete organizational situations. 
What progress SAP has made in this direction, and whether indeed it is capable 
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of fulfilling the remit of this critical juncture, will be the focus of the next 
chapter. 
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Chapter 2 
  
Strategy-as-practice and ‘turns’ to theory  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
2.1 Introduction 

 

The previous chapter traced the evolution of Strategic management, arguing in 
particular that alongside the displacement of Chandlerian empirical history by a 
range of scientistic methods oriented towards theory-development, the concept 
of strategy, despite its proliferation, had grown increasingly abstract and 
detached from practical concerns. The chapter concluded that a renewed 
sensitivity towards historiography coupled with a concern with practical conduct 
would go some way towards addressing the problems in contemporary strategy. 
By introducing a ‘new’ theoretical and methodological framework for the study 
of strategy that re-orients research to practice and ‘doing’, Strategy as Practice 
(SAP) represents the foremost attempt to revitalize strategy research based upon 
situated empirical investigation. Partially in response to the perceived 
shortcomings of strategic management discussed in the previous chapter, SAP 
entered the scene clearly positioning itself as a distinct alternative to extant 
approaches to strategy, seeking instead to study the full constellation of actors 
and activities that may fall within the umbrella of ‘strategy’, with the intent of 
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producing more practicable research. For this reason it warrants thorough 
consideration. However, notwithstanding its successful establishment and 
subsequent growth in popularity, SAP has since its inception, been subject to a 
series of criticisms which it has struggled to convincingly address. These 
criticisms have often come from the sympathetic field of Organization Studies 
(OS). SAP’s embrace by its ‘target’ field – Strategic management (SM) – has 
been slow and tepid (Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2010), though a recent special 
issue in Strategic Management Journal (Burgelman et al., 2018) indicates some in-
roads and is symbolically important. 

 

The chapter will proceed as follows. After first providing a brief account of the 
institutionalization of this ‘nascent’ research approach over the last two decades, 
I will consider whether SAP is capable of reinstating a practical specificity in 
strategy. In so doing, and in addition to tracing the development of SAP on its 
own terms, through the course of the chapter I also consider adjacent fields of 
inquiry that either pose challenges to or could potentially enrich SAP as it 
currently stands. In particular, I consider the managerial work tradition, as well 
as more ‘interpretivist’ or ‘critical’ varieties of organization studies in order to 
question SAP’s own claims to novelty. It is important from the outset, to be 
clear that these exercises indicate an exploration necessary to the analysis at 
hand, and do not necessarily signify my own attachment to these adjacent 
research agendas. 

 

A foray into the development of SAP is accompanied by a focus on three 
significant problems, namely the neglect of history in the practice-theoretical 
programme, the erasure of organization as an object of study from the practice-
theoretical approach to the study of strategy, and conversely, the expansion of 
the object of ‘strategy’ to such a degree that SAP becomes more or less 
indistinguishable from contemporary Organization Studies more broadly. I also 
briefly consider the broader inspiration of ‘practice studies’ from which SAP 
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draws, to consider what kinds of problems and accounts this theoretical 
programme is fashioned to reasonably address and produce.  

 

After concluding that SAP has failed to live up to its own aims, as well as the 
mandate set out in Chapter 1, I broaden the analysis to suggest that SAP is but 
an example and a symptom of a significant problem implicit in a series of 
different but not unrelated theoretical ‘turns’ in the contemporary social 
sciences. In other words, this latter analysis explicitly reinforces the position 
that Part I of this thesis is engaged in diagnosing a problem that applies to but is 
not limited to strategy, but which also implicates much contemporary theory 
development within the sub-disciplines comprising management and 
organizational analysis, broadly. After locating this problem in a particular 
comportment, born out of a certain mode of intellectual conditioning dominant 
across the humanities and social sciences since the 1960s, what the historian of 
ideas Ian Hunter (2006) has termed ‘the moment of theory’, I suggest that an 
alternative – and for contemporary purposes and concerns, more fruitful – 
pragmatic stance can be identified within the canon of classic organization theory, 
the articulation and elaboration of which forms the basis of Part II of the thesis. 

 

2.2 Instituting strategy-as-practice 

 

The initial motivations for the SAP agenda arose from dissatisfaction by some 
scholars in OS, with the kind of work being produced in what one might call the 
strategy ‘mainstream’ – Strategic management (Whittington, 1996, 2004). Of 
course, SM is not itself unified, and can be usefully disaggregated according to 
the more prominent ‘content’ studies, based in ‘rationalist’ analysis, and the 
‘process’ school which embraces ‘interpretivist’ forms of analysis (Ezzamel & 
Willmott, 2010), with SAP strongly distinguishing itself from the former, and 
sympathetically but self-consciously building upon the latter. Having already 
outlined the restrictions imposed by a rationalist approach to SM in Chapter 1, 
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the focus here will be on how SAP was initiated with the intention to extend, 
supplement, and eventually supplant the process tradition in strategy research,15 
and whether this approach has been able to provide a practical antidote to the 
problems facing strategy research. 

 

Notwithstanding whether it has lived up to its own research aims, which is the 
subject of the next section, SAP has been notable for successfully cordoning off 
institutional space within the Organisation Studies landscape (Carter, Clegg, & 
Kornberger, 2008b). This is evidenced by a formal online membership network 
(www.sap-in.org) which currently claims to have over 3000 members across 
150 countries, as well as by having hosted the longest running Standing 
Working Group at the European Group of Organisation Studies (EGOS) to date 
(active from 2005 to 2014) titled ‘Strategizing Activities and Practices’, maintaining 
an Interest Group of the same name within the Academy of Management 
(https://sap.aom.org/home), and having a further presence at the British 
Academy of Management and the Strategic Management Society. The agenda also lays 
claim to several monographs (e.g. Jarzabkowski, 2005; Johnson, Langley, 
Melin, & Whittington, 2007; Rasche, 2007) edited volumes (Golsorkhi, 
Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2010, 2015), and special issues, including in European 
Management Review (2004), Human Relations (2007), Long Range Planning (2006; 
2008), Journal of Management Studies (2014; 2003), British Journal of Management 
(2015), and Strategic Management Journal (2018) and even a textbook 
(Paroutis, Heracleous, & Angwin, 2013). Initially the domain of European 
strategy scholars (Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2010), nearly 20 since its inception in 
2001, SAP has now crossed the Atlantic and slowly begun to establish itself in 

 
15 Although they share a focal phenomenon – strategy – only recently has  Strategy-as-
Practice (SAP) adopted a more reconciliatory posture towards Strategy Process (SP) 
research, with the current effort seemingly to bridge the two ‘schools’ through a renewed 
agenda (see e.g. Burgelman et al., 2018; Mirabeau, Maguire, & Hardy, 2018). Importantly 
though, from the standpoint of gaining early institutional traction as a field of study, SAP 
benefited handsomely from branding itself a novel departure from the SP tradition. 
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the same (North American) journals whose publications were the subject of its 
initial critique (e.g. Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Burgelman et al., 2018; 
Jarzabkowski, 2008; Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2015; Kaplan, 2008; Mantere & 
Vaara, 2008; Mirabeau & Maguire, 2014; Paroutis & Heracleous, 2013; 
Whittington & Cailluet, 2008). 

 

The institutional success of SAP is undeniable. This is at least partially owed to 
explicit and highly coordinated efforts to brand SAP as a distinct and novel 
agenda. The building, policing and maintenance of a cohesive community of 
scholars, who coalesce around and make heavy use of the term itself, has served 
to support the expansion of the SAP agenda (Carter et al., 2008b). The 
boundary-maintenance of the research agenda is further evident in publication 
tactics, which have resulted in a comparatively high number of review articles 
and ‘stocktaking’ exercises of the field (e.g. Burgelman et al., 2018; 
Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Johnson et al., 2003; Rouleau, 2013; Seidl & 
Whittington, 2014; Vaara & Whittington, 2012; Whittington & Cailluet, 
2008). Publications of this sort simultaneously support newcomers and junior 
scholars to get a handle on what is a burgeoning body of work, but more 
importantly keep the agenda on track through conceptual gatekeeping. 

 

Intellectually however, it could be argued that SAP’s claims to novelty initially 
came at the expense of a thorough engagement with related (and more 
developed) extant literatures both within Organisation Studies, and that which 
constitutes the ‘practice turn’ in social theory (Carter et al., 2008b; Chia, 2004; 
Chia & Holt, 2006). Despite the continued proliferation of work within SAP, 
and at least a few re-articulations of the same concern in the intervening years, 
this significant oversight is only beginning to be remedied (see e.g. Burgelman et 
al., 2018; Mirabeau et al., 2018; Vaara & Whittington, 2012). This is but one 
problem with SAP that is raised in the present chapter.  
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Notwithstanding, before situating SAP in relation to a series of ‘turns’ in social 
science, the most proximal of course being the ‘practice turn’, it is useful to 
first outline and evaluate the SAP agenda on its own terms. To this end, the next 
section will review existing SAP scholarship, with particular emphasis on its 
progression and development over time. I question not only the extent to which 
it has delivered on its own initial aims, but also scrutinise the ways in which the 
parameters of the SAP agenda have been tweaked and nudged over the course of 
the last 15 or so years. This will allow us to advance some way towards 
answering the question of whether SAP is capable of reinstating a practical 
specificity within strategy. 

 

2.3 Establishing strategy-as-practice 

 

One consolation of evaluating a relatively young and highly orchestrated 
research agenda is that key participants and milestone events are not only 
identifiable but have been documented with at least some level of transparency. 
Carter et al. (2008b, p. 84) draw attention to a foundational meeting for what 
was to become SAP: 

In February 2001, a group of about 50 researchers convened at the EIASM 
(European Institute for Advanced Studies in Management) in Brussels, 
attending a workshop organized by Gerry Johnson, Leif Melin and Richard 
Whittington, to discuss development in strategy’s micro-processes. The 
output of the conference resulted in a special issue of the Journal of Management 
Studies (Johnson et al., 2003) and, perhaps more significantly, started a 
conversation about the need for a more practice-based approach to strategy 
making. 

Although SAP’s relationship with ‘interpretivist’ approaches to strategy falling 
within the ‘process school’ were at this stage highly ambiguous, the introduction 
of SAP by European scholars was “clearly to be understood as a systematic 
critique of orthodox, hegemonic, and mainly North-American, or North-
American inspired, strategy research” (p. 83). Positioning itself in contrast to 
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conventional ‘rationalist’ approaches to strategy (described in Chapter 1), SAP 
called for a reorientation of strategy research towards ‘practice’ and ‘doing’, 
and similarly reconceptualised strategy as something you ‘do’ rather than 
something you ‘have’ (Jarzabkowski, 2004), a distinction they maintain today. 
These moves were consistent with a Weickian call for a decreased 
preoccupation with nouns and a greater focus on verbs, gerunds, activities and 
processes in organisational research (Whittington et al., 2003), and more 
directly, were a response to Brown and Duguid’s (2000, p. 95) call for greater 
attention on the “the internal life of process”, or “the practices by which work is 
actually done” (Whittington et al., 2003, p. 118). 

 

This nascent approach found early expression in a ‘call to arms’ articulated by 
Whittington (2003, pp. 119-121) via a set of six research questions, as follows: 

(1) How and where is strategizing and organizing work actually done? (2) 
Who does the formal work of strategizing and organizing and how do they get 
to do it? (3) What are the skills required for strategizing and organizing work 
and how are they acquired? (4) What are the common tools and techniques of 
strategizing and organizing and how are these used in practice? (5) How is the 
work of strategizing and organizing organized itself? (6) How are the products 
of strategizing and organizing communicated and consumed? 

Whittington candidly admitted that despite having taught and researched 
strategy for a decade and a half, the questions were born out of a lingering 
embarrassment and discomfort with not knowing what, really, strategists 
actually do, nor how they ‘do’ it. Such an admission is admirable in a sense, and 
possibly articulates a latent anxiety possessing organizational scholars of various 
stripes. The perceived lack of clarity and precision, though, is evident in the 
repeated use of the catchall phrase ‘strategizing and organizing’ contained within 
the orienting questions. As will be shown in the next section, this lack of 
conceptual specificity foreshadows many of SAP’s subsequent challenges. 
Nevertheless, for early SAP scholars, rendering the work of ‘strategizing’ 
comprehensible was seen to have important and direct practical implications. 
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Whittington (2003, p. 119) makes a clear appeal for SAP to extend and bolster 
the process school in order to restore strategy’s status as a practical field of 
inquiry:  

What we can take from the managerial work tradition is the prospect of 
helping managers in practical ways. As Mintzberg (1974: p. 54)16 said: ‘The 
first step in providing such help is to find out what a manager’s job really is.’ 
The practice perspective on strategizing and organizing is similar but more 
specific, concerned with finding out what strategists’ and organizers’ jobs 
really are. Building this knowledge is a step towards creating practical 
wisdom.  

The belief that SAP held the potential to inject strategy research with much-
needed practicality was a core driver for the agenda’s establishment. Indeed, 
although the nature of ‘that which is practical’ deserves further scrutiny, it is 
clear that the initial proponents of SAP were motivated to a large extent by 
what was believed to be a strong practical mandate (Jarzabkowski & 
Whittington, 2008b; Whittington, 2003, 2006; Wilson & Jarzabkowski, 2004).  

 

Having articulated justifications for a new research direction in strategy, the 
attempts to rally scholars around a clear set of enumerated research questions 
proved markedly successful, at least in terms of publication volume and 
presence. However, posing a narrow and clearly demarcated – though 
conceptually loose – agenda, that also claims novelty from more established 
fields of inquiry, appears to have its trade-offs. In charting the progression of the 
SAP agenda since its early days, the following section will demonstrate that 
although SAP began with a stated interest in contributing practical insights to 
the study of strategy, as it has clarified its theoretical purpose it has 
simultaneously lost interest in the practical problems of organization, and by 
extension, of strategy. 

 
16 Whittington cites the incorrect year for Mintzberg’s piece in the Harvard Business 
Review. The correct citation should be Mintzberg (1975, p. 54). 
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2.4 Contesting strategy-as-practice 

 

The research efforts that populated SAP invariably encountered confusion 
surrounding SAP’s primary object of study – strategy – as well as its theoretical 
namesake – practice. This is not in itself surprising; an elaboration and 
refinement of concepts is to be expected within any burgeoning field of study. 
However, the means deployed to establish and promote the distinctiveness of an 
SAP approach proved particularly unhelpful when it came to legitimately 
drawing upon related work in adjacent fields of inquiry – most proximally, 
strategic management but also organization theory, and that which constitutes 
the ‘practice turn’ in contemporary social theory. Consequently, since its 
inception, SAP has been subjected to of a range of criticisms that it has – 
sometimes wilfully – failed to address, of which only the most relevant to the 
task at hand will be elaborated here. 

 

To provide some substance to the above claims, whilst also laying out the terms 
needed to evaluate whether SAP is capable of restoring a practical specificity 
within strategy, and if not, why not,  this section will set out the following 
argument: (1) that the novelty of the agenda – both in terms of its 
conceptualization of strategy, and regarding the adoption of situated empirical 
investigation to study strategy – was overstated due to a reluctance to engage 
with adjacent fields of inquiry; (2) that efforts to decipher SAP from the process 
school in strategy research resulted in a theoretical re-orientation of the agenda 
from a concern with micro-activities that make up formal domains of strategy 
work towards the relationship between these activities (strategy praxis) and 
strategy as a societal level, inter-organizational phenomenon (strategy practice); 
(3) that despite this ambition, the agenda faces theoretical and methodological 
difficulties in linking micro-activities to the level of ‘practices’, resulting in a 
number of descriptive single case studies that fail to meet the theoretical 
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mandate of this approach; (4) that as SAP has adopted this trajectory, it has 
necessarily bypassed the organizational level of analysis, choosing instead to 
develop theoretical explanations which are abstracted to the supra-
organizational level; (5) that bypassing a concern with ‘the organization’ has 
been concomitant with the erosion of its interest in the practical problems of 
management and organization, demonstrating a clear departure from its initial 
aims; (6) finally, that the current theoretical pre-occupations of SAP have come 
to mirror those of contemporary organizational studies more broadly, thus 
calling into question what, if anything, remains distinctive about the SAP 
agenda.  

 

2.4.1 Questioning the novelty of SAP 

Despite the institutional benefits of claiming novelty in order to establish a 
clear-cut and bounded research agenda, the initial relationship between SAP and 
existing ‘schools’ within strategy research was more ambiguous, leaving SAP 
open to a dual criticism. On the one hand, in failing to properly acknowledge 
existing interpretive studies of strategy, let alone the insights from organization 
studies, SAP overstated the extent to which its use of situated empirical 
methods offered a genuinely new approach to studies of strategic activity. On 
the other hand, and in light of its stated opposition to the mainstream, SAP 
understated the extent to which it un-reflexively imported orthodox strategic 
management concepts to frame these studies.  

 

As Carter et al. (2008b, p. 88) point out, SAP “trades off an unease regarding 
the difference between the existing theory of what people do and what, really, 
people actually do”. However, he and his co-authors do not let slide that, “the 
practice approach follows (without referencing) organizational theory that has 
been analysing what it is that managers actually do when they manage, for some 
considerable time”. They draw a fairly blunt analogy: 
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That such an approach may seem novel probably tells the reader more about 
the restricted state of the knowledge communities typically indexed in 
strategy studies than it does about what strategists do, for similar insights were 
current in organization sociology from the early 1970s onwards (e.g. Clegg, 
1975; Silverman & Jones, 1976). Forty years after Garfinkel, strategy as 
practice advocates a practical ethnomethodology of organizational life 
(Garfinkel, 1967). It does so with all the aplomb of a colonialist newly 
‘discovering’ an already peopled continent, for whose existing inhabitants 
scant regard is given as intrepid explorers gaze on what appears as if it were, 
essentially, terra nullus (p. 85). 

Already, this raises concern that the differences between SAP and adjacent fields 
of inquiry has been overstated.  Indeed, there is a long tradition of scholarship in 
both organization theory as well as in strategy, that implicitly or explicitly looks 
at practices, but which is overlooked by SAP. Perhaps most obviously, there is 
the work of cross-over scholars such has Henry Mintzberg and Andrew 
Pettigrew, who were instrumental in the managerial work tradition in 
management and prominent in the ‘process school’ in strategy. Mintzberg and 
Pettigrew, alongside Gerry Johnson, had already brought attention to the messy 
day-to-day existence of managers in the 1970s and 1980s (Johnson, 1987; 
Mintzberg, 1973; Pettigrew, 1985). These contributions sought to understand 
the informal and emergent character of strategy, which arguably has much in 
common with the stated interests of SAP. Indeed at least one of their students – 
well-known critical discourse analyst Cynthia Hardy – is now actively involved 
in the current effort to reconcile SAP with SP (see Mirabeau et al., 2018). 
However, while SAP claimed in passing that it offered an enrichment and 
extension to this work, explicit references to these texts as well as other more 
‘reflexive’ studies within strategy, were strangely absent in the foundational 
SAP literature. This, despite the fact that these texts,  

[m]ore expressly sociological in nature, … had placed emphasis on, inter alia, 
how power and politics shape the strategies that emerge (Mintzberg, 1987; 
Pettigrew, 1985); the strategic choices made (Child, 1972); the language 
games that constitute strategy (Barry & Elmes, 1997); as well as how strategy 
is best understood through interpretative approaches (Schwenk, 1989), 
structuration theory (Whittington, 1992) or epistemology (Knights & 
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Morgan, 1991). Such works set out an alternative to the neat assumptions of 
ubiquitous rationality underpinning orthodox strategy (Carter et al., 2008b, 
p. 83). 

Regardless, in one of the earliest papers which names ‘Strategy as Practice’, 
Whittington (1996) sets out a 2x2 matrix typology wherein he acknowledges a 
shared concern with ‘how’ strategy happens, but distinguishes the new ‘practice 
approach’ from the ‘process school’ according to their respective concern with 
the managerial versus organizational level. This crude distinction between the 
two schools helped delineate the SAP agenda. Early work within SAP made 
strong appeals to the ‘doing’ of strategy, explicitly trading on a concern with the 
managerial labour involved in strategizing and designing organizations at the 
micro level (Whittington, 1996). This is evidenced in references to micro-
strategy (Johnson et al., 2003), strategizing (Johnson et al., 2003; Samra-
Fredericks, 2003; Whittington, 1996), and an activity-based view of strategy 
(Jarzabkowski, 2003, 2005; Johnson et al., 2003; Regnér, 2003), all of which 
drew attention to the “nitty-gritty” of strategy work (Whittington, 1996: 732), 
in contrast to the supposed organizational-level concerns of the ‘process school’ 
of strategy prominent through the 1980s and 1990s (Regnér, 2003; 
Whittington, 1996, 2003). However, for those familiar with the managerial 
work tradition, drawing this distinction is clearly ceremonial, and is part and 
parcel of the institutionalization process of SAP itself, which has often relied on 
a simplified caricature of existing work in order to dramatize the disruptive 
nature of SAP.  

One may have drawn a distinction between the two ‘schools’ with more fidelity 
by pointing out their treatment of formal versus informal sites of strategy. The 
language of “opening up”, “internal life”, “real work”, and “doing” brings to mind 
research focused on the potentially informal or messy activities which are 
beyond the reach of rationalist approaches to strategy, but which nonetheless 
come to constitute strategic activity within firms. This realm of managerial 
activity was the explicit focus of the process school. On the contrary, the initial 
focus of SAP was instead on those activities that are carried out within formally 
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delineated sites of strategy. To begin to understand what constitutes the formal, 
analytic and systematic activities of strategy work, potential disciples were 
encouraged to focus their endeavours on “the formal work of strategic and 
organizational design” (Whittington, 2003, pp. 118-119). According to 
Jarzabkowski (2003, p. 23): 

[K]ey strategic practices are identified as those formal operating procedures 
involved in the direction setting, resource allocation, and monitoring and 
control. While these are not the only practices from which strategic action is 
constructed, they are theoretically valid within the strategic management 
literature and are innately ‘practical’ being concerned with the doing of 
strategy. 

Perhaps unwittingly, an emphasis on formal strategy coincided with the 
importation of rationalised concepts from Strategic management as a basis for 
designing empirical investigations. Both for methodological ease and 
comparison, early studies were largely restricted to strategy workshops, 
meetings, and away-days, as well as formal presentations and organizationally 
sanctioned documents (Whittington, 2003). Despite gathering so-called 
‘situated’ data, interpreting and analysing this within the bounds of formal 
orthodox concepts more often than not resulted in accounts that reified 
strategy, reinforcing rationalised notions of strategy, rather than ‘opening up’ 
these practices or providing alternate interpretations of what constituted 
strategic activity. Therefore, despite claiming at the time that SAP was 
concerned with the managerial level, it told us little about what happens outside 
or antecedent to the formally sanctioned ‘strategy arena’, instead artificially 
drawing bounds between some managerial activities and others, and in so doing 
defining what ‘strategic’ activity is – or what activity is strategic – prior to 
empirical investigation.  

 

These methodological and theoretical shortcomings are fairly predictable when 
one examines the epistemology of these early studies. Although SAP intended to 
view strategy as something you ‘do’ rather than something you ‘have’ 
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(Jarzabkowski, 2005: 1), this activity-based-approach is undermined when 
strategy becomes reified. Furthermore, while supposedly eschewing the 
rationalism of Strategic management, it becomes clear when reading these early 
contributions that SAP scholars had adopted a tendency towards seeing a 
practice approach as ‘closer’ to reality, or more ‘accurate’ or ‘real’ with respect 
to the lived worlds of managers (see e.g. Johnson et al., 2003). There is further 
conflation between being ‘close to reality’ or in their words ‘practice’ and being 
inherently ‘practical’. Stanley Fish (1994 [1989]: 244) has usefully articulated 
this dilemma elsewhere, namely the contradiction between generally asserting 
the provisionality and multiplicity of local knowledge and at the same time 
maintaining that it is possible to give ‘truer’ accounts of a ‘real’ world, in this 
case through adopting a practice-theoretical approach.17 Naïvely adopting this 
conflicting posture suggests that the initial thrust of SAP remained 
unintentionally positivistic, and that despite its use of different methods, 
remained epistemologically consistent with orthodox strategy.  

 

 
17 Fish (1994: 247-249) points out that this apparent contradiction arises due to the 
conflation of two different questions: (1) Can you at once assert the textuality of history 
and make specific and positive historical arguments? And (2) Can you make specific and 
positive historical arguments that follow from – have the form they do as a consequence of 
– the assertion that history is textual? The confusion arises in the conflation of philosophical 
history and empirical history; in other words, the action of producing general or meta-
critical accounts is distinct in kind from the practice of empirical history, in that the belief 
that facts are constructed is a general one, and not held in relation to any facts in particular; 
whereas specific facts are judged firm or questionable based on the legitimacy of the 
perspective – however temporary – which underwrites them. Therefore, a scholar who 
adopts a constructionist perspective still can – and does – make affirmative statements 
within any given analysis, which will be judged more or less convincing by a body of 
professional peers. But the persistence of this irrespective of the assertion about the general 
textuality of history demands a negative answer to the second question, and in so doing 
undermines the (need for, novelty of) the assertion itself. The real contradiction then, in is 
justifying an empirical research agenda on the basis of general meta-critical claims, which to 
be blunt, is akin to ‘having your cake and eating it too’.  
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Therefore, despite carrying out ‘situated’ investigations of managerial activity, 
the research designs which were used, combined with the concepts guiding 
interpretation and analysis, had led SAP to treat strategy in ways that were 
consistent with the strategic management approaches they had found 
insufficient. As a result, and regardless of their interest in empirical studies of 
detailed work, early SAP analyses rarely offered insights that could be 
distinguished from the claims already made by conventional scholars of strategy 
and organization (Carter, Clegg, & Kornberger, 2010). At the same time, SAP 
appeared to ‘gloss over’ the established managerial work tradition (e.g. 
Mintzberg, 1973; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985; Pettigrew, 1973), whose agenda 
on strategy and managerial activity was not only more epistemologically and 
theoretically coherent, but which also is better aligned with the early stated 
intentions of SAP itself. It becomes clear, therefore, that even though SAP was 
deploying a certain aspirational rhetoric that positioned it in clear 
contradistinction to other approaches to strategy, substantively, SAP would have 
had much to gain from engaging more meaningfully with the process school, and 
more reflexively with orthodox strategy. 

 

The initial reception of SAP, then, was that it was “rich in promise” but also 
“philosophically and sociologically naïve”, and that it relied on an under-
theorized concept of practice (Carter et al., 2008b, p. 95). As heavy reference 
to their work in this section suggests, Chris Carter, Stewart Clegg and Martin 
Kornberger (2008a; 2008b, 2008c, 2010; see also Clegg, Carter, & 
Kornberger, 2004), over the period of a few years,  sustained a posture of 
critique – nonetheless collegial – towards the SAP agenda, contributing insights 
from both social theory and organization theory in particular. In one exchange 
entailing a rejoinder and response, it is clear that said critics were characterized 
as naysayers of the cause; without a single concession, their points were 
unilaterally and defensively dismissed by the SAP ‘in-group’ (Jarzabkowski & 
Whittington, 2008a), despite having in the years since moved some way 
towards the spirit of those recommendations. While such insularity is troubling, 
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the “DIY attitude” indicated in this move turns out to be instructive (Carter et 
al., 2008a, p. 107).  

 

2.4.2 Practices, praxis and practitioners 

After claiming itself as an enrichment or extension to the process school, and 
notwithstanding the clear overlaps, SAP proceeded by focusing its efforts on 
more clearly distancing itself from the process tradition. A significant part of this 
was to clarify its own ‘proprietary’ use of seemingly interchangeable terms – 
strategy, strategizing, organizing, practice, practices, practices-in-use, activities, 
micro-activities, micro-interactions, micro-foundations, strategy work, etc., all 
of which seemed to orient attention towards micro-level phenomena. Chia and 
MacKay (2007: 223) expressed concern that despite “a straining towards a 
revised [and more dialectical] vocabulary for theorizing strategy practice…the 
overall impression remains that practices are essentially micro-processes; the 
actual activities performed by individuals within organized contexts”. Despite 
subsequent efforts and a clear theoretical push towards the contrary (Balogun, 
Huff, & Johnson, 2003; Whittington, 2006; Wilson & Jarzabkowski, 2004), this 
preoccupation continues to find expression in concerns about ‘micro-myopia’ 
(Vaara & Whittington, 2012) and ‘micro-isolationism’ (Seidl & Whittington, 
2014).18 

 

To counter the impression that SAP could not speak to or about extra-
organizational phenomena concerning strategy, it pivoted towards a focus on 
different but interrelated ‘levels’ of analysis (Chia & MacKay, 2007) which was 
seen to be more consistent with the dialectic tendencies of the practice turn 
from which draws, but also in some sense marked a departure from the goal of 

 
18 The tendency towards ‘micro-isolationism’ is seen to be troublesome because descriptive 
details of micro-phenomena are not shown to be analytically related to outcomes or effects 
on macro-phenomena. The inverse tendency of Neo-Institutional Theory has led to a recent 
rapprochement between these two approaches (see Suddaby, Seidl, & Lê, 2013). 
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developing ‘practical wisdom’ (Tsoukas & Cummings, 1997). Whittington 
(2006) eventually concedes that SAP shares a concern with the micro-
foundations of managerial work in common with the process tradition in 
strategy, but he argues that the process tradition had a tendency to relegate 
societal effects under a generic heading of ‘context’, whereas SAP aspires to 
understand micro-level activity as constitutive of practices which may be within 
or extend beyond the firm. In this sense, strategy is treated as a social practice 
akin to law, journalism, war or marriage (Whittington, 2007). Whilst 
Whittington (2006) agrees that contributions up to this point had tended 
towards a focus on one or the other, and notwithstanding the methodological 
difficulties, in principle, he argues that the practice instinct is to not choose 
between a micro (or individual) and societal (or structural) explanation, but 
rather to see the links between them.  

 

In other words, for SAP: 

The unit of analysis is the practice or practices and the level of analysis can be 
within the firm (the actor, the decision, the project, or the strategy) or extend 
well beyond the firm (to evaluation of institutionalized practices in society or 
the establishment of certain types of strategy-making professionals such as 
consulting firms) rather than the firm itself… Thus, strategy-as-practice 
distinguishes itself from its process theory antecedents in emphasizing the 
agency of individual actors, the situated nature of action, and a practice rather 
than firm’s level of analysis (Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2010, p. 59). 

In an effort to further delineate the objects of study, Whittington (2006) draws 
upon Reckwitz (2002) to define three distinct units of analysis – practitioners, 
praxis and practices – and in so doing seeks to overcome the bifurcation 
between an intra-organizational focus and an aggregate extra-organizational 
focus. This paper further served to clarify the terminology being used and 
helped scholars to more clearly articulate the empirical interests of their studies. 
Within this framework, 
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‘practices’… refer to shared routines of behaviour, including traditions, 
norms and procedures for thinking, acting and using ‘things’, this last in the 
broadest sense. By contrast, the Greek word ‘praxis’ refers to actual activity, 
what people do in practice. Practitioners are strategy’s actors, the strategists 
who both perform this activity and carry its practices (Whittington, 2006, p. 
619).  

Importantly, strategy practitioners may be senior executives, strategic planners, 
middle managers, or external advisors, including strategy or management 
consultants, investment bankers, corporate lawyers and business school gurus. 
These agents “shape strategic activity through who they are, how they act and 
what practices they draw upon in that action” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007: 10), 
and are therefore intimately interconnected to both ‘praxis’ and ‘practices’. 
Strategy praxis is meant to include all of the ‘effortful and consequential 
activities’ involved in intra-organizational strategy work, including deliberate 
formulation and implementation activities, whether carried out in formal arenas 
or otherwise, but is also intended to encompass activities that are formal and 
informal, routine and non-routine, central and peripheral, deliberate and 
emergent, and any other resource-consuming activities that may impact upon 
symbolic or social relations that are or become consequential for strategy. 
Jarzabkowski et al. (2007, p. 9), to a greater extent than Whittington (2006), 
emphasize the dynamism and multi-level interconnectedness inherent in praxis, 
in that it “unfolds at the nexus of what is going on in society and what people are 
doing”. Finally, strategy practices are those ‘things’ that strategy practitioners 
draw upon in their praxis, and are (also) multi-level, ranging from tacit, 
embodied and experientially learned ‘doings’, to formal routines, techniques, or 
modes of legitimation that may operate within organizations, or across sectors 
or national contexts (Whittington, 2006: 619-620). As Jarzabkowski et al. 
(2007: 9) point out, “the use of such practices is intrinsically connected to 
‘doing’ because they provide the behavioural, cognitive, procedural, discursive 
and physical resources through which multiple actors are able to interact in 
order to socially accomplish collective activity”. Whilst I appreciate the 
complexity of organizational life, and while scholars of SAP may very well have 
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deemed this an improvement upon the former terminological looseness, it must 
be noted that given the breadth of activities captured in the above definitions, 
one would be hard pressed to decipher ‘strategic’ activity from the bulk of 
organizational or ‘ordinary’ work activity.  

 

Furthermore, and importantly for this thesis, there is essentially no 
interrogation of personhood linked to the practitioners engaged in praxis based 
on practices. These actors may be seen as influential because of their various 
roles and their political clout, the ideas they carry, and the bearing they have on 
strategic outcomes, but there is no further consideration of the nature of the 
persons doing the ‘doings’. The nature of the person who is also a practitioner 
remains a black-box. Absent a conceptualization of the person – with a 
concomitant absence of conceptions of habit, experience, foresight, judgement, 
decision-making, conduct, and ethics –  a taken-for-granted model of behavior 
that privileges cognitive over emotional and habitual processes tends to be 
implicitly assumed, even when it is in principle eschewed. SAP is not alone 
amongst ‘practice theories’ for having failed to thoroughly conceptualize the 
actors with whom they are concerned. Management and organization studies 
broadly have shared the tendency to overlook the nature of personhood – 
sometimes in favour of subjective identity – irrespective of their empirical or 
theoretical object. Nonetheless, I contend that the absence of a thorough 
treatment of personhood poses numerous difficulties not only for SAP with 
respect to properly theorizing the relationships between practitioners, praxis, 
and practices, including in view of an ‘immanent logic of practice’ (see my 
discussion of Chia & MacKay, 2007 in the next section), but likewise for many 
of the field-level concerns toward which this thesis is directed. I will therefore 
return to the importance of this oversight later in this chapter and at length in 
Part II of the thesis. 

 

Regardless, seen from the point of view of SAP, studies of practices, praxis, and 
practitioners are found to: 
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provide the basis for robust multiple-site comparisons of the practice of 
strategy. By contrast, an attempt to study strategy as practice in different 
contexts without such a focus is beset by methodological problems in defining 
a unit of analysis or comparative criteria by which to examine the doing of 
strategy. It is of little benefit to find that ‘strategy is done differently’ since we 
wish to know what is done differently, how it is done differently, why it is 
done differently, and, most importantly, what is the point of generic similarity 
from which difference may be understood. Practices provide the generic 
similarity of identifiable artefacts that are present across multiple levels of 
analysis. Through examination of these practices-in-use we may illuminate 
contextual influences upon practice, how individual practitioners deploy 
practice, and provide a basis for relating these specific micro-findings to 
dominant and changing institutional and competitive conditions 
(Jarzabkowski, 2004, p. 551). 

Therefore, as it matured, SAP cemented its focus on the relationship between 
micro-interactions and the existence of strategy as a practice that transcends 
organizations. According to Whittington (2007, p. 1578), with this ‘new’ 
emphasis, “[t]he organization is de-centred, and people, practices and societies 
enter equally onto the stage. In this sociological sense, strategy entails a broader 
perspective than simply Process. In particular, I shall argue, Practice is much less 
focused on either organizations or change over time” (emphasis added). This of course 
is problematic for at least three reasons. First, any agenda claiming to adopt a 
dialectic perspective on agency and social level phenomena must surely have a 
working notion of temporality. A move away from an interest in ‘change over 
time’ of strategy as a practice serves to treat it ahistorically, and without the 
dynamism which is the very hallmark of ‘the’ practice perspective(s). Secondly, 
and importantly for the present chapter, is that a reduced focus on the 
organization as a relevant or indeed explanatory level of analysis overlooks the 
primary – purposefully constructed – entity that intervenes in the production, 
dissemination and maintenance of strategy in its various forms. This theoretical 
move corresponds precisely with what Lopdrup-Hjorth (2015, p. 439) has 
described as the “erosion and problematization of ‘the organization’ as a 
demarcated entity”, indicative of a broader “organization phobia” that has taken 
hold within organization theory, with the significant effects of diminishing the 
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field’s capacity to speak to or about its core object. Finally, although 
Whittington (2007, p. 1581) reiterates that  “[i]n decentering the organization, 
Strategy-as-Practice opens up an agenda far wider than implied simply by 
extension or enrichment of Strategy Process”, this much wider agenda has, as it 
has matured, begun to bear a striking similarity to organization studies itself. 
Not only does this diminish the supposed theoretical novelty of SAP, but it also, 
by proxy, inherits the range of concerns, critiques and crises of contemporary 
organization theory. The remainder of this section will deal with these three 
critiques in turn. 

 

2.4.3 Strategy practices without history 

In addition to the more general concern with conceptual expansion alongside 
theoretical promiscuity (Carter et al., 2008b), and depending on one’s interest 
and stake, there are a range of critiques one could level against the SAP agenda. 
Scholars within organization studies have critiqued SAP for its relatively clumsy 
treatment of practice against the backdrop of studies of practice in social theory 
(Chia & Holt, 2006; Chia & MacKay, 2007; Miettinen, Samra-Fredericks, & 
Yanow, 2009), and have likewise questioned the relative absence of relational 
approaches (Chia & MacKay, 2007; Seidl & Whittington, 2014). Nonetheless, 
aside from a general shared orientation towards ‘critically-minded’ theoretical 
approaches, the critiques neither cohere with each other, nor do they seem to 
be nearly as concerned with understanding strategy as they are with advancing 
their own theoretical persuasions in the area of practice, whether rooted in 
process philosophy or poststructuralist critique more broadly. 

 

One example of this worth highlighting is the piece by Robert Chia and Brad 
MacKay (2007, p. 219) who advance an ontological position which they refer to 
as an “immanent logic of practice”, in order to “firmly re-ground” SAP on what 
they consider more solid theoretical footing. An immanent logic of practice, in 
their conceptualisation, subjugates the role of individual action, affording 
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primacy instead to the ‘field of practice’ itself (Schatzki, 2001, p. 6). By 
adopting a set of practice-sensitive philosophical presuppositions, such a move 
displaces the role of intentionality or individual choice as the source of the 
“causal efficacy of actions”, and instead looks towards “historically and culturally 
shaped internalized propensities and dispositions” which, through processes of 
“cultural transmission, socialization, institutionalization, disciplinary regimes, 
etc., play a crucial role in shaping an actor’s modus operandi” (Chia & MacKay, 
2007, p. 232). Thus, “practices are not so much the visible doings of actors per 
se, but culturally and historically transmitted regularities detectable through the 
patterns of activities actually carried out… It is the observed historically and 
culturally shaped regularities of such activities and not the activities themselves 
that constitute what is meant by strategy-as-practice” (p. 227). In such a view, 
“[p]ractices are constitutive of agency and identity and individuals, 
organizations, institutions, societies and strategy are secondary stabilized effects 
of such culturally transmitted social practices” (p. 232).  

 

To embrace an immanent logic of practice, one would need to foreground the 
historical development not only of certain practices, but also, in the view of this 
thesis, of historically-formed personae  attended to particular purposes 
implicated by and simultaneously shaping those practices. Unfortunately, the 
‘history’ implied by Chia and MacKay (2007) is thoroughly philosophical, rather 
than empirical history. Such an approach tends not, as is the case with empirical 
history, to lead from an interest in specific organizations, undertaking specific 
tasks to deal with specific problems in specific settings at specific points in time, 
all of which would be absolutely crucial for studying the historical development 
of certain practices or the character of practitioners. Rather, the above passage 
indicates first and foremost an abstract theoretical endeavour that is not only 
disinterested in concrete empirical findings, but explicitly obscures our capacity 
to understand let alone inform the work of practicing managers in any way. I 
will return to this point later Chapter 3 when I discuss the ‘moment of theory’ 

 



 

 

 
103 

This is unfortunate. The incorporation of more historical approaches is apposite 
for the study of practices (see calls by Ericson & Melin, 2010; Ericson, Melin, & 
Popp, 2015). Such a move would also go some way towards re-historicizing the 
notion of strategy itself, and give credence to the importance of historical 
analyses in organization studies more broadly (Kieser, 1994). However, despite 
intermittent rhetorical appeals to history, SAP has continued to give 
methodological prominence to ethnographic, participant-observer, or other 
case-based approaches. The resulting ‘thick descriptions’ are then either used 
less than satisfactorily as a basis for the explanation of abstracted practices, 
treated as ‘epi-phenomenon’ of aggregated individual activity, or are not 
significantly theorized at all. The resulting proliferation of descriptive studies 
does not in itself indicate a problem if the goal is to provide a descriptive 
taxonomy of specific people and organizations with an awareness of their 
purposes, tasks, and stated methods for ‘doing’ strategy, though it has been 
noted that SAP has generally been unsuccessful at developing cumulative 
knowledge about strategy as practice (Langley, 2015). Notwithstanding, within 
the terms set forth by SAP, the failure to convincingly demonstrate dynamic 
links between local praxis and the processes through which abstract practices 
become stabilized represents a fundamental shortcoming. 

 

The desirability for a more abstract theoretical programme is reinforced by Seidl 
and Whittington’s (2014, p. 2) expressed concern about an over-emphasis on 
the ‘micro’, warning that a “[f]ascination with the detailed understanding of 
local praxis” can (and has) produce[d] what they term “’micro-isolationism’, 
whereby a local empirical instance is interpreted wholly in terms of what is 
evidently present, cut off from the larger phenomena that make it possible”. 
They continue, “[b]eyond some acknowledgement of market interactions 
perhaps, explanation makes little reference to the larger society. Histories, 
technology regimes, forms of capitalism, institutions, gender structures of 
dominant cultures are, at best, bundled away into the hold-all concept of 
‘context’”. Given this was Whittington’s (2006) initial charge against the 
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process school, it seems clear that SAP has so far fallen short of meeting its own 
initial aims.  

 

In response, Seidl and Whittington (2014: 2) have proposed two alternative 
approaches to avoid the descent into micro-isolationism. The first appears to be 
much the same as what has previously been discussed. Despite the 
epistemological tensions elaborated earlier, they propose the notion of “tall 
ontologies” which include “those theories that escape micro-isolationism by the 
vertical route of levels, typically meso and macro. In the tall 
ontologies…micro-level phenomena are explained primarily by reference to 
meso-level or macro-level structures or systems”. The second, termed “flat 
ontologies” implies for them “a willingness to radiate out horizontally from the 
single instance in order to trace the network of connections that make it 
possible”. Whether via networks or levels though, their underlying 
conceptualization remains unchanged. They continue to offer up both 
approaches as means for “connecting the micro-level more explicitly to the 
larger picture” or “larger social phenomena”, clearly keeping intact the notion of 
levels despite claims to the contrary, and despite introducing an approach that is 
thoroughly and vehemently opposed to this sort of categorization. Despite their 
invocation of the work of Latour (2005), they commit a fundamental error in 
treating both ‘tall’ and ‘flat’ as referents for social organization, when, 
according to an actor-network perspective, the latter characterizes the 
ontological nature of reality. It is not a ‘perspective’.  

 

Although an orientation towards historiography is yet to come to fruition, the 
recommendation to treat strategy, in all of its instantiations, as historically 
contingent is promising. More problematically though, whether by doing away 
with concrete categorizations, or by making the jump from activities to 
practices and for the most part doing away with the meso-level, it is clear that 
the approaches currently on offer to study practice ignore, undermine or 
otherwise do away with organization as a clearly demarcated, purposeful, 
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entity. The implications of this for strategy and organization theory more 
broadly are the topic of the next sub-section. 

 

2.4.4 Strategy without organization 

I have intended to show that as SAP has clarified its theoretical focus, it has 
simultaneously obfuscated the status of ‘the organization’ as a distinct, 
purposeful entity, to which strategy (obviously) bears a necessary relation. Far 
from being a defunct concept, as SAP and much of contemporary organization 
theory tends to treat it, organization as a demarcated and formalized set of tasks 
and relationships retains a fundamental significance for how we may understand, 
let alone practically intervene in, organizational life (du Gay & Lopdrup-Hjorth, 
2016; du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017). Consequently, that theoretical sophistication 
has come to correspond with the erosion of an ability or willingness to make 
reference to ‘the organization’, ‘organizations’, or ‘formal organization’ has had 
grave consequences for organization theory as a practical science and as a 
distinctive field of study (Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015). Given that strategy exists first 
and foremost in relation to its influence upon the future directions of formal 
organizations, the largescale omission of the organizational level from SAP 
theorizing and explanation is particularly suspect.  

 

Unfortunately, despite a stated commitment to studying what people ‘do’, 
which indicates a potential to recapture a certain specificity in the study of 
strategy, the priority afforded to a certain brand of theorization seems to have 
diverted this potentiality. As we have seen, the SAP literature as it stands has 
been criticized for focusing on either the ‘micro’ or on the ‘macro’, but a ‘true’ 
affinity with practice theory will re-focus attention towards the social practice 
(of strategy) itself, rather than being based in the study of individuals or 
individual organizations (Chia & MacKay, 2007). Such an approach seeks in part 
to understand the ubiquity of strategy and its societal level effects, but in so 
doing privileges abstractions over detailed instantiations of strategy with respect 
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to the demands and justifications of particular organizations. This is especially 
problematic for strategy, given its primary purpose of orienting organizations 
with respect to both their own internal parameters and other phenomena 
(capital markets, regulatory authorities, other organizations and so forth) that 
constitute ‘the environment’. Maintaining the level of practices as the locus of 
theorizing in this way clearly re-orients attention away from the specificity that 
concerned classic scholars of management and organization. 

 

This move is congruent with a broader trend in organization theory, which as a 
field has become increasingly detached from and unwilling or unable to speak 
about its core object, organization (Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015). Whereas 
organizations were previously regarded as unique social formations requiring 
specialized attention, not least because they were seen as “indispensable to 
handling societal problems of a varied nature and scope” (Lopdrup-Hjorth, 
2015, p. 7), there has, across a spectrum of seemingly conflicting theoretical 
persuasions, and despite being driven by different rationales, nonetheless been a 
shift towards seeing ‘the organization’, ‘organizations’, or ‘formal organization’ 
as concepts worthy of scepticism, if not dismissal. The outcome of a series of 
disparate but overlapping developments,19 the majority of contemporary tropes 
in organizational theory tend now to share a predilection for doing away with 
organization as a noun.  

 

Of course, this tendency is clearly implicated in SAP’s theoretical fixation with 
the levels of praxis and practices, at the expense of any interest in organizations 
per se, with the explicit goal of avoiding ‘micro-isolationism’ (Seidl & 
Whittington, 2014) and instead abstracting theoretical explanations to the 

 
19 For a brief intellectual history of what led to the dismantling of a ‘practical stance’ and 
the associated erosion of the normative and moral legitimations of organizations as distinct 
entities that constitute the core object of organization theory, see Lopdrup-Hjorth (2015). 
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supra-organizational level. The theoretical side-lining of the organization opens 
way for a total disregard of the central referent for much strategic activity, let 
alone any capacity to deal with classical (or indeed practical) questions of formal 
organization including those concerning the coordination of tasks as they relate 
to (strategic) purpose. This despite the fact that, 

the purpose of the organization, and the way in which this is broken down and 
translated, is indispensable to the very undertaking of any specific job within 
the organization. Without such a purpose it is impossible to specify the 
concrete efforts required by members of the organization as well as ‘what 
satisfaction to them can be in prospect’ (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 86; as 
quoted in  Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015, p. 7). 

It follows that without a concern for formal organization or the specific purpose 
and corresponding strategic goals of any organization in particular, the sense one 
might make of strategic praxis is necessarily limited. Nonetheless, an ‘immanent 
logic of practice’ advocates for an explicit focus on that which has become 
generalized or abstracted across varied organizational settings, and with it, a 
concomitant loss of interest in the precise constellations of strategic policies, 
roles, activities, decisions and outcomes observed in local settings, and which 
relate to the stated purposes and tasks specific to any firm in particular 
(Vikkelsø, 2015). Such a proclivity towards abstraction is in direct 
contradistinction with the ‘classical stance’ in organization theory, which is 
characterized by a specific “deportment” indicated by, inter alia, “a pragmatic 
call to experience, an antithetical attitude to ‘high’ or transcendental theorizing” 
as well as a “practical focus on organizational effectiveness… born of a close 
connection to ‘the work itself’ or … ‘the situation at hand’” (du Gay & 
Vikkelsø, 2014: 737; see also du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017).  

 

Taken together, the result of diverting attention from organizations to social-
level practices with a concomitant loss of interest in the practical instantiations 
of strategy, so far appears to be the production of analyses that have little 
purchase for managers or strategists in actual organizations (Lowe, Rod, 
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Kainzbauer, & Ki-Soon, 2016; Splitter & Seidl, 2011). Rasche and Chia (2009, 
p. 3) observe that, “the manner in which academically articulated accounts of 
strategy practice tend to create a schism between such accounts and the very 
practices they purport to explain is one of the most intractable problems of the 
research process”. This is especially problematic, if one maintains, as 
Jarzabkowski and Wilson (2006, p. 348) apparently do, that: 

one of the ultimate goals of strategy knowledge is to act as a framework which 
can help inform and guide those managers who steer the strategic course of an 
organization. Strategy knowledge is thus intended to be actionable 
knowledge. The paradox of this emerging field is that, despite its plural and 
diverse approaches, the relevance of strategy knowledge to practice is 
increasingly questioned.  

And so the very theoretical persuasion that was lauded as a corrective to the 
impracticality of Strategic management, has itself developed a propensity 
towards abstraction.  Although we diverge in our preferred remedies to the 
problem, Splitter and Seidl (2011: 99) concur that, “despite the explicit concern 
for practical relevance, there are hardly any systematic epistemological 
reflections on the conditions and possibilities of generating practically relevant 
knowledge through this [SAP] approach in the practice-based literature”. 
Moreover, despite the pervasiveness of strategy, and SAP’s reorientation 
towards the supra-organizational operation and influence of strategy, strategy 
scholars have not yet connected their work to the supra-organizational ‘grand 
challenges’ of our time, despite these being profoundly in need of strategic 
insight (see Vaara & Durand, 2012). It follows that despite the claims that 
Strategic management promises much and delivers little, SAP has after a 
comparatively short run found itself facing a similar crisis of relevance.  

 

2.4.5 Strategy-as-practice-as-organization-studies 

Presently, SAP finds itself in a peculiar situation. The agenda began as an 
attempt to ‘open-up’ or ‘expand’ conceptions of strategy in response to 
orthodox approaches to strategic management, which were seen to be artificially 
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narrow and restrictive. It is certainly the case that in expanding their conception 
of strategy beyond formal, organizationally sanctioned domains to include that 
which is formal, informal, planned, emergent, labelled, unlabelled, inside, 
outside, past, present and future, that a much wider range of phenomenon have 
become available for study by scholars of SAP (J. Hendry & Seidl, 2003). Not 
surprisingly though, such a move brings with it a strong risk of conflating 
strategy/strategizing with organization/organizing, as well as other related 
concepts such as management or work (Phillips & Lawrence, 2012, p. 227). As 
Whittington (2003, p. 122) notes: 

A good deal of strategic and organizational work will emerge as broadly 
similar in its practices of project teams, report-writing and Powerpoint 
presentations; the practitioners of strategy and organization will overlap in 
their careers and training; the kinds of technologies used in designing both 
strategies and organizations will be much the same. The extent of similarity is 
up for research, but meanwhile we can extend the implicit thesis of Strategic 
Organization to propose that not only are strategy and organization 
interconnected, but so too are strategizing and organizing. 

Though, as J. Hendry and Seidl (2003, p. 176) warn, this “runs up against the 
familiar problem that strategy, as an activity, is not well defined (Araujo & 
Easton, 1996; Mintzberg, 1987; Whittington, 1993) with the result that the 
empirical net is cast impracticably wide”. That there has been a reluctance to 
narrow the concept of strategy and its associated empirical field seems to rub up 
against the parallel claim that “strategy-as-practice as a field is characterized less 
by what theory is adopted than by what problem is explained” (Jarzabkowski et 
al., 2007, p. 19).  

 

However, SAP appears unwilling to delineate the distinct concept of strategy 
from other related concepts such as organization, or indeed management, and 
simultaneously grants itself the latitude to adopt a ‘toolbox’ mentality to theory, 
whereby existing concepts are appropriated at will from related fields. This 
promiscuity has been exacerbated by those who have made an effort to imbue 
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the practice-based perspective of strategy with a more critical flavour. These 
benevolent critics have encouraged an increased focused on “power, professional 
identity; non-human actors; ethics; language, and, institutions”, seeking to 
enrich SAP “by importing many of the concerns of current organization theory 
into the canon of strategic management” (Clegg et al., 2004, p. 25). It is now 
commonplace to find identity (e.g. Balogun, Best, & Lê, 2015; Oliver, 2015; 
Sillince & Simpson, 2010), metaphor (e.g. Heracleous & Jacobs, 2008), 
discourse (e.g. Balogun et al., 2014; Mantere, 2013; Seidl, 2007; Vaara, 2015), 
sensemaking (e.g. Cornelissen & Schildt, 2015; Rouleau, 2005), narratives (e.g. 
Fenton & Langley, 2011; Küpers, Mantere, & Statler, 2013), power (e.g. Clegg 
& Kornberger, 2015; Hardy & Thomas, 2014; McCabe, 2010), and materiality 
(e.g. Balogun et al., 2015; Kaplan, 2011; Lê & Spee, 2015), as accepted and 
indeed encouraged theoretical and analytical foci in studies of SAP (Denis, 
Langley, & Rouleau, 2007; Whittington, 2011). In spite of a nominal 
commitment to understanding strategy, deployment of a theoretical repertoire 
that mimics contemporary organization studies, combined with the failure to 
delineate what is and isn’t strategy, renders SAP a ‘problem-based research 
programme’ that is lacking both indigenous theories, and a clear empirical 
problem. Perhaps it is not surprising then, that “S-A-P invites eclecticism 
and/or atheoreticism so that everything… becomes another filing to those 
wielding the S-A-P magnet” (Ezzamel & Willmott, 2010, p. 83).  

 

Just as the shift in contemporary organization studies away from ‘organizations’ 
and towards ‘organizing’ has obfuscated the historical (and meaningful) 
distinction between formal organization as a specific phenomenon, and social 
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organization as a boundaryless one broadly speaking,20 with significant 
consequences for the field seemingly dedicated to the analysis of organization, so 
too has the expanded conception of strategy or ‘strategizing’ eroded its 
distinctiveness vis-à-vis organization and organizing (and therefore by extension, 
social organization, too). In other words, just as the purpose and goals specific 
to formal organization were crucial in delineating organization theory from 
social organization and in so doing laying the foundations for a distinct area of 
study, so too an interest in the specificities of strategy is essential for delineating 
SAP as an area of study distinct from organization studies more broadly.  

 

The conflation of strategizing and organizing was cause for alarm very early on 
(the problem is striking in even the earliest ‘call to arms’, see Whittington 
(2003)), but unfortunately rather than find resolution through empirical 
investigation as anticipated, the ambiguity appears to have been sustained if not 
intensified. In fact, a number of the founding scholars of the SAP agenda seem to 
increasingly identify their own research with the theoretical framework of 
‘practice studies’ or even ‘institutionalism’, with or without an interest in the 
empirical problem of ‘strategy’ (see for example, Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & 
Spee, 2015; Whittington, 2011). The result is that as it has matured, and 
despite being nominally defined by the empirical ‘problem’ of strategy, SAP has 
begun to bear a striking similarity to organization studies proper. This conflation 
not diminishes what may be distinctive about SAP, but also leads it, by proxy, to 
inherit the range of concerns, critiques and crises of contemporary organization 

 
20 See Lopdrup-Hjorth’s (2015, p. 8) discussion of why foundational scholars of 
Organization Theory viewed it as fundamental to delineate the intellectual boundaries of 
studying ‘formal organization’ (Blau & Scott, 1963) versus the potentially limitless domain 
of social organization, and the problems that have surfaced in the field as a result of the shift  
from ‘organization’ to ‘organizing’, a move which explicitly undermines the central object 
of study for Organization Theory and its associated vocabulary. I return to the 
distinctiveness of formal organization versus informal and social organization in my 
reappraisal of Barnard in Chapter 5. 
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theory, not least of which concern the undermining of its core object of study 
and by extension claims to organizational expertise (Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015), a 
stagnation in the production of indigenous theory (Suddaby et al., 2011), a loss 
of practical specificity (du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2012), and a crisis of public 
relevance (Davis, 2015; Markides, 2011; Nicolai & Seidl, 2010; Pfeffer, 2009). 
It follows that despite the growth and institutional success of the academic field 
of SAP over the course of the last two decades, the charge levelled against the 
fads and fashions of orthodox strategy at the nascent stages of the agenda seem 
likely to become inclusive of SAP: “The strategy field has been embroiled in a 
number of similar cycles of overenthusiasm followed by abrupt disillusionment” 
(Whittington et al., 2003, p. 400). 

 

In effect, as SAP has clarified its theoretical aims, it has simultaneously bypassed 
an interest in the practical problems and concerns of strategists in specific 
organizations, in favour of inter-organizational theorizing. Unfortunately, 
although SAP has sought to understand and make sense of situated ‘strategic’ 
activity as constitutive of a broader social practice, most studies have focused on 
the former rather than the latter, resulting in a dearth of studies that attempt to 
understand the historical emergence, diffusion and maintenance of the practice 
of strategy itself. The result has been that despite its institutional success, SAP 
has itself attracted criticism for being ahistorical, and failing to disrupt, or 
indeed adequately interrogate taken-for-granted conceptions of strategy, their 
origins, and their affordances over time (Carter et al., 2008c; McKiernan & 
Carter, 2004). Furthermore, the methodological difficulty faced in linking the 
‘levels’ of praxis and practices empirically, has most often produced work that is 
highly descriptive of isolated work settings, but fails to convincingly 
demonstrate the dynamic relationships between praxis, practices and 
practitioners (Balogun et al., 2003). One could reasonably characterise such 
work as having failed to live up to the conceptual and theoretical aspirations of 
the SAP agenda, evident in the still current trepidation about descending into 
‘micro-isolationism’ and descriptive single case studies (Seidl & Whittington, 
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2014) at the expense of advancements to the theoretical enterprise. At the same 
time, SAP has begun to appropriate the range of theoretical strands common to 
contemporary organization studies, which itself has increasingly come under 
question for privileging a theoretical expansion and novelty over actual, 
relevant, or one might say, specific organizational problems.  

 

Favouring this trajectory has consequently led SAP to struggle to produce a 
coherent or cumulative body of knowledge (Langley, 2015), let alone work that 
might be considered relevant for practitioners (Splitter & Seidl, 2011, 2015). 
The recent embrace of neo-institutional theory as a means to theorise the link 
between praxis and social-level practices, seems most likely to resolve this state 
affairs not through a focus on practical relevance but by importing and 
normalising its own ‘metaphysical’ stance (du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017). Whether 
or not this raises concern for most organizational scholars, at the very least it 
violates the initial ambitions SAP scholars set for themselves, as they set out to 
develop a field of inquiry that fostered what they termed a ‘practical wisdom’ 
within strategy (Johnson et al., 2003). Clearly, on the terms upon which it 
currently stands, this has not and will not come to fruition. It follows that, given 
the premise that strategy research more broadly has lost an important practical 
specificity, and in light of the stated intention of the chapter, which was to 
investigate whether SAP held potential for reinstating this practical specificity, I 
conclude that SAP does not satisfy the remit of developing contemporary 
strategy as a practical science.  

 

It should by now be clear that in both major variants of strategy research – 
rationalist and interpretivist – theoretical legitimacy is at least in part derived 
from abstraction away from the practical life of strategy and organization. The 
former, strategic management, is limited by its highly positivistic rational 
epistemology. Such a claim is not likely to be controversial to the majority of 
scholars situated in strategic organization or organization studies broadly 
defined. Unfortunately, and as this chapter has sought to demonstrate, despite 
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aspiring towards practical wisdom, SAP also militates against a concern with 
practical organization. In the final section of the chapter, I seek to show that 
quite to the contrary, SAP expresses a form of theorizing and a form of critique 
that is implicated in a series of different but not unrelated ‘turns’ in the 
contemporary social sciences, all of which are symptomatic of a broader state of 
affairs which Ian Hunter (2006) has termed ‘the moment of theory’.  

 

2.5 SAP and other dizzying ‘turns’ to theory  

 

It is tempting to argue that SAP simply hasn’t done ‘practice theory’ ‘well 
enough’. This seems to be the lesson taken by some within SAP, indicated for 
instance by Vaara and Whittington’s (2012, p. 286) assertion that SAP “has not 
yet fully realised the potential that lies in the practice perspective”. However, 
this would be to miss a broader set of concerns, not only with respect to the 
promise and utility of practice theory itself, but also a tendency underpinning 
the current trajectories of both organization studies and strategy. It is certainly 
the case that practice studies came to prominence within organization studies 
before or at least alongside its institutionalization under the banner of ‘strategy-
as-practice’ (see for instance, Brown & Duguid, 2001; Gherardi, 2000; 
Orlikowski, 2002; Orr, 1996). Here, as in SAP, work draws upon a tradition 
within social theory which can collectively albeit slightly precariously be 
characterized by a ‘turn to practice’ indicated by an accelerated interest in one 
or another “interrelated terms: practice, praxis, action, interaction, activity, 
experience, performance … [and a] second, and closely related, bundle of 
terms [which] focuses on the doer of all that doing: agent, actor, person, self, 
individual, subject” (Ortner, 1984, p. 144). The work of scholars as diverse as 
Giddens, Bourdieu, de Certeau, Ortner, Schatzki, Reckwitz and others tends to 
fall within the typical catchment of this ‘turn’. 
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Whereas SAP seems to have arisen with some hope of developing a ‘practical 
wisdom’ capable in some way of intervention (Tsoukas & Cummings, 1997; 
Whittington, 2003), the development of the turn to practice in social theory 
never implied any such thing. Whilst practice approaches can and have provided 
detailed descriptions of what actors ‘do’ or in what activities they engage under 
the auspices of certain roles or in certain contexts, their theoretical equipment 
provides no mechanism or capacity to intervene in social or organizational life. 
The development of practice-theoretical approaches was always considered a 
way to resolve our thinking about certain conceptual problems linking agency 
and structure, and to enhance our understanding of social life, but any potential 
ambitions concerning the latter’s modification are certainly not immanent to the 
conceptual tools or accounts of practice theory itself. This is one fundamental 
difference between practice theory and pragmatism which will become much 
clearer in Part II of the thesis, and where I think pragmatism could significantly 
enhance the efforts of those currently committed to practice-based approaches 
within organization. In other words, although practice theory is adept at 
describing certain ‘nitty-gritty’ details of what people ‘do’, its ultimate recourse 
remains to abstracted structures and dialectical relationships which provide its 
explanatory power. Its conceptual equipment is not ‘fit for purpose’ if 
furnishing practical-ethical conduct or otherwise achieving practical relevance is 
the ultimate aim. 

 

One can better identify the purpose and ambition of practice theory in three 
early contributions to the practice turn that emerged around the same time, 
written by Bourdieu (1977), Giddens (1979) and Sahlins (1981) respectively, 
and which, 

Each in its own way set out to conceptualize the articulations between the 
practices of social actors ‘on the ground’ and the big ‘structures’ and ‘systems’ 
that both constrain those practices and yet are ultimately susceptible to being 
transformed by them. They accomplished this by arguing, in different ways, 
for the dialectical, rather than oppositional relationship between the structural 
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constraints of society and culture on the one hand and the “practices” – the 
new term was important – of social actors on the other (Ortner, 2006, p. 2). 

For Ortner (2006: 3) then, 

[P]ractice theory offered genuine resolutions of [conceptual] problems that 
had been plaguing the field [in her case, of anthropology], some dating back to 
functionalism, and some generated by the new schools of theory of the ‘60s 
and ‘70s.  

In other words, practice theory provided new conceptual language and 
theoretical mechanism that re-configured the relationship between ‘structure’ 
and ‘agency’ such that simple dichotomies could be overcome. Importantly, 
‘practice theory’ is not monolithic. Writing from within anthropology, Ortner 
incorporates concepts of power from critical studies, ‘the historic turn’ as well 
as reinterpretations of culture in order to correct what she viewed as major 
limitations of the practice framework. There is also something to be said for 
deploying a set of theoretical accoutrements with more or less fidelity, and 
within the terms laid out by critical practice theory, Ortner’s accounts were 
revelatory.  

 

On the contrary, it is fair to say that SAP has mostly failed to effectively 
translate the concepts of the practice turn into a better understanding of strategy 
and its practice. Methodological and theoretical preoccupation and justification 
seems to perpetually supersede the content and findings of research. As I have 
shown, in privileging the associated theoretical architecture of practice over the 
empirical, practical constitution of strategy, even a ‘turn’ which is nominally 
committed to the ‘nitty gritty’ of praxis becomes unmoored. Unfortunately, 
SAP appears to represent a case-in-point of the fate shared by many popular 
research programmes preceding it, whereby: 

[N]ew theoretical frameworks…are promoted as foundations for sophisticated 
and empirically adequate research programmes. For a while, the enthusiasm 
invested in these theories seems justified by local explanatory successes. But, 
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with dismaying regularity, intractable problems having to do with vagueness, 
indeterminacy and circularity arise. These problems are connected to the 
successes. The initial sense of specificity diffuses as ‘fresh’ concepts are 
appropriated for incompatible purposes. Often, they are used to inject life 
into moribund explanatory programmes. Before long the excitement subsides, 
and the new concepts settle into the accumulated sludge of theoretical 
abstractions (Lynch, 1995, pp. 582-583). 

In fact, in his review of Turner’s (1994) book titled The Social Theory of Practices: 
Tradition, Tacit Knowledge and Presuppositions, Lynch (1995) indicates that there 
were serious reservations concerning the likelihood of practice becoming a 
talismanic category or ‘buzzword’ alongside other historic casualties (Miettinen 
et al., 2009) well in advance of its uptake in organization studies or strategy. 
Referring to Turner (1994), Lynch (1995, p. 582) says, “as he sees it, ‘practice’ 
is but the latest in long line of theoretical hopes”. This is in part because of the 
characteristic form adopted by social theorists of practice which Turner (1994) 
expends a great deal of effort in exposing. These theorists, 

insist that our habitual ways of acting trace back to communal sources of 
knowledge positioned in an elusive cultural ‘space’: collective premises, 
presuppositions, Zeitgeist, discourses, practices, epistemologies and 
ontologies. Reposed above and beyond ordinary sensibilities, these ‘forces’ 
and ‘agencies’ become hidden abstract objects characteristic of entire epochs 
and cultures. According to a standard constructivist argument, they take 
material form whenever they are ‘inscribed’ into concrete bodies, gestures 
and texts, and once reified in this way they tend to become hidden from 
ordinary sensibilities. Consequently, the hidden cultural objects postulated by 
the analyst become the stuff of theoretical dreams; they authorize special 
analytic standpoints and facilitate grand explanatory ambitions. This is because 
the recognition and elucidation of hidden cultural forces requires the 
perspicacity that only a theory can provide (Lynch, 1995, p. 584). 

What we can especially appreciate from Turner’s (1994) analysis is his concise 
expression of the nagging sense one gets when reading many a practice-
theoretical text: that “by appropriating vernacular terms associated with more 
or less tangible modes of expression, representation and action, and then 
converting them into quasi-causal ‘discourses’, ‘practices’ and ‘epistemes’ 
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which seem to hover in a theoretical space above the mundane conduct they are 
said to determine” (Lynch, 1995, p. 584), explanations of actual empirical 
phenomena always remain illusory. As we will soon see, such a characterization 
has much in common with the posture of critique described by Latour (2004) 
and the underlying intellectual persona elaborated by Hunter (2006, 2007b). 

 

In the end, Turner (1994) concedes that, “if there ever was anything new or 
radical about the concept of ‘practices’, it vanishes with the diffusion of the 
theme through ever-expanding fields of academic and semi-popular writing” (as 
quoted in Lynch, 1995, p. 583). Even if this is just one of many impediments to 
a ‘wise’ practice theory, it has surely come to pass. Indeed, a simple google 
scholar search of “as practice” returns 342,000 results,21 implicating on the first 
page alone phenomena ranging from science, strategy, management accounting, 
and institutional ethnography, to security, media and academic writing as 
‘practices’, collectively indicating a wide-ranging participation of sub-disciplines 
within this broader ‘turn’. And even amongst this noise, SAP seems to have 
reached this impasse with an unprecedented swiftness (Rouleau, 2013). 

 

However, my primary interest here is not to provide an assessment of practice 
theory in all its variants, but rather to point out that the process of ‘dilution’ is 
not a cause but a symptom of a broader state of affairs concerning the ‘theory’ 
that now populates the humanities and social sciences, including within 
organizational analysis and strategy, and which inhibits our efforts to educate 
better, more ethical conduct, and write more relevant research. In particular, 
the practice turn maintains a grasp to theory that relates it – syntactically and 
with respect to academic conduct – to a series of different but related turns in 
the social sciences. Of course, for one who has been following the dizzying act 
(and it is an act) of turning in the social sciences or organization studies 

 
21 Results are current as of 21 January 2020. 
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specifically, “the interpretive turn (e.g. Rabinow & Sullivan, 1979; 1987), the 
linguistic, narrative, and rhetorical turns (e.g. Rorty, 1967; Stone, 1979), the 
historic turn (McDonald, 1996), the metaphorical turn (Lorenz, 1998), the 
argumentative turn (Fischer and Forester, 1993), and even the cultural turn 
(Bonnell and Hunt, 1999)” (Miettinen et al., 2009, p. 1310) will be familiar. 
These of course have been joined by what some would identify as the 
‘postmodern turn’ (e.g. Best & Kellner, 1997) and the more recent material 
(e.g. Bennett & Joyce, 2013), ontological (e.g. Escobar, 2007; Kennedy and 
Fiss, 2013), public (e.g. Burawoy, 2005; 2008), cognitive (e.g. Fuller, 1984; 
Fuller et al, 2013) and realist (e.g. Reed, 2005)  turns, as well as hybrids like 
the ‘material-cultural’ turn (Hicks, 2010), the ‘material-visual’ turn  (e.g. 
Boxenbaum, Jones and Meyer, 2018) and surely many recent others.  

 

Of course, taking a ‘turn’ in no way guarantees that the turn-takers arrive at 
their new location tabula rasa, if such a thing could ever be achieved. Yet, much 
of the discourse that accompanies turn-taking fails to acknowledge what is 
implicitly sustained from what was there before. This failure is at one with 
efforts to “re-invent” or “modernize” particular scholarly communities by 
highlighting the “discontinuity between past and future”, and in so doing also 
sustains and perpetuates the tyranny of the epochal with which du Gay (2003, p. 
676) takes issue. The “intuitive appeal” of epochal schemas is that “[t]he stark 
disjunctures and oppositions they deploy offer an easily graspable narrative that 
can act as a catalyst for ‘transformation’” (p. 679), though as we will soon see 
this “intuition” is precisely the product of a certain kind of intellectual 
conditioning that underlies the status of ‘Theory’ itself and can be identified in a 
certain pervasive mode of critique.  

 

This mode of critique and critic who performs it, is precisely what is targeted by 
Latour’s (2004) now widely-cited essay “Why has critique run out of steam”. In 
his analysis, the critical landscape of the social sciences is sustained by a certain 
kind of critical attitude derived from particular interpretations and receptions of 
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post-Kantian philosophy, and which is taught and therefore reproduced in the 
halls of higher education. For Latour (2004: 240-241), this version of critique 
deploys “contradictory repertoires”  such as “antifetishism...[and] realism” which 
rarely come into direct contact because they are applied to different objects. 
“Antifetishists debunk objects they don’t believe in by showing the productive 
and projective forces of people; then, without ever making the connection, they 
use objects they do believe in to resort to the causalist or mechanist explanation 
and debunk conscious capacities of people whose behavior they don’t approve 
of” all whilst rarely interrogating the infrastructures of these dominating 
forces… Realism is of course reserved for that which the critic really cherishes 
and which therefore is assumed to be out of reach of the prior two positions. 
Exercised by social scientists, this version of omniscient critique routinely and 
recognizably produces “explanations” that resort to a kind of template rooted in 
“society, discourse, knowledge-slash-power, fields of forces, empires, 
capitalism” (Latour, 2004: 229) – or indeed “social practices”. Latour’s essay 
goes some way towards articulating the farcical double-move one can identify 
over and over in critically-spirited scholarship, though his oeuvre perhaps 
maintains an ambivalent association with ‘the moment of theory’ which I will 
elaborate in more detail in the next chapter (see du Gay, 2010: 177). All the 
while, as Latour (2004: 232) points out, the activation of this specific critical 
attitude increasingly obscures our capacity to deal with “states of affairs” or 
actual issues at hand.  

 

Therefore, rather than interrogate the adequacy of each of these ‘turns’ for 
reinstating a practical specificity or ‘wisdom’ within strategy and organization, I 
wish instead to investigate what underlies the act of turning as a theoretical 
manoeuvre. What I wish to show is that the propensity to approach knowledge 
production through ‘taking a turn’ is born out of and relies on a specific form of 
intellectual cultivation that can be located in the history of theory. Therefore, in 
the next chapter I situate the intellectual posture identified by Latour in what 
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Ian Hunter as termed the ‘moment of theory’, and which I argue underlies 
much of the intractability in the fields of strategy and organization.  

 

2.6 Concluding remarks 

 

This chapter and the preceding one have together sought to demonstrate that 
both predominant efforts to investigate strategy – strategic management and 
strategy as practice – are limited with respect to their capacity to effectively 
intervene in strategizing or in organizational life more broadly, despite stated 
ambitions to do precisely that. The former remains detached from the realities 
of much actual organization and by extension, its strategic aspect. Its attachment 
to positivist epistemologies and its coinciding effort to develop cumulative 
knowledge in the model of a normal science necessarily leaves it blind to much 
of the texture and uncertainty that real strategists confront. The positing of 
more-or-less rational actors, collectively reduced simply to one amongst a 
bundle of ‘resources’, and only vaguely tethered to one another through an 
abstract notion of ‘the firm’ engaged in ‘an environment’, does not provide 
strategic management with the right questions, let alone the conceptual tools, to 
deal with the activities constituting organization, or how to harness these in the 
direction of creativity and foresight in the face of uncertainty. Although it is 
reassuring that some of these limitations are beginning to gain recognition 
through various critiques about epistemology, methodology, theory, and 
practical relevance, so far there is little sign that those working within the 
mainstream of strategic management have the will or the means to meaningfully 
depart from this vision of their academically-instituted field. A re-engagement 
with situated empirical methods, including a reignition of an interest and role 
for history, which was part of the founding ethos of the field, is one means to 
enliven the study of strategy, though without addressing the former issues, it is 
unlikely that this alone will prove of significance. Critical efforts seeking to 
recontextualise the emergence and practice of strategic management have been 



 

 

 
122 

interesting and informative but their reliance on metaphysical explanations in 
place of detailed empirical or intellectual history mean they have been unable to 
contribute the detailed mode of investigation that strategic management is 
elsewhere lacking. 

 

Strategy as practice, on the other hand, claims to significantly depart from 
strategic management in its ambition to shed light on the activities and ‘doings’ 
of strategy, though it has arguably been less disruptive to orthodox notions of 
strategy – both substantively and institutionally – than one may have hoped for 
or assumed in the light of its own claims. After a somewhat incoherent start, 
SAP has gained significant momentum, not only with respect to securing its 
institutional status within the academy, but also in beginning to arrive at some 
consensus about its conceptualization of praxis, practices and practitioners. 
Although SAP successfully entered boardrooms, meetings and strategy awaydays 
to watch and listen, witnessing the ‘nitty gritty’ of what people actually ‘do’ 
when they ‘do’ strategy, they have struggled to translate this empirical 
observation into new ways of conceptualising and theorising strategy as an 
activity and accomplishment. Instead, efforts have focused on how to connect 
what is observed at the ‘micro’ level, to ‘macro’ explanations at the level of 
societal practices, frequently – in principle and in outcome – skipping over the 
organizational ‘level’ or context in which strategy finds expression and towards 
which the latter is by definition aimed at purposefully directing. SAP has found 
theoretical inspiration from the main body of organization studies, though as I 
have argued, because of the latter’s own (currently) tenuous relationship with 
the object of ‘formal organization’ this has entailed that SAP become a sort of 
theoretical entrepôt – importing and reproducing theoretical tropes that mirror 
the preoccupations of contemporary organization studies, transforming work 
ostensibly about strategy into something else altogether: discourse, power, 
sensemaking, materiality, practice, process, change, or indeed society generally. 
By importing modes of analysis that maintain their recourse to metaphysical 
theorising as an end-in-itself our capacity to inform or enlighten concrete 
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practice is limited. Although these concepts may hold theoretical currency in 
certain academic milieux, they do little to illuminate the specific problems, 
activities and modes of conduct which ‘strategy’ entails. Furthermore, instead of 
developing immanent theories of strategic activity and process which could 
effectively disrupt underlying understandings about say, rationality, decision-
making, the nature of routine, processes of evaluation, cognition versus other 
factors, judgement, persuasion, politics or responsibility as they relate 
specifically to enacting strategy within a context of cooperative organization and 
environmental uncertainty, and in response to or anticipation of actual concrete 
problems, SAP has instead left many underlying assumptions from mainstream 
strategy intact, and has likewise failed to produce knowledge aimed at or 
informative to practitioners. 

 

A recent piece which is more or less aligned with both of the above assessments, 
calls for the development of a ‘critical’ study of strategy, which draws more 
self-consciously from social theory, with the ambition of imbuing strategy with a 
political conscience aimed at recognising and evaluating the manner and scale of 
its own successes and failures, including its implication and consequences for 
individuals, organizations and society and our collective capacity to meet local 
and grand challenges (see Carter & Whittle, 2018). Whilst I am sympathetic 
with the diagnosed need for a more relevant and problem-focused 
understanding of strategy, the means for this will not be found through recourse 
to meta-critical accounts which, as I will describe in the next chapter, are 
located, alongside strategic management and SAP, in the ‘moment of theory’.  

 

An alternative conception of strategy which I do think holds potential to 
circumvent some of the above problems can be identified in the recent work of 
J. C. Spender (2014), who drawing light inspiration in part from Chester I. 
Barnard, seeks to re-frame strategizing as “the process of framing a business 
situation so that the strategist’s judgment can be applied to it”, and likewise 
entailing the practice of “using our given capabilities to make judgments in 
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under-determined situations” (pp. 207-208). This may seem deceptively simple, 
but re-casting strategy in this way recognises, against strategic management, that 
strategy is “not simply about coming up with an action plan to be presented to 
the world as something complete” and in furtherance of SAP, suggests that 
strategy practice must also be about “being able to persuade others into 
collaborating or supporting” strategic processes and decisions. It therefore re-
embeds strategy within an understanding of management and organization as 
highly specific and contextualized activities, and retains its purposeful, creative, 
and generative aspects. It also incites us to reconsider our working 
understandings of behaviour and decision-making, in its cognitive and non-
cognitive aspects, and understand the relation of persuasion to cooperation. 
Perhaps most importantly, it asks: ‘how can we shape practice enough to 
achieve what we intend?’ (p. 210). Spender goes some way towards shifting 
from an etic (outsider) to emic (insider) perspective, and from a rational and 
logical perspective to one which embraces imagination, judgement and 
creativity, seeking to explicate how we may actually attain a ‘practical wisdom’ 
in strategy.  

 

Spender’s (2014) book is accessible and written with the hope that managers, 
consultants and students will be provoked towards reflection about the nature of 
their practice. Although the current thesis did not manifest as a result of or in 
response to Spender’s ideas, I hope it will be able to be thought of as deepening 
and extending this work for an academic audience, in addition to making 
contributions to the research ‘conversations’ mentioned in the Introduction to 
the thesis – for formal organization, pragmatism in organization studies, and a 
new history of management. In reconsidering the notions of personhood that are 
invoked in various forms of theorising management and organizations, in 
showing how existing approaches to investigating substantive phenomena and 
their critique move us away from the capacity to practically intervene in these 
problematic practices and situations, in reconnecting strategy with organization 
as a system of coordination, which in concrete practice are inseparable, and in 
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framing all of this within a uniquely pragmatic sensibility informed 
philosophically by John Dewey, sociologically by Max Weber, and practically by 
Chester Barnard, I articulate new grounds on which to consider strategy and 
organization as entailing a practical-ethical comportment and mode of conduct 
that can and is conditioned to uphold certain distinct and appropriate purposes, 
but which, without this recognition, can likewise be (and often is) (mis-
)directed, mis-formed or mis-educated towards inappropriate others.  

 

With this in mind, Part II of this thesis provides the means to ‘reconstruct’ 
organization – including strategy – on these ‘new’ terms, first by elaborating the 
broader notion of intellectual cultivation and ‘stance’ as distinct from more 
familiar terms (e.g. paradigms)(Chapter 3), then by articulating a specific 
‘pragmatic stance’ drawing on work by John Dewey and Max Weber, among 
others (Chapter 4), and finally through a reappraisal of Chester Barnard as an 
exemplar of a pragmatic stance indigenous to the canon of organization theory 
(Chapter 5). 
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Part II:  
 

Reconstruction
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Chapter 3 
 
From Paradigms to Stances and Personae22 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Although if viewed in isolation, each of the above ‘turns’ emerges to address a 
different set of justifiable empirical and/or theoretical concerns, once one views 
them in sequence it is difficult to overlook the patterning evident in the 
production of social-scientific scholarship which makes collective use of the 
term ‘theory’. In this chapter, I situate Latour’s (2004) identification of the 
limits of ‘critique’ and a certain self-stylized ‘critic’ for addressing matters of 
concern within a broader understanding of the history of theory, and 
specifically, the will to theorise in a certain way. I show that central to the rise 
of ‘theory’ and ‘theorizing’ as readily identifiable and ubiquitous features of the 
contemporary humanities and social sciences since the 1960s, has been a specific 

 
22 A modified version of this chapter has been published as Casler, C. & du Gay, P. (2019). 
“Stances, Paradigms, Personae”, Studi di Sociologia, 1: 69-80 as part of a special issue edited 
by Max Monaci and John Hassard on paradigm thinking in organization studies. 
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intellectual attitude held in common across what are otherwise considered to be 
incommensurable or opposing ‘schools’ or ‘paradigms’. As Hunter (2006: 81) 
suggests “this attitude is characteristic of a particular kind of intellectual persona 
sustained by a certain inner discipline and that providing an account of this 
persona and discipline is central to, without being exhaustive of, historical 
reflection on the moment of theory”.  

 

The chapter begins firstly by pointing out the manner in which paradigmatic 
thinking in organization studies has overlooked the notion of personhood as a 
central problematic, arguing that this oversight is connected to at least some of 
the intractability surrounding field-level problems concerned with developing a 
more practical-ethical organizational analysis. By developing an understanding of 
the role of intellectual conditioning and ‘the cultivation of the self’ in the 
production of knowledge, drawing heavily on the unique but complementary 
projects of intellectual historian Ian Hunter, and the historian of ancient 
philosophy, Pierre Hadot, I demonstrate the manner in which personhood is 
bound up with the performance and exercise of different theoretical 
programmes. The formation of intellectual personae forms a necessary 
background to then introduce the notion of a ‘stance’, that is, a way of 
conceiving diverse intellectual positions not on the basis of their ‘factual’ 
doctrines or theses, but rather as sharing in a set of commitments, attitudes, or 
approaches that furnish ways of engaging in inquiry. Drawing on the work of 
philosopher of science Bas Van Frassen, I argue that if we reinterpret the 
preceding analyses of strategic management and strategy as practice as 
excavating their particular ‘stances’, we can see that both privilege the practices 
of theory construction, theory application and metaphysical speculation, 
whether analytical or critical in orientation, and that this goes some way 
towards explaining why neither are suitable means of developing ‘practical 
wisdom’. A ‘metaphysical’ stance, in this sense, actually inhibits a properly 
empirical scientific attitude: 
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The word ‘metaphysics’ has many meanings, all of which are generally 
supposed to be so highly technical as to be of no interest to the man in the 
street. But in the sense that ‘metaphysical’ means that which is outside of 
experience, over and beyond it, all human beings are metaphysical when they 
occupy themselves with problems which do not rise out of experience and for 
which solutions are sought outside experience. Men are metaphysical not only 
in technical philosophy but in many of their beliefs and habits of thought in 
religion, morals, and politics. The waste of energy that results is serious 
enough. But this is slight compared with that which is wrought by artificial 
problems and solutions in preventing, deflecting, and distorting the 
development of the scientific attitude which is the proper career of 
intelligence” (Dewey, 1938c, p. 274). 

In deriving its purpose from outside the experience of concrete management 
and organization, the persona dominant in theoretical programmes within 
management and organization is not currently ‘fit for purpose’ with respect to 
meeting the needs of a more practical-ethical, and indeed relevant, organization 
studies. In laying the groundwork for understanding the notion of ‘stance’ as 
distinct from say, a theoretical ‘turn’ or what is commonly termed a 
‘paradigm’, this chapter provides the conceptual terms from which I articulate 
an alternative – pragmatic stance – in Chapter 4. 

 

3.2 The limits of paradigmatic classification 

 

Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) Sociological Paradigms and Organizational Analysis 
sought to address the concentration of theory and research within the confines 
of a single orthodoxy, which, in taking for granted a narrow set of meta-
theoretical assumptions, was militating against alternative modes of investigating 
organizational life. In the introduction to their book, they raise concern about 
“the way in which studies of organisational activities had generated mountains of 
theory and research which seemed to have no obvious links outside narrow 
discipline areas”, and likewise express doubt about “the utility and validity of 
much contemporary theory and research in our subject” (p. ix). Their paradigm 
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framework authorised a proliferation of research programmes that have, in the 
intervening years, successfully challenged this hegemony. And yet, it seems that 
scholarly production has, of late, moved from a healthy pluralism towards an 
unbridled permissiveness that is having a detrimental effect on sociological, and 
indeed organizational explanation, leading me to share their initial concerns, 
albeit for different reasons. Hassard and Cox (2013) have attributed this 
intellectual disordering to the decline in paradigm modelling ushered in by a 
‘post-paradigmatic’ organization studies during the 1990s. They have therefore 
sought to develop Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) original framework in order to 
schematise more contemporary developments in organization theory, especially 
post-structuralism. While I agree with their inclination to ‘go against the 
intellectual grain’ in calling for a restoration of order within the field, I disagree 
that the current problems confronting organizational analysis will be resolved by 
a simple extension or reassertion of paradigmatic classifications.  

 

I am particularly concerned that much research nominally devoted to 
organizational analysis now has little regard for the field’s core object, ‘formal 
organization’ (see e.g. du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017; Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015), and is 
likewise failing to address important economic, social and political challenges 
that are organizational in nature. In this chapter I suggest that limiting the 
criteria by which we assess competing research paradigms to ontology, 
epistemology, methodology and assumptions concerning human nature is 
affiliated with the widespread disinterest in concrete and practical organizational 
concerns and the relative under-privileging of our ability to effectively intervene 
in organizational life. Rather, the tendency has been to maintain ultimate 
recourse to the development of theoretical edifices that are scantly appreciated 
outside of specific paradigmatic communities, let alone recognised as useful for 
addressing matters of public concern. In my view, deficiencies of this sort 
represent a collective ethical lapse and are particularly salient in an academic 
field whose founding and continued existence rests on its status as a practical 
science of organizing. 
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I argue that central to these field-level problems is an issue largely overlooked in 
the paradigm debate and in organization studies more broadly, namely the 
nature and role of intellectual conditioning in the cultivation of personae, which 
are oriented towards the achievement of particular purposes. The importance of 
personhood is alluded to in reading Kuhn’s discussion of theory-choice (see 
especially Postscript, Kuhn, 1970a; Kuhn, 1970b) and in Burrell and Morgan’s 
(1979) recognition that the difficulty called forth in moving between paradigms 
is akin to a religious conversion.23 Yet, a canvas of the main citations populating 
the ‘paradigm wars’ in organization studies reveals that although personhood is a 
latent concern, it has not been isolated as a central problematic. For example, 
Hassard (1988) draws on the later Wittgenstein to argue that one can be trained 
into a new language game, thereby opening the possibility for paradigm 
mediation. Meanwhile, Jackson and Carter (1991), in their defence of paradigm 
incommensurability, assert identity-otherness as the relationship that orients 
one paradigm vis-à-vis the others, and in so doing also imply that identity is both 
what arises and what is at stake in inter-paradigmatic debate. Nonetheless, a 
proper treatment of personhood “involves a shift away from general social and 
cultural theoretical accounts concerning the formation of ‘subjectivity’ and 
‘identity’ towards an understanding of the specific forms of ‘personhood’ that 
individuals acquire as a result of their immersion in, or subjection to, particular 
normative and technical regimes of conduct (du Gay, 2007, p. 11). Such an 
analysis is as relevant for studying organizational actors as it is for studying 
organizational researchers, in particular with respect to the latter’s inculcation 
within particular paradigmatic, or otherwise defined, academic communities.  

 

This chapter seeks to redress this oversight by emphasizing the centrality of 
personhood to the development and exercise of knowledge, via three distinct 

 
23 Burrell and Morgan (1979, pp. 35-36) do not adhere to Kuhn’s (1970b) original 
paradigm concept, but neither account treats personhood adequately. 
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but complementary projects: Ian Hunter’s investigation into ‘the moment of 
theory’, Pierre Hadot’s exposition of ‘philosophy as a way of life’, and Bas van 
Fraassen’s reconceptualization of philosophical positions as ‘stances’. This trio of 
otherwise diverse scholars converge in their recognition that the formation of 
intellectual personae is fundamentally implicated in the production of 
knowledge. Each approach this insight in a unique way, but all call forth the 
need to consider not only the purposes toward which different personae have 
been cultivated and may be appropriately exercised, but also the values, 
attitudes, and commitments – ‘stance’ – that animate their respective 
approaches to inquiry. This imbues the research enterprise with an ethical 
gravity that is missing in contemporary discussions of paradigm and multi-
paradigm research. The shift to ‘stances’ likewise provides a basis upon which to 
identify and prioritise alternative criteria for the evaluation of research that will 
re-classify the field in new ways, such that the stubborn disciplinary and 
institutional difficulties that have been plaguing organizational research may 
finally be addressed head on.  

 

3.3 Ian Hunter: ‘The moment of theory’ 

 

Intellectual historian Ian Hunter’s (2014) analysis of the 1960s ‘theory boom’ in 
the humanities and social sciences, or what he terms ‘the moment of theory’, 
draws our attention to the fundamental role of intellectual conditioning that 
underlies and is essential to the performance of any paradigm or theoretical 
programme. As part of his investigation into the history of theory, Hunter 
(2006, pp. 78-79) argues that although the inclination is to locate the propensity 
for ‘theory’ by excavating history until one arrives at unifying conditions of 
possibility, most likely assumed to be associated with the object of study itself, 
on the contrary, such an investigation must begin with an acknowledgment of 
the “irresolvable conflict” between “rival accounts of such conditions”. As he 
argues, one can see the emergence of theory in the humanities and the social 
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sciences of the 1960s take form in “an array of associated but rivalrous 
vernaculars” addressing divergent objects but nonetheless sharing in a “certain 
kind of philosophical interrogation” of positive knowledge.  

If the various developments referred to in the moment of theory are unified 
neither by a common object nor by a single theoretical language they can, 
however, still be viewed as participating in a shared intellectual attitude or 
deportment, albeit to different degrees. This attitude is skeptical towards 
empirical experience (in a more or less Kantian way), but also towards apriori 
formalisms – which it regards as foreclosing a high level (“transcendental”) 
experience (Hunter, 2006: 81).  

His concern is not to validate or undermine the truth or falsity of any theory in 
particular, but rather to demonstrate that the proliferation of ‘theory’ and 
‘theorising’ as a primary mode of academic activity has less to do with specific 
claims to truth than with a kind of metaphysical disposition that can be subject 
to empirical intellectual enquiry. This disposition furnishes those disciplines 
engaged in the moment of theory with a kind of self-perpetuating scholarly 
momentum derived not from the import of the objects studied, nor from the 
theoretical frameworks deployed, but from the mode of intellectual production 
itself. This disposition is implicated in theorizing and critique within the 
domains of strategy and organization, which explains why we find that these 
sub-disciplines can succeed and even proliferate alongside the erosion of 
‘strategy’ or ‘organization’ as distinct objects of inquiry.  

 

Hunter’s analysis suggests that we conceive of the moment of theory not as a 
necessary or inevitable result of the investigation of particular objects, but rather 
as a learned form of intellectual conditioning, that once historicised, 
demonstrates itself as one amongst many in the history of philosophy. The 
moment of theory signals the reappearance of a certain kind of European 
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university metaphysics24 (Schulmetaphysik, or scholasticism) within the Anglo-
American academy, which, “far from representing a novel and progressive 
transformation of moribund disciplines”, is rather indicative of “a mode of 
transforming the disciplines through the self-transformation of their 
practitioners” (Hunter, 2007b, p. 6). Therefore, Hunter’s (p. 16) immediate 
concern is “not with political and institutional history but with the history of the 
will to theorise in a certain way – to cultivate a certain intellectual persona – 
which in turn has institutional and political conditions and consequences”. 

 

Through a series of articles, Hunter’s (2006, 2007b, 2008, 2009, 2014) 
intellectual history explicates the manner in which both structuralism and post-
structuralism offer their practitioners a “means for escaping from the surface of 
things” (Hunter, 2007b, p. 13), the former through recovering ‘deep-
structures’ and the latter through attuning oneself to the appearance of the 
‘other’ via abstention from the empirical world. This identification substantiates 
my expressed discomfort concerning the routine abstraction evident in both 
‘mainstream’ and ‘critical’ variants of research in strategy discussed in Part I. In 
particular, whereas neo-Kantian structuralism relies upon “a style of 
metaphysical argument in which the supposed indeterminacy of empirical 
experience is used to motivate the necessary presence of a priori structures in 
the subject of this experience” (Hunter, 2006, p. 89), Husserlian transcendental 
phenomenology urges practitioners to suspend their commitment to existing 
practical or experiential categories, and by extension to formal and positive 
knowledges, in order to become open to breakthrough phenomena of various 

 
24 Hunter uses ‘metaphysics’ historically, not philosophically. The concern is not with 
doctrines of being as such, but with the teaching of doctrines of being and the formation of 
personae who accede to such doctrines (see Hunter, 2007b, p. 16). Taken philosophically, 
the moment of theory signals a particular form of abstract metaphysics that comes to displace 
a philological or erudite conception of knowledge. The purpose here is not to engage in 
debate about whether there is a position from which to philosophize that does not invoke 
some (any) form of metaphysics, which is an ongoing discussion amongst stance empiricists 
in the Philosophy of Science (see e.g. Monton, 2007; Rowbottom & Bueno, 2011b) 
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kinds (Hunter, 2007b). This act of voluntaristic self-problematisation, termed 
the transcendental reduction or epoché, epitomizes the persona of the post-
structural theorist. As Husserl (1970: 151-152 in Hunter, 2006: 85) explains: 

We perform the epoché – we who are philosophizing in a new way – as a 
transformation of the attitude which precedes it not accidentally but 
essentially, namely, the attitude of natural human existence which, in its total 
historicity, in life and science, was never before interrupted…. What must be 
shown in particular and above all is that through the epoché a new way of 
experiencing, of thinking, of theorizing, is opened to the philosopher; here, 
situated above his own natural being and above the natural world, he loses 
nothing of their being and their objective truths and likewise nothing at all of 
the spiritual acquisitions of his world-life or those of the whole historical 
communal life; he simply forbids himself – as a philosopher, in the uniqueness 
of his direction of interest – to continue the whole natural performance of his 
world-life; that is, he forbids himself to ask questions which rest upon the 
round of the world at hand, questions of being, questions of value, practical 
questions, questions about being or not being, about being valuable, being 
useful, being beautiful, being good, etc…. This is not a ‘view,’ an 
‘interpretation’ bestowed upon the world. Every view about… ‘the’ world 
has its ground in the pregiven world. It is from this very ground that I have 
freed myself through the epoché; I stand above the world, which has now 
become for me, in a quite peculiar sense, a phenomenon. 

The transcendental reduction can be recognized primarily as an exercise in 
philosophical self-questioning and self-transformation (Hunter, 2006, 2007b) 
aimed at the modification of the subject, in this case inducing epistemological 
anxiety and a scepticism towards positive knowledge (Hunter, 2008). Such an 
act is eminently historical, the Husserlian rendition being merely one in a series 
of exercises on the self – referred to collectively as “spiritual exercises” by 
Hadot (1995), or as acts of “transformation of the self by the self” by Foucault 
(2006, p. 16) – which can be identified in the history of philosophising. Seen in 
this way, the epoché is not only “something performed rather than investigated” 
(Hunter, 2006, p. 85) but can be viewed as a pedagogic practice through which 
students undergo a certain kind of intellectual formation. In this regard, “[t]he 
only thing that sets the transcendental reduction and the ‘phenomenological 
attitude’ apart in this field [of the humanities] is the particular means it chooses 
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to lead its inductees across the threshold of self-questioning and self-
transformation and the particular intellectual persona that it seeks to cultivate 
on the basis of this regimen” (p. 86).  

 

The intellectual comportment indicated by the moment of theory maintains a 
certain recognizable posture of critique with respect to empiricist and positive 
sciences constituted as ‘natural’ or ‘factual’. For any critical scholar within 
organization studies this learned scepticism should be thoroughly recognizable. 
Indeed, the perpetuation of certain forms of critique through the teaching of 
“talismanic doctrines” to an audience “already predisposed to cultivate the 
antipositivist metaphysical outlook that would be labelled theory” (Hunter, 
2006) seems to bear an uncanny resemblance to what I have described above 
with respect to SAP. Lynch (1995: 582) likewise points to this attitude in 
describing the rise of “conceptions of texts, bodies and practices” in social theory 
at the expense of the displacement of “foundational concepts of ideology, 
mentality and value”. He notes, “[t]hose who celebrate this displacement often 
bill it as a radical break from ‘traditional’, ‘conventional’ or ‘mainstream’ 
academic programmes. We can of course note the parallel dynamic between 
SAP and organization studies on the one hand, and their attempts to dislodge 
mainstream strategic management as well as much of orthodox management, 
and their associated abstracted empiricism on the other. This makes sense once 
we can see that, following Hunter’s interrogation of specific historical academic 
developments, that Husserlian phenomenology, Heideggerian hermeneutics, 
structuralism and post-structuralism broadly, including semiotics and 
deconstruction, as well as the work of Habermas and the Frankfurt School are 
all similarly and fundamentally enabled by this intellectual deportment (see 
Hunter, 2006, 2007b, 2008, 2009, 2014).  

 

This is notable since together these theoretical ‘schools’ form much of the 
critical inspiration from which contemporary organization studies and its 
cognates (e.g. Critical Management Studies, and Practice Studies) draw 
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(Fournier & Grey, 2000), but is also pertinent for the present discussion 
because these theoretical affiliations are ascribed to different paradigms (see 
Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Hassard & Cox, 2013), and can likewise disrupt 
dichotomous understandings of ‘critical’ and ‘mainstream’ academic affiliations. 
Instead, with this persona in mind, we can begin to see the rejection of strategic 
management by SAP scholars, but also SAP’s trepidation surrounding the 
‘descent into micro-isolationism’ (rather than the ‘ascent’ into theory!) as fairly 
consistent demonstrations of a shared intellectual attitude. It is fundamental to 
recognize that in the terms of this analysis, though, both ‘critical’ or 
‘interpretivist’ leaning sub-disciplines as well as more ‘mainstream’ ‘rationalist’ 
ones become targets for revision.  

 

Hunter’s analysis sits alongside a number of recent studies in the history and 
philosophy of science that deploy empirical historiography and contextual 
intellectual history in order to treat the disciplines as objects of empirical 
investigation. Understood as an “array of historically formed intellectual 
comportments grounded in regional ‘subcultures’ or ways of intellectual life” 
(Hunter, 2014, p. 32) that train and equip scientific conduct, this work 
collectively demonstrates how different orientations within science – paradigms 
in the parlance of Burrell and Morgan (1979) – have recourse to different 
historically formed ways of conducting oneself. Hunter (2014, p. 12) thereby 
demonstrates that social-scientific knowledge “depends in varying ways on 
ethos”, since the production and exercise of distinct theoretical programmes 
relies on the cultivation of particular intellectual personae within specific 
regimes of training and conduct. This view incites us to consider not only what 
constellation of beliefs and practices – ontological, epistemological, 
methodological, and those concerning human nature, though there could be 
others – are associated with different paradigms, but crucially what array of 
personae are called forth through the exercise of historic and contemporary 
‘organization’ theories, and what purposes or ends they are fashioned to serve. 
It follows that if much of the current discontent surrounding the study of 
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strategy and organization studies can at least in part be located in an historically 
contingent intellectual deportment, then it seems a worthwhile exercise to 
elaborate an alternative deportment or ‘stance’ that is distinct from that 
underpinning both the ‘rationalist’ and ‘interpretivist’ theoretical cohorts. As 
Latour (2004: 245) suggests, what is needed is “an entirely different attitude 
than the critical one” as it is currently manifest.  

 

3.4 Pierre Hadot: Philosophy as a ‘way of life’ 

 

While foregrounding comportment serves an analytical purpose in Hunter’s 
investigation of the history of theory, Pierre Hadot (1995) provides an account 
of how the modern conception of philosophy, focused on metaphysical discourse 
in the pursuit of reason as an ‘end it itself’, came to displace the earlier 
conception of philosophy as ‘a way of life’, wherein the cultivation of 
intellectual personae through the practice of ‘spiritual exercises’ was the explicit 
and primary function of philosophy. Hadot’s exegesis informs us that the 
development of an abstract theoretical enterprise considered detached from the 
formation and exercise of the comportment of its practitioners is both 
historically specific, and necessarily limited in its capacity to inform conduct 
outside of the modern university. This is fundamentally troublesome for a field 
struggling to uphold its practical remit and which has likewise been criticised for 
failing to educate responsible practitioners. It follows that the earlier conception 
elaborated by Hadot (1995; see also Hadot, 2002, 2009) is more suitable for 
properly recognising the role of personhood in the development and exercise of 
organizational knowledge, irrespective of paradigmatic affiliation. 

 

In the Greco-Roman world, philosophy was a way of life, which entailed not 
only a specific type of moral conduct, but a “mode of existing-in-the-world, 
which had to be practiced at each instant… the goal of which was to transform 
the whole of the individual’s life” (Hadot, 1995, p. 265). Hadot continues: 
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In order better to understand in what way ancient philosophy could be a way 
of life, it is perhaps necessary to have recourse to the distinction proposed by 
the Stoics, between discourse about philosophy and philosophy itself. For the 
Stoics, the parts of philosophy – physics, ethics, and logic – were not, in fact, 
parts of philosophy itself, but rather parts of philosophical discourse. By this 
they meant that when it comes to teaching philosophy, it is necessary to set 
forth a theory of logic, a theory of physics, and a theory of ethics. The 
exigencies of discourse, both logical and pedagogical, require that these 
distinctions be made. But philosophy itself – that is, the philosophical way of 
life – is no longer a theory divided into parts, but a unitary act, which consists 
in living logic, physics, and ethics. In this case, we no longer study logical 
theory – that is, the theory of speaking and thinking well – we simply think 
and speak well. We no longer engage in theory about the physical world, but 
we contemplate the cosmos. We no longer theorize about moral action, but 
we act in a correct and just way. Discourse about philosophy is not the same 
thing as philosophy (pp. 266-267).  

Here, philosophical discourse exists for and acts in the service of a philosophical 
life. The task of theory is to furnish a way of being-in-the-world. If we maintain 
organization as a practical science, this means that theory production is only 
significant insofar as it is able to produce a formative effect in those who practice 
organization. Since principles underdetermine conduct, this entails much more 
than the application of well-studied theorems to a set of identifiable problems. 
Philosophising as lived action is “a continuous act, permanent and identical with 
the life itself” (p. 268) which has to be renewed through the practice of ‘spiritual 
exercises’. These “philosophical thought-exercises” or “inner activities of the 
thought and the will” (p. 128), nurture a certain inner attitude or comportment 
which coheres with the philosophical school to which one subscribes.  

 

The specific practices that compose the exercises of any given school or at any 
given time vary widely, both in tone and content. However, underlying this 
diversity is a unity in the “means employed and in the ends pursued” (pp. 101-
102). All philosophical schools in antiquity made use of exercises that were 
“practical, required training, education and effort”, and which were oriented 
towards self-formation, requiring “a shift in one’s entire comportment, attitude, 
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stance” (du Gay, 2015, p. 6), or persona.  In other words, philosophy as a way 
of life was a cultural-pedagogical programme directed towards a wide array of 
practical ends. Seen in this light, “[p]hilosophy then appears in its original 
aspect: not as a theoretical construct but as a method for training people to live 
and to look at the world in a new way” (Hadot, 1995, p. 107).25 This is in stark 
contrast to the modern understanding of philosophy as, above all, philosophical 
discourse, produced and largely contained within the walls of modern 
universities.26 The substantial casualty of this transformation is the erosion of 
any sense in which the purpose of theory is to support the formation of a 
comportment (of its producers/practitioners) that must be continually 
exercised and performed as a ‘way of life’ in and through a duty to the collective 
community. Rather, theory production becomes stripped of its ethical and 
practical import, and the researcher is likewise ‘let off the hook’ from 
interrogating their own commitments and conduct as they relate to scholarly 
activity and engagement with matters of public concern. 

 

Although a foray into ancient philosophy may seem far removed from 
contemporary organization studies, I contend that the present absence of a 
concern with the cultivation of intellectual personae in organizational 
scholarship is centrally implicated in the paradigm debate, as well as a number of 
other struggles affecting organizational research and teaching. Hunter and Hadot 
each urge us to recognise personhood as central to social-scientific paradigms 

 
25 One may question the relevance of a notion of philosophy formed in relation to an archaic 
cosmology. Hadot (2009, pp. 68-69) implores us to “distinguish from the ideology that 
justified the attitude in the past, the concrete attitude that can be actualized. In order to 
actualize a message from Antiquity, it must be disengaged from everything that denotes its 
period; it must be demythologized...One must try to go straight to the inner process, the 
concrete attitude it implies”. This requires disentangling the historical ideology from the 
‘stance’. 
26 Hadot and Hunter have each studied the genealogy of this shift, with the former focusing 
on developments from antiquity through to medieval scholasticism, and the latter 
contrasting renaissance humanism with Kantian and Post-Kantian metaphysical philosophy. 
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and insist that the exercise of different paradigmatic positions is not akin to 
picking a recipe off a shelf or putting on a new pair of perspectival glasses. 
Rather, comporting oneself in line with a certain philosophical or theoretical 
school – practicing it as a ‘vocation’ (Weber, 1948b) – requires commitment, 
exercise and discipline, and also calls for ethical and intellectual seriousness.27 
Moreover, it demands an interest in our ability to speak publicly to economic, 
social, and political problems that are organizational in nature, rather than 
remain contented with the development of theory as an end-in-itself. 
Importantly, disregard for person formation is equally problematic for Business 
School teaching. An understanding of the personae brought into being through 
particular technical and intellectual forms of training, and the ends they are 
designed to pursue, is directly related to our (in)capacity to inculcate prudence, 
responsibility, and sound ethical judgement in our students as we prepare them 
to enter organizational life. The plethora of corporate scandals – big and small – 
indicate the importance and magnitude of this oversight, and have been centrally 
implicated in recent dramatic calls to reform (see e.g. Parker, 2018).  

 

3.5 Bas van Fraassen: Philosophical positions as ‘stances’ 
  

Understanding the formation of personae is crucial for grasping the importance 
of ‘stance’, that is, a way of conceiving diverse intellectual positions not on the 
basis of their ‘factual’ doctrines or theses, but rather as sharing in a set of 
commitments, attitudes, or approaches that furnish ways of engaging in inquiry. 
The move to ‘stances’ is significant, but not particularly contentious once one 
accepts that science (in the Weberian sense of the ‘disciplined pursuit of 
knowledge’) is a value- and attitude-driven enterprise. One is in “false 
consciousness” when seeing it otherwise, potentially denigrating science “into an 
arid play of mere forms” (van Fraassen, 2002, p. 17). In other words, without 

 
27 As opposed to careerism and the glorification of novelty for its own sake. 
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consideration of values and attitudes – of stance – science risks descending into 
an enterprise of ‘coherent nonsense’ that privileges the grammatical and logical 
form over intelligibility (of empirical phenomena in and with the world), even 
whilst sometimes invoking familiar-looking language (see also Dewey, 1948 
[1920], p. vi). This is not dissimilar to my charge in Chapter 2 that much of the 
language invoked by the practice-theoretical literature regarding ‘situated 
doings’ and ‘the nitty gritty’ obscures its affinity with abstract theorizing, and 
thereby contributes to its sense of imperviousness against critique. On the 
contrary, a stance orients our understanding of context-dependent claims and 
the domains of discourse within which they occur (see van Fraassen, 2002, p. 
24). 

  

This section introduces ‘stance’ as a purposeful designation.28 I follow 
philosopher of science Bas van Fraassen, who in The Empirical Stance (2002), 
explores the viability of a renewed empiricism that stands opposed to the 
metaphysical philosophy to which both Hunter and Hadot refer.29 Central to van 
Fraassen’s work is his reconceptualization of philosophical positions not as 

 
28 ‘Stance’ is different but not inconsistent with elements of Kuhn’s (1970b) ‘disciplinary 
matrix’ (see also Masterman (1970) on the ‘sociological’ meaning of Kuhn’s paradigm 
concept). Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 36)  footnote ‘forms of life’ as related but not 
synonymous to ‘paradigms’. We use ‘stance’ to indicate the comported nature of value-
based differences in scientific inquiry, as distinct from a scientific community cohered 
around factually-derived beliefs or ‘exemplars’. We hope that ‘stance’ will invite the 
excavation of previously unarticulated attitudes that may assimilate and differentiate the 
work of various historic and contemporary organizational thinkers subscribed to different 
paradigms. 
29 Van Fraassen’s own aim in introducing the epistemological level of ‘stances’ is specifically 
to defend a commitment to empiricism as opposed to metaphysics, though he is clear that 
this notion of ‘stance’ can be extended to other philosophical positions or outlooks. By 
contrasting the typical understanding of a philosophical position as ‘doctrine’ or thesis, and 
demonstrating that empiricism is antithetical to this characterization, the utility and 
necessity of the notion of ‘stance’ comes to the fore. For him, one of the crucial distinctions 
between these two specific stances is whether their respective epistemic policies accept or 
reject demands for explanation in terms of things underlying the observable. 



 

 

 
145 

dogmas, doctrines, ideologies or theses derived from specific beliefs, but rather 
as ‘stances’. By ‘stance’ he means an “attitude, commitment, approach, a cluster 
of such – possibly including some propositional attitudes such as beliefs as 
well… but [which] cannot be simply equated with having beliefs or making 
assertions about what there is” (pp. 47-48). Although doctrinal beliefs change 
over time, stances enable us to identify otherwise diverse traditions or 
developments within a tradition, as sharing in a particular constellation of 
attitudes, commitments, and modes of engagement, albeit to different degrees. 
Following Hunter, we might say that although the work comprising the 
‘moment of theory’ shares neither an object nor a vernacular, it can be said to 
consist in a common stance. Likewise, van Fraassen’s example – empiricism – 
occupies several positions in the history of philosophy which nonetheless cohere 
around a set of commitments, including but not exclusively, a strong 
dissatisfaction with explanation by postulate, and an insistence on a model of 
inquiry that respects contrary factual claims as rivals worthy of consideration (p. 
37). Seen in this way, empiricism may be characterised as a posture against “a 
certain systematizing and theorizing tendency in philosophy: a recurrent 
rebellion against the metaphysicians” (p. 36). Conceived as a stance, the 
empiricist’s attitude towards scientific inquiry rather than their beliefs in and 
about science become the crucial characteristic. As such, a stance can withstand 
even dramatic changes in propositional belief instigated by empirical 
investigation. 

 

Seen as an attitude or outlook, consisting in a set of commitments, virtues and 
habits, which we learn and continuously exercise, a stance furnishes a 
comportment, or a ‘way of life’ that provides guidelines for action. It is the 
actions, practices, and exercises enacted in-the-world that condition and in turn 
are dictated by different personae. As Hunter (2006) reminds us, we should not 
expect different stances to neatly correspond to the pursuit of specific objects. 
Once elements of personal decision, values, and volition are given a legitimate 
place in the epistemic enterprise, we can recognise a degree of discretion over 
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the stance one adopts, even when addressed towards the same nominal object. 
This is because “holding a stance is a function of one’s values as opposed to one’s 
factual beliefs, and though values may be well- or ill-advised, they are not true 
or false… one commits to a stance, or adopts it – they are possible means to 
realms of possible facts” (Chakravartty, 2007, p. 187). As such, “a stance is not 
something truth-apt, since it’s not a claim about the world, but a certain 
attitude of investigation” (Rowbottom & Bueno, 2011a, p. 8). Weber (1948b) 
alludes to something similar when he insists that the vocation of science is 
animated by competing attitudes that cannot be reconciled or valued by the 
scientific enterprise itself. C. W. Mills (1959, p. 79) elevates the ability to 
identify, acknowledge, and reflect upon such attitudes and value judgements to 
an essential criterion for good social science.  

 

Acknowledging that stances are not rationally compelled, van Fraassen (2007) 
advocates ‘stance voluntarism’, which views epistemology in a pragmatist vein. 
Voluntarist epistemologies reject the abstract theory format as a view of what 
knowledge and opinion are like, and instead give a central role to volition, 
though certainly not in the format of a ‘rational’ or even ‘boundedly rational 
actor’ simply making ‘choices’ (I will return to this in Chapters 4 and 5). The 
most faithful exemplars of a voluntarist epistemology are to be found in classic 
American Pragmatism, whereby “desires for truth and avoidance of error are 
contextually qualified by our interests and values” (van Fraassen, 2002, p. 90). 
In pursuing empirical inquiry, individually and collectively, the ambition is “to 
discourse illuminatingly [about this volitional, intentional activity] without 
writing a theory about it, at least in the narrow sense of ‘theory’... [we want to] 
investigate the tactics and strategies appropriate to certain criteria of evaluation, 
explicated or made precise in certain ways” (p. 82). This is because the 
evaluation of any epistemic pursuit depends on “its defining aim, its telos. Only 
if we can answer what we are after in this enterprise of knowledge can we even 
begin to determine how much of it hinges on our doing something well or badly 
and how much on contingent fortune” (pp. 82-83). I therefore hope to make 
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clear that although a stance cannot be true or false, it can most certainly be 
more or less appropriate for addressing a set of concerns. It is on this basis that 
different stances can be compared and assessed, for instance, in terms of the sort 
of understanding they offer, by their consequences, or the sorts of problems 
they generate or are able to solve.  

 

3.6 Concluding remarks 

 

This tripartite argument has asserted the crucial and unavoidable role of 
personhood within the research enterprise. First, by drawing attention to the 
cultivation of intellectual personae in and through the exercise of different 
theoretical programmes, this chapter showed that modes of theorising are not 
inherent to the object at hand, but rather indicative of historically specific 
comportments fashioned towards distinct purposes. Second, by differentiating 
philosophy as an abstract theoretical pursuit from a ‘way of life’, I highlighted 
the manner in which adherents of the former are led to abstain or remain 
otherwise disconnected from their practical and public responsibilities, thereby 
limiting our collective capacity to address concrete ethical and organizational 
problems. Third, by introducing the notion of stance as a means for identifying 
the attitudes, values and commitments that animate different approaches to 
inquiry, I foregrounded the ethical and volitional dimensions of academic 
knowledge production and introduced a new basis upon which to evaluate 
contributions to research within our field.  

 

Whereas the paradigm concept as imagined by Burrell and Morgan (1979) and 
re-asserted by Hassard and Cox (2013) maintain ontology, epistemology, 
methodology and beliefs about human nature as the fixed criteria by which 
intellectual developments should be classified, the shift to stances incites us to 
consider other value-based criteria – for instance, disposition towards the object 
‘organization’, primary interest in formal versus social organization, tolerance 
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for metaphysical speculation, extent to which theory is valued as an end-in-
itself, the ability for research outcomes to effectively intervene in organizational 
life – that would provide a very different ‘map’ of the field. I contend that such 
an exercise would expose the fact that the majority of stances within 
contemporary organization studies do not value organization as a ‘way of life’ 
and likewise are not fit for a ‘practically relevant’ study of organization. In other 
words, the incapacity to intervene in organizational matters is inherent to the 
dominant persona within organization studies – one that is fashioned primarily 
towards the assembly of theoretical edifices. For example, in their recent book 
For Formal Organization, du Gay and Vikkelsø (2017)  pinpointed a shared 
disposition or as they term it, a ‘metaphysical stance’, that privileges the 
practices of theory construction, theory application and metaphysical 
speculation, often at the expense of addressing concrete problems. This stance is 
evident in ‘popular’, ‘mainstream’ and ‘critical’ strands of organizational 
research, therefore transcending a typical paradigmatic classification. 
Recognizing this previously elusive stance upends the way in which we are able 
to diagnose and bypass the apparent impasse concerning the development of a 
more relevant organization studies because it gives us a new way of identifying 
the purposes towards which particular stances and their associated personae are 
ultimately directed, and those which they are not fit to address. Having 
identified the source of inertia, we can begin to cultivate an alternative stance 
for organization studies that is more appropriate for the problems at hand, and 
which will restore practical relevance and ethical seriousness to the research 
enterprise. 

 

The contribution of this chapter is twofold. Firstly, I  have demonstrated that 
understanding the historical particularity of specific personae, and the capacities 
that they cultivate, is crucial for understanding the purposes they do or do not 
uphold, and consequently, for evaluating different approaches to inquiry on the 
basis of their competence in addressing problems and consequences in-the-
world. By constituting the personae of managers and organizational researchers 
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and their/our associated modes of conduct as legitimate sites of analysis, such an 
approach allows us to understand the techniques of inquiry through which 
organization is presently pursued and the associated ‘ways of life’ that are called 
into being. This is as relevant to understanding the researcher who exercises a 
particular paradigm or commits to a specific a ‘stance’, as it is to understanding 
the practitioners for whom organization is a ‘vocation’, or indeed for imagining 
new techniques with which to inculcate our students with a more ethical and 
responsible sense of managerial judgement. Secondly, I have demonstrated that 
the commensurate shift in register from the analysis of theoretical ‘paradigms’ 
to one of ‘stances’, enables us to avoid debates over incommensurability or the 
theory-practice dualism, for instance, and rather more distinctively, predisposes 
us to excavate the intellectual attitudes that suggest a commonality across 
otherwise disparate, often antagonistic, literatures. Stances not only reassert the 
importance of personhood in the research enterprise, but also assimilate and 
differentiate otherwise distinct paradigms by re-classifying the field according to 
new value-based criteria addressed more directly towards resolving disciplinary 
and institutional problems that have, until now, proven intractable.  

 

In light of the progressive erosion of the core object of organization theory – 
organization – and the parallel blurring of the distinction between the objects of 
‘strategy’ or strategizing’ and ‘organization’ or ‘organizing’,  and given that the 
mode of theorizing and posture of critique which is currently dominant within 
organization studies and strategy-as-practice can be usefully construed as a 
deportment born out of a certain kind of intellectual conditioning, it seems 
fruitful to elaborate an alternative comportment born out of early organization 
theory which has different conditions and consequences. As du Gay and 
Vikkelsø (2014, p. 737) have argued, a proclivity towards theoretical 
abstraction is in direct contradistinction with the ‘classical stance’ in 
organization theory, which is characterized by a specific “deportment” indicated 
by, inter alia, “a pragmatic call to experience, an antithetical attitude to ‘high’ or 
transcendental theorizing” as well as a “practical focus on organizational 
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effectiveness… born of a close connection to ‘the work itself’ or … ‘the 
situation at hand’”. ‘Classical’ is invoked not to delineate work from a period of 
chronic time, but rather to signal work that precisely shares in this ‘empirical’ 
or ‘pragmatic’ stance (du Gay, 2015; du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017). This should 
not be confused with the ‘practicality’ invoked by strategic management, nor 
with the ‘practicality’ ultimately overlooked by SAP. Rather, this thesis seeks to 
revive a form of pragmatism (with an embedded ethic and focus on conduct) 
that has been eroded by the brand of theorizing within organization theory and 
strategy that I have described. Re-engaging with, rather than overturning, 
classical contributions to strategic and organizational thought which exemplify a 
pragmatic stance can not only contribute to writing a ‘new history of 
management’ but can also help reinvigorate theoretical and empirical research in 
the fields of ‘strategy’ and ‘organization studies’, and likewise inform new 
approaches to management education. Prior to demonstrating this empirically 
however, it is first necessary to explicate what is meant by a ‘pragmatic stance’. 
This is the task of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4 
 
A pragmatic stance for strategy and 
organization 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter provides a positive articulation of a pragmatic stance for the study 
of organization and strategy, one which is sensitive towards historiography and 
contextualist analysis, is eminently concerned with the ‘work itself’ as it relates 
to purpose, judgement and concrete practical activity in any given situation or 
with regard to any specific problem, and which in so doing demands an interest 
in the practical-ethical comportment of the practitioner. Crucially, this stance 
entails an alternative persona whose outlook towards the object of organization, 
and the related object of strategy, maintains their respective statuses, first and 
foremost, as practical and ethical pursuits. In other words, this stance is 
antithetical to existing approaches within strategic management and strategy as 
practice, but also much of organization studies broadly, which often seem to act 
in the service of theory as an end-in-itself. The pragmatic stance advocated in 
this thesis has a strong affiliation with classical American pragmatism but is also 
eminently recognizable in classical organization theory. It is argued that this 
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stance has much to offer contemporary practitioners – researchers included – of 
strategy and organization studies. 

 

This chapter will proceed by outlining the main presuppositions and dimensions 
of significance that consist in what I am calling a pragmatic stance. This stance 
hinges on a few philosophical commitments, namely towards anti-
foundationalism, contextualism, and warranted assertability, and is further 
animated by a distinct and mutually constitutive relation between pragmatist 
inquiry and the practical-ethical comportment of the practitioner. This stance 
has clear resonance with certain aspects of the work of, among others, Max 
Weber, Wilhelm Hennis, Stanley Fish, Amélie Rorty, David Saunders, Paul du 
Gay, and the American Pragmatists, in particular John Dewey. The main texts I 
have drawn upon to indicate this stance are a testament to it: the authors fall 
within different academic disciplines, writing within and about different time 
periods, and would not typically be grouped together on the basis of a shared 
vernacular or object of study. Nevertheless, they find commonality in a 
collection of attitudes directed towards the nature and purpose of inquiry, its 
relation to worldly problems of substantive import, and a stubborn appreciation 
for the concrete contexts in which they emerge and are resolved. Moreover, 
they each attribute a crucial role to values, attitudes, commitments (whatever 
they may be), and volition in the pursuit of science as a vocation. As I wish to 
demonstrate, because this stance is also clearly expressed in indigenous 
organization theory – though not adequately addressed in current idiom – it is 
appropriately fashioned for the situational judgment needed to grapple with 
problems that arise in the course of performing strategy and organization as on-
going practical and ethical pursuits. What this may ‘look like’ will become 
evident in Chapter 5 via an in-depth reappraisal of Chester I. Barnard as an 
exemplar of a pragmatic stance within classic organization theory. First, 
however, it is necessary to proceed by outlining the main presuppositions of this 
pragmatic stance. 
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4.2 Philosophical commitments 

 

There are three significant philosophical commitments that run through what I 
am calling a pragmatic stance, and which are more-or-less commonly held 
across the authors upon whose work I draw. Their articulation is intended to 
provide some clarity with respect to understanding what is distinctive about 
pragmatism as a theory of knowledge and a theory of ethics. My purpose is not 
to expound the philosophical bases, histories, or debates surrounding these 
commitments, or even to justify them, but rather to indicate their constancy 
within pragmatically inflected academic work and explain their relevance for the 
current argument. Taken together, these commitments constitute important 
presuppositions related, in particular, to an understanding of life-orders, plural 
personhood, and situational judgement that underlie the mode of inquiry and 
the practical-ethical comportment of the practitioner that give form to a 
pragmatic stance. What I mean by this will become clearer in the latter part of 
this chapter where I outline this form of inquiry and its associated conception of 
personhood, based in large part on the work of John Dewey and Max Weber. I 
do not suggest that these commitments are exhaustive, or cohere beyond their 
relation to this stance, nor do I suggest they hold primacy for justifying or giving 
way for the exercise of a pragmatic stance. That is because the articulation of 
philosophical commitments alone “says nothing about what we can now do or 
not do” (Fish, 1985, p. 441). As I have already argued, there is no general 
relationship between metaphysical accounts of human practices and the 
performance of human practices in everyday life (see also Fish, 2003). For this 
reason, the following discussion of philosophical commitments is intentionally 
brief, and elaborated only to the extent that it provides a useful touchstone for 
situating the constellation of concerns towards which this thesis is addressed. 
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4.2.1 Anti-foundationalism 

Seen as an attitude of orientation, pragmatism indicates “the attitude of looking 
away from first things, principles, “categories,” supposed necessities; and of looking 
towards last things, fruits, consequences, facts” (James, 1907b, p. 214). Crucial to a 
pragmatist sensibility is a belief in the irreducibility of heterogeneity or 
difference by some independent criterion, which coincides with the 
renouncement of ‘foundations’ or ‘founding principles’ as legitimate bases upon 
which any totalising claims can be made or unified systems ‘built’.30 Such a view 
is antithetical to the universalising tendencies of metaphysical theory 
construction as an expression of some ascendant truth about ‘what is’ or ‘what 
should be’ in some general sense, and likewise resists the desire to defer to 
ultimate moral or philosophical justifications for a given form of life. Therefore, 
rather than seeking to excavate ‘the’ unified edifice that provides grounds for 
any social, scientific, historical or moral reality, the commitment of anti-
foundationalism is towards the contingent and concrete nature of human 
practices, the understanding of which does not rely on recourse to a universal 
system. Instead, in adopting a pragmatic stance, the “antifoundationalist 
understands himself to be saying that there are plenty of grounds or backups – in 
the elaborated structures of disciplines and practices – just no independent ones and 
no need for independent ones” (Fish, 2003, p. 412, emphasis added). Although 
critics may fear that “those who have been persuaded by such arguments will 
abandon principled inquiry and go their unconstrained way in response to the 
dictates of fashion, opinion, or whim” (Fish, 1985, p. 439), this misunderstands 
anti-foundationalism to be an argument for unbridled subjectivity. On the 
contrary, and as Fish (1985, p. 440) clarifies, it is: 

 
30 It is prudent to pre-empt the obvious and immediate criticism that such a ‘belief’ is itself a 
foundation of sorts. Here, I follow Fish (1994, p. 206): “The fact that pragmatism too has 
its foundational premise is not a contradiction of its antifoundationalism because this 
particular premise - the irreducibility of difference - is antifoundationalism”. 
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an argument for the situated subject, for the individual who is always 
constrained by the local or community standards and criteria of which his 
judgment is an extension. Thus the lesson of antifoundationalism is not only 
that external and independent guides will never be found but that it is 
unnecessary to seek them, because you will always be guided by the rules or 
rules of thumb that are the content of any settled practice, by the assumed 
definitions, distinctions, criteria of evidence, measures of adequacy, and such, 
which not only define the practice but structure the understanding of the 
agent who thinks of himself as a "competent member." … [R]ather than 
unmooring the subject, it reveals the subject to be always and already tethered 
to the contextual setting that constitutes him and enables his "rational" acts. 

As we will see, this statement complements a commitment to contextualism, 
and has commonality with the notion of particular life-orders furnishing distinct 
ethical domains with commensurate forms of conduct that are to be locally 
judged. In this sense, anti-foundationalism is an account of what we have always 
been doing and cannot help but do (no matter what our views on epistemology) 
– “act in accordance with the standards and norms that are the content of our 
beliefs and, therefore, the very structure of our consciousness” (Fish, 1985, p. 
441). The irreducibility of difference is not seen to be a remediable state, but 
rather a bottom line fact of the human condition, characterized as it is, by 
finitude and a necessarily partial (not general) perspective (see Fish, 1994, pp. 
223-224).  

 

4.2.2 Contextualism 

A pragmatic stance similarly adheres to a strongly contextualist approach that 
proscribes abstraction as a basis for decision-making, and rather insists on the 
need to attend to specific concrete situations as the appropriate – indeed, the 
only sensible – sites for arbitration and judgement of possible actions. Such a 
view is driven by a strong commitment towards the distinctively concrete, the 
individual, the particular, and the effective, as opposed to the abstract, general, 
or inert. As Dewey (1938b, p. 72) says, “we never experience nor form 
judgments about objects and events in isolation, but only in connection with a 
context whole. This latter is what is called a ‘situation’”. Therefore, a strongly 
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contextualist approach recognizes that problems and solutions only arise and are 
given sense in relation to inquiry into the indeterminateness of specific situations 
that demand action attending to specific purposes (Dewey, 1915, 1938b, 1941). 
The doubtfulness associated with an indeterminate situation is not to be taken as 
doubtful only in a ‘subjective’ sense, but as immanent with respect to the issue 
at hand and its potential significance. Likewise, the suggestion of a solution as a 
plan of action, or an end-in-view, must always be contextually subscripted. 
Otherwise, “there is no way to determine the relevancy, weight or coherence of 
any designated distinction or relation” (Dewey, 1938b, p. 74). As Rorty (1988, 
p. 349) similarly notes, “determining whether a particular direction presents a 
genuine rather than a notional ideal must respect the particularity and the holism 
of practice. Powerful as they often are, the attractions of any psychological or 
political reform cannot be measured abstractly, or independently of the details 
of its consequences in particular historical contexts”. In other words, the 
capacity for a course of action as a means of solving the given situation can only 
be judged in relation to its consequences vis-à-vis the purposes and particularities 
of a given predicament. This follows from the fairly obvious observation that, 
“[i]n a heterogeneous world, a world in which persons are situated - occupying 
particular places with particular purposes pursued in relation to particular goals, 
visions, and hopes as they follow from holding (or being held by) particular 
beliefs - no one will be in a situation that is universal or general (that is, no 
situation at all)” (Fish, 1994, p. 206, emphasis added). In other words, a 
situation is distinctively concrete; the notion is concomitant with its contextual 
particularities.  

 

Such a context-dependent approach emphasizes the primacy of the particular 
and favours a method of description over (theoretical) reconstruction. As Rorty 
(1988, pp. 7-8) notes, the apparent intractability of a number of contemporary 
debates concerning identity and personhood – but this could easily be extended 
– results from the concerns of one context being imported into another 
different context, driven by the misguided attempt to construct a theoretical 
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unity, in her case of ‘the’ person. The resulting ‘forced options’ are more 
properly seen as ‘false options’, brought about through the illicit de-
contextualization of situation-specific differences and purposes. In contrast, 
“vivid descriptions focus attention on the concrete details that are often ignored 
by general discussions, [and as such] they can help resolve uncertainty or 
conflicts” (Rorty, 1988, p. 18). Concerns about how such a strongly 
contextualist approach identifies entities across contexts are deflected by 
refusing to provide a general answer: Since questions and contexts are particular 
all the way up and all the way down, such questions are given their sense and 
direction by the particular context in which they arise. The question, How are 
contexts identified and individuated? Is answered by the counter-question, 
Which contexts?” (Rorty, 1988, pp. 7-8). 

 

4.2.3 Warranted assertability and a pragmatic conception of truth 

A pragmatic stance as conceived here borrows certain conceptions from classic 
American pragmatism, though, as my goal is to outline an attitude or stance, it is 
neither within the scope of this thesis, nor suitable for my purposes, to indicate 
or attempt to reconstruct a comprehensive scheme for the whole pragmatist 
corpus. Even without these limitations such an exercise would be unruly and 
unfaithful to pragmatic philosophy itself. Instead, I wish to isolate a few points 
pertaining to the way in which pragmatism conceives of truth and consequences, 
because this has important bearing on how we are to understand the nature and 
purpose of inquiry.  

 

As Rorty (1988, p. 13) reminds us, “sometimes [it is] more important to 
determine whether an attitude [or position] is harmful, excessive, or fruitful 
than it is to determine whether it is ambiguous or true”. ‘True’ here refers 
implicitly to the older conception of truth, which worked out practically to 
identify truth with authoritative dogma (Dewey, 1948 [1920], p. 159). In 
contrast, and maintaining coherence with both anti-foundationalism and 
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contextualism, a pragmatic conception of truth, as the provisional outcomes of 
competent inquiries addressed towards specific situations, directs attention 
away from an attempt to form systematic unities, and towards the outcomes or 
consequences that result from specific reorganizations, decisions, or courses of 
actions in-the-world.  

 

Following most closely the work of John Dewey, a pragmatic conception 
therefore casts truth as something to be judged on the basis of ‘consequences’ 
with respect to purposes or ‘ends-in-view’. Of course, rationality is an affair of 
the relation between means and consequences, not of fixed first principles as 
ultimate premises. Therefore, in framing ends-in-view, it is unreasonable to set 
up those which have no connection with available means and without reference 
to the obstacles standing in the way of attaining the end (see also Bourdieu, 
1987). In other words, “once the context of questions and issues is specified, 
there are facts of the matter that set constraints on permissible classifications” 
(Rorty, 1988, p. 347). Considered within its proper context, or in light of a 
situation at hand, we may refer to truth ‘as satisfaction’ or ‘as utility’. As Dewey 
explains (1948 [1920], p. 156): 

If ideas, meanings, conceptions, notions, theories, systems are instrumental to 
an active reorganization of the given environment, to a removal of some 
specific trouble and perplexity, then the test of their validity and value lies in 
accomplishing this work. If they succeed in their office, they are reliable, 
sound, valid, good, true. If they fail to clear up confusion, to eliminate 
defects, if they increase confusion, uncertainty and evil when they are acted 
upon, then they are false. Confirmation, corroboration, verification lie in 
works, consequences. 

In anchoring truth in consequences, the value of knowledge is judged by the 
satisfaction of situation-specific purposes or ends-in-view. If an inquiry begins 
with doubt in an indeterminate situation, it terminates with an idea or 
conception that precipitates action, in order to arrive at the clearing up of a 
specific situation. “When the claim or pretension or plan is acted upon it guides 
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us truly or falsely; it leads us to our end or away from it. Its active, dynamic 
function is the all-important thing about it, and in the quality of activity induced 
by it lies all its truth and falsity” (Dewey, 1948 [1920], p. 156). Therefore, 
although pragmatism by no means eschews ideas or concepts, its primary 
concern is how these move us in the direction of conduct. 

 

As Dewey notes, the pragmatic conception of truth, in its novelty but also 
because of defects in its reception, is often seen as obnoxious if not outright 
offensive. It is therefore important to clarify the common but erroneous charge 
that the pragmatic conception of truth ‘as satisfaction’ perpetuates a simplistic 
and individual instrumentalism. Here, it is worth preserving Dewey’s (1948 
[1920], p. 157) clarification: 

Too often, … when truth has been thought of as satisfaction, it has been 
thought of as merely emotional satisfaction, a private comfort, a meeting of 
purely personal need. But the satisfaction in question means a satisfaction of 
the needs and conditions of the problem out of which the idea, the purpose 
and method of action, arises. It includes public and objective conditions. It is 
not to be manipulated by whim or personal idiosyncrasy. Again when truth is 
defined as utility, it is often thought to mean utility for some purely personal 
end, some profit upon which a particular individual has set his heart. So 
repulsive is a conception of truth which makes it a mere tool of private 
ambition and aggrandizement, that the wonder is that critics have attributed 
such a notion to sane men. As matter of fact, truth as utility means service in 
making just that contribution to reorganization in experience that the idea or 
theory claims to be able to make. 

Dewey (1948 [1920], pp. 157-158) draws a useful metaphor; “The usefulness of 
a road is not measured by the degree in which it lends itself to the purposes of a 
highwayman. It is measured by whether it actually functions as a road, as a 
means of easy and effective public transportation and communication. And so 
with the serviceableness of an idea or hypothesis as a measure of its truth”. 
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Knowledge, when formulated in terms of the outcome of intelligent inquiry, has 
something important to say regarding the meaning of inquiry itself. It indicates 
that inquiry is what warrants assertion. However, the ‘settlement’ of a particular 
situation by a particular inquiry is no guarantee that the settled conclusion will 
always remain settled. This is why Dewey refers to truth, knowledge, beliefs, or 
ideas, as hypotheses. They are limited, fallible, always provisional and subject to 
public experience. The criterion of what is taken to be settled enough, is that 
which gives us a readiness to act, or in the case of scientific inquiry, to be made 
available as a resource in further inquiry. There is no belief so settled that it may 
not be exposed to further inquiry. Inquiry is a continuing process in every field 
with which it is engaged. This is why Dewey (1938b) prefers the term 
‘warranted assertion’ to either belief or knowledge, both of which he finds, for 
different reasons, susceptible to ambiguity and to reinforcing the illusion of 
stasis.31 In contrast, ‘warranted assertion’ designates a potentiality rather than an 
actuality, and involves recognition that “all special conclusions of special 
inquiries are parts of an enterprise that is continually renewed, or is a going 
concern” (Dewey, 1938b, pp. 16-17). 

 

 
31 In the case of belief, Dewey (1938b, pp. 15-17) finds that its ‘double-barreled’ usage 
creates confusion. Used objectively to name what is believed in, it indicates something 
which is considered settled enough so that we are ready to act upon it, whether overtly or in 
imagination, and therefore signals an appropriate name for the end of inquiry. But in 
popular usage, and under the influence of psychology, it is often taken to indicate a largely 
personal matter that one entertains or holds. In reducing belief to a mere mental or 
psychical state, its settling through inquiry directed towards problems and purposes in-the-
world is dimmed. For this reason he finds the term inadvisable. Likewise, knowledge is also an 
appropriate term to indicate the end of inquiry, bar its ambiguity. Within pragmatism, that 
which satisfactorily terminates inquiry is, by definition, knowledge; it is knowledge because 
it is the appropriate close of competent inquiries. This statement is a truism. However, 
when knowledge is perceived to enunciate something significant, it is often supposed to 
have a meaning of its own apart from connections with and reference to inquiry. But 
detached from these connections, “its meaning is so empty that any content or filling may 
be arbitrarily poured in” (p. 16). This abstract understanding subordinates inquiry to a fixed 
external end, and therefore, this term is also inadvisable.  
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If a pragmatic conception of truth seems disconcerting or unsettling, that is the 
point. As Dewey (1948 [1920], p. 159) astutely points out, “the thought of 
looking ahead, toward the eventual, toward consequences, creates uneasiness 
and fear. It disturbs the sense of rest that is attached to the ideas of fixed Truth 
already in existence. It puts a heavy burden of responsibility upon us for search, 
unremitting observation, scrupulous development of hypotheses and 
thoroughgoing testing”. Confronting the need but also the responsibility for 
engaging in on-going inquiry is a chief obstacle for the reception of a pragmatic 
notion of truth. He points out that although “it is nominally agreed upon as a 
commonplace that definitions ought to spring from concrete and specific cases 
rather than be invented in the empty air and imposed upon particulars, there is a 
strange unwillingness to act upon the maxim in defining truth” (Dewey, 1948 
[1920], pp. 159-160). Perhaps this is because there is so much at stake: “To 
generalize the recognition that the truth means the verified and means nothing 
else places upon men the responsibility for surrendering political and moral 
dogmas, and subjecting to the test of consequences their most cherished 
prejudices. Such a change involves a great change in the seat of authority and the 
methods of decisions in society” (Dewey, 1948 [1920], p. 160).  

 

On their own, these commitments do not constitute a pragmatic stance, though 
taken together they do begin to indicate a ‘flavour’ or ‘theme’ for what this may 
entail. Nonetheless, the stance I am describing, as well as the work I draw upon, 
is underdetermined by these commitments alone, which have been isolated for 
analytical sense. Rather, as van Fraassen (2002) indicates, a stance compels us 
towards particular attitudes of investigation. Central to a pragmatic stance is a 
form of inquiry that goes hand-in-hand with what I am calling a practical-ethical 
comportment of the practitioner. Together, this form of inquiry and the 
particular persona who exercises it, hones a capacity for situational judgement 
and casuistic reasoning that is capable of attending to the practical problems in 
which a manager or strategist is constantly engaged. An interest in and 
allowance for situational judgement is sharply differentiated from the kinds of 
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explanations born of the moment of theory, even as they manifest from 
descriptions of praxis and practices as in the manner of SAP. By reconfiguring 
our understanding of the relationship between disposition, judgement, conduct, 
and consequences, a pragmatic stance not only challenges our understanding of 
the nature and status of ‘knowledge’ with respect to ‘practice’, but also 
provides a unique philosophy of ethics that erodes the distinction between 
deontology and consequentialism, or between what Weber termed an ethics of 
conviction or of absolutism (Gesinnungsethik) and an ethics of responsibility 
(Verantwortungsethik). As I will explain, it is precisely the relationship between a 
certain form of inquiry based in experience, and its associated form of 
personhood, undergirded by the exercise of protreptics which is formative for 
both character and conduct, that gives form to a pragmatic stance.   

 

4.3 The nature of personhood and the conduct of life 

 

Taken together, the commitments to anti-foundationalism, contextualism, and 
warranted assertability, maintained by a pragmatic stance, suggest an attitude of 
investigation that is context-specific, highly descriptive, grounded in the work 
itself or the situation at hand, and which is concerned with the relationship 
between continuous inquiry, ethical life-orders, and the ‘making up of persons’. 
Elaborating upon the ways in which a pragmatic stance conceives of this latter 
relationship is the goal of the remainder of this chapter. First, I will put forward 
a view of the plurality of personhood that appreciates personae fashioned for 
particular life-orders – which constitute the distinct ethical domains within 
which they are formed and make sense – as historical and cultural 
accomplishments that perform non-reducible and non-transferable functions. 
Coinciding with this is a view that the concrete demands of this or that context 
behove different forms of conduct, and that specific forms of instituted conduct 
necessarily mediate situational judgments, decisions, and the carrying out of 
tasks in line with particular purposes. I will subsequently couple this 
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understanding of personhood with a form of pragmatic inquiry that enables us, 
in adopting a pragmatic stance, to conceive of strategy and organization as ‘lived 
action’ or indeed, as ‘a way of life’, and as such maintains each of them as 
concrete, ongoing, purposeful, ethical and eminently practical pursuits. 

 

4.3.1 Against a unified ‘self’ 

Writing in the philosophy of mind, Amélie Rorty’s (1988) project is addressed 
towards describing the historical and cultural particularities of psychology and 
action that are ‘glossed over’ or impeded by the architectonic order typically 
imposed by epistemologically oriented accounts of the mind’s rational activities, 
which presuppose a concept of ‘the’ unified person. This concept, she argues, is 
a chimera, motivated by the hope that if we can excavate normative political and 
moral principles from what is essential to the concept of a person, then the 
components of this harmonious structure can provide adjudication among 
competing normative claims about what does or does not fall within the domain 
of the rights and obligations of persons (see Rorty, 1988, pp. 30-31). Through a 
thoroughly contextualist approach, Rorty (1988) reveals this ‘dream’ for what it 
is, and invites us to accept, in contrast, the historical-cultural fact of plural 
personhood. “This means breaking with the habit of thinking that one among the 
several personae we may happen to occupy in our passage through social 
institutions must be the fundamental form of personhood, the point of unity” 
(Saunders, 1997, p. 108). According to Rorty (1988, p. 45), this search for 
unity is an “elementary error… A desire for unity cannot by itself perform the 
conjuring trick of pulling one rabbit out of several hats”. The ‘error’ of a unified 
concept of person lies in its failure to recognise that the concept has quite 
different functions in different historical and cultural contexts or social 
‘regions’, and that different conceptions of persons need not be unifiable nor 
transferable. 
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Although Bourdieu’s work is addressed towards a different set of broader 
concerns, he grants a similar conclusion in his concise essay titled The 
Biographical Illusion (1987). He argues against the manner in which ‘the’ unified 
concept of the person is typically advanced in the life-history approach, which 
relies implicitly on accepting that the diverse forms of personhood ascribed to 
individuals as they pass through social institutions have some basis in the 
‘essence’ of the person. This essence is typically correlated with some default – 
Bourdieu would say ‘illusory’ – notion of the ‘self’ that is left under-described 
other than as the assumed protagonist in a narrated ‘life-history’. Of concern to 
Bourdieu, is that in privileging the longitudinal succession of constituent events 
of life in a continuous narrative associated to the core subject, in comparison 
with the social space in which they are carried out (a space which itself is 
constantly evolving and which is subject to incessant transformations) the life-
history approach construes biographical events as a series of successive 
‘investments’ and ‘moves’, without capturing in any sense the distribution 
structure of capital in the field that enables them. But, these relations form the 
necessary context that renders passage through different positions or successive 
events intelligible. Without this detailed description and mapping exercise we 
would not be able to understand the trajectory a particular category of person 
undertakes in a given social space (and which provides that category of person 
with its constitutive characteristics – see du Gay, 2007). Likewise, we are 
unable to rigorously evaluate “the collections of positions simultaneously 
occupied at a given moment of time by a biological individual socially instituted, 
acting as support to [and I would argue also producing] a collection of attributes 
suitable for allowing him to intervene as an efficient agent in different fields” 
(Bourdieu, 1987, p. 302). In other words, presupposing a coherent ‘self’ not 
only overlooks the concept’s historical variability and contingency, but also 
performs a tremendous abstraction that obscures the relations and the practical 
means through which particular forms of personhood are entered into and come 
into being. Bourdieu (1987, p. 302) is disparaging: “Trying to understand a life 
as a unique and self-sufficient series of successive events (sufficient unto itself), 
and without ties other than the association to a ‘subject’ whose constancy is 
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probably just that of a proper name, is nearly as absurd as trying to make sense 
out of a subway route without taking into account the network structure, that is 
the matrix of objective relations between the different stations”. In agreement 
with Rorty’s contextualism, he asks: “Who would think to recall a trip without 
having an idea of the landscape in which it took place” (Bourdieu, 1987, p. 302)? 

 

4.3.2 Plural personae and ethical life-orders 

The analyses advanced by both Rorty (1988) and Bourdieu (1987), each in their 
own way suggest that conceptions of persons are only intelligible with reference 
to the contexts that give rise to their differentiated form. Therefore, if one is to 
understand specific forms of ‘personhood’ and their associated ethics, “the task 
then becomes one of describing the different categories, practices and activities, 
and thus the different forms of person, case by case, each in their own terms” 
(du Gay, 2007, p. 30). This view inclines to ask what characterises the personae 
of ‘manager’, ‘strategist’, or indeed ‘organizational theorist’, how are these 
constituted, negotiated and/or maintained, what forms of conduct do they 
entail, and to what purposes are they addressed?  

 

This sociological-anthropological approach is precisely captured in the work of 
Max Weber. This is not the Weber of general theories of modernity, occidental 
rationalisation or domination, but the one ‘reconstructed’ by Wilhelm Hennis 
(1988), for whom the ‘central theme’ of Weber’s oeuvre is the formation of 
‘personalities’ fitted to existence in definite ‘orderings of life’ (Lebensordnungen), 
or ‘departments of existence’.32 In recognition of the plurality of civil personae 
that emerged with the separation of religion from government, and in 
considering the future of modern societies and the individuals existing within 
them, Weber was interested to ask, “How are individuals to develop ‘character’ 

 
32 I shall follow Weber’s terminology, though Dewey (1938b, p. 40) illuminates an 
extremely similar dynamic regarding the co-constitutive relation between different “life-
functions” and plural conceptions of “organisms” or persons. 
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or ‘personality’ (Personlichkeit)” (Saunders, 1997, p. 109)? In referring to 
cultivation of ‘personality’, he meant of “those willing and able to live up to the 
ethical demands placed upon them by their location within particular life-
orders, whose life-conduct within those distinctive orders and powers – the 
public bureau, the firm, the parliament – can combine practical rationality with 
ethical seriousness” (du Gay, 2011, p. 16). According to Hennis (1988) this was 
Weber’s deepest concern. Given its pertinence of this question for 
understanding the manner in which ethics and conduct are educated within and 
for a specific domain of practice, in our case organization, the same concern at 
least partially animates this thesis.   

 

In the absence of both a unified concept of ‘the’ person and an absolute moral 
standard underpinning and unifying human action, Weber’s project sought to 
understand the extraordinary work that has gone into fashioning novel personae 
to meet the exigencies of particular cultural settings. His problematic is made 
plain by the question he poses in his famous essay Politics as a Vocation: “[I]s it 
true that any ethic of the world could establish commandments of identical 
content for erotic, business, familial, and official relations; for the relations to 
one’s wife, to the greengrocer, the son, the competitor, the friend, the 
defendant?” (Weber, 1948a, pp. 118-119). As he argues, “[w]e are placed in 
different life-spheres, each of which is governed by different laws” (Weber, 
1948a, p. 123). No ultimate moral or philosophical justification for a given form 
of life is possible, “because the various value spheres of the world stand in 
irreconcilable conflict with each other” (Weber, 1948b, p. 147). Therefore the 
answer is clear: “only by being not of the world could an ethic claim such 
universality” (Saunders, 1997, p. 107). Although this view is consistent with 
both anti-foundationalism and contextualism, importantly, Weber’s elaboration 
of the pluralisation of social differentiation does not coalesce into some 
metaphysical ‘theory’ of this relation, which would be quite foreign to the spirit 
of his work (see Hennis, 1988, p. 103). Rather, it stands as anthropological-
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sociological-historical fact illuminated by his central question regarding the 
‘new’ place of the human being in the world. 

 

Put to historical investigation, the crux of this question is the match between the 
properties of particular personae and the properties of specific cultural settings 
for which they are fashioned (see Saunders, 1997, p. 106).  Weber carried out 
many such studies which serve as examples, the most famous being of the 
Puritan within the Protestant sects, and more contemporarily, his method has 
been extended by Saunders (1997) in his historical investigation of the juristic 
persona within non-sectarian law and government, and by du Gay (2007) with 
respect to the state bureaucrat or careered civil servant working in the domain 
of public administration. Importantly, different life-orders with their discrete 
ethical domains should be seen to “neither represent versions of some single 
homogeneous good nor fall into any natural hierarchy” (du Gay, 2000, p. 47). 
They do not constitute a ranking or continuum of human cultural development. 
Nor does any persona occupy the status of ‘the’ fundamental form of 
personhood. Likewise, “there is no general relation – of integration or alienation 
– between personae and their spheres of life” (Saunders, 1997, p. 106, emphasis 
added). Rather, Weber “regarded instituted norms and techniques of conduct… 
as instruments for the cultivation of particular ‘personal’ deportments, whose 
historical circumstances, purposes and distribution are matters of sociological 
and historical investigation and description (du Gay, 2007, p. 11). Therefore, in 
recognising differentiated personae, Weber should not be read as forming part 
of “the familiar moral chorus against what are said to be the fractured lives of 
modern people. These personae are not a sign of existential fragmentation. 
Their difference does not represent some postmodern shattering of meaning, 
paranoiac or liberating” (Saunders, 1997, p. 109). Rather, 

this sociological–anthropological approach to the organization of identity, or 
the material–cultural making up of ‘persons’… involves a shift away from 
general social and cultural theoretical accounts concerning the formation of 
‘subjectivity’ and ‘identity’ towards an understanding of the specific forms of 
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‘personhood’ that individuals acquire as a result of their immersion in, or 
subjection to, particular normative and technical regimes of conduct (du Gay, 
2007, p. 11).  

In this view, the absence of a universal moral norm and the associated absence of 
a unified concept of ‘the’ person are historical contingencies that “Western 
scholars must have the intellectual honesty to face” (Saunders, 1997, p. 108).  

 

Weber viewed the cultivation of particular personae or ‘personalities’ addressed 
towards distinct life-orders as serious ethical and cultural achievements. 
Crucially, we are only able to understand the means by which these contingent 
personae are achieved by “attending to the practical techniques for living a given 
‘conduct of life’ (Lebensführung)” (Saunders, 1997, p. 106), particularly the 
methodical orderings of professional life. Because of their ‘regional’ character, it 
is only through describing personae and their definite but limited settings that 
we are able to appreciate that each has its own history and distribution, has 
fashioned its own ethos, and is directed by its own techniques and to its own 
ends (Saunders, 1997, p. 109). Conversely, by failing to excavate these 
differences, ‘under-description’ “enables normative generalisations about ‘the’ 
person” (Saunders, 1997, p. 109), and in so doing indicates an act of erasure of 
the important purposes that these personae uphold. As du Gay (2007, p. 11) 
reminds us, “[a]longside this emphasis comes recognition of the contingency and 
plurality of ‘personhood’ and the importance of not routinely or carelessly 
abstracting or divorcing the properties of particular ‘persons’ from the specific 
regime or milieu in which they are formed and make sense”. This heeds Rorty’s 
(1988, p. 7) warning that many “intractable debates about persons occur when 
the concerns of one context are imported to another…The appearance of forced 
options often arises from a misguided attempt to derive decisions from ‘the’ 
(illicitly decontextualized) concept of a person”. Put differently, because 
‘persons’ are fashioned towards the purposes and demands of particular life-
orders, and are enabled by the cultivation of technical competence in specific 
professional practices, it does not make sense, is indeed counter-productive, to 
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attempt to govern one sphere of life according to criteria derived from other 
departments of life (du Gay, 2000, p. 47). This is why Weber declares that 
“only he who is devoted solely to the work at hand has ‘personality’” (Weber, 
1948b, p. 137).  

 

Likewise, rather than distribute moral action according to some fixed rank that 
transcends the situation or traverses life-orders, Dewey (1948 [1920], p. 176) 
affords equal moral importance and urgency to any case that calls it forth. He 
says, “[a]nything that in a given situation is an end and good at all is of equal 
worth, rank and dignity with every other good of any other situation, and 
deserves the same intelligent attention”. This is because personalities are 
fashioned towards distinct purposes and operate according to a specific ethos, 
and therefore should not be fashioned to other purposes or objects. In other 
words, the goal is to understand the plural personae fashioned within and for 
these distinct ethical domains, with the goal of elaborating their historical and 
sociological particularity. Weber insists that “without exception”, evaluation of a 
given life-order of social relations must be in terms of its anthropological 
consequences, or in other words, by asking “what does this order, this type of 
social relationship imply for the human type [persona] to which it sets limits or 
opens up chances” (Hennis, 1988, pp. 59-60)? This question signals a significant 
oversight but also a significant opportunity for an organizational science that 
seeks to better understand itself, its practitioners, and its associated forms of 
conduct.  

 

What we are to take from this discussion is that the standards of judgement for 
the conduct of a specific persona, should be intrinsic to the life-order in which it 
finds expression. As legal scholar Ernest Weinrib (as cited in du Gay, 2007, p. 
31) argues with respect to law, “nothing is more senseless than to attempt to 
understand the law from a vantage point extrinsic to it”, on the reasoning that 
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such an endeavour is likely to tell us more about the “extrinsic vantage point” 
than the law.33 Likewise, what does it imply if an ‘organizational’ analysis is not 
capable of unearthing organizational phenomena or rendering them intelligible 
in organizational terms? Or, conversely, to the extent that an ‘organizational’ 
analysis has evacuated the object of ‘organization’, on what basis can the results 
of such an analysis be legitimately claimed as organizational phenomena rather 
than something else entirely? The view maintained here is that an ‘immanent’ 
understanding of organizational phenomena should come into view under the 
pressure of an organizational analysis. Importantly, ‘immanent understanding’ 
“is not to be apprehended by itemizing features of the internal landscape” (du 
Gay, 2007, p. 31). One could fairly claim that this has been the approach taken 
by the proponents of SAP, who have expended significant effort ‘describing’ the 
practices and activities that constitute strategy. However, as I have indicated, 
the overarching impression left by many of these accounts is simply ‘so what?’ 
Despite the effort expended constructing foundational schemas, systematizing 
typologies, or interpreting data through imported theoretical lenses, what is 
scantly gleamed from this work is precisely that which designates it as the work 
of strategy or organization, let alone how the persona that performs and comes 
in to being through this work is constituted. Rather, du Gay (2007, p. 31) 
insists that ‘immanent understanding’ comes through “grasping the coherent set 
of purposes that confer value and significance and even shape on those features. 
It is that set of purposes, when they inform an insider’s perception, that is 
responsible for her sense of what is and what is not ‘intuitively plausible’ in the 
consideration of any legal [or, organizational] problem”. This latter point is the 
crucial distinction between advocating a ‘toolbox’ approach to matters of 
strategy and organization versus cultivating ‘personality’ capable of marrying 
practical rationality with ethical seriousness, through the exercise of situational 
judgement. 

 
33 We have already seen this dynamic clearly through Hunter’s suggestion that the findings 
born out of analyses carried out within the Moment of Theory frequently tell us more about 
the theoretical predilections of the analyst than they do about the object of study.  
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To clarify, the notion of cultivating a comportment that I invoke throughout this 
chapter is addressed towards a certain persona or ‘personality’, on the basis of 
the purposes, roles, responsibilities, practices, tasks, problems, and 
conundrums that the work of strategy and organization entails, and not towards 
the whole of the life or identity of any specific human person, nor towards the 
achievement of some universal moral norm. One must be trained, educated and 
prepared to exercise ‘personality’ in those settings for which it is appropriate. 
But, just as one exercises different deportments as they move between the 
practices and responsibilities called forth as a parent, colleague, friend, patient 
or customer, some of which are more permanent or fleeting than others, so too 
can one enter and be more or less well prepared to carry out the ‘office’ or 
‘persona’ of a manager charged with the tasks and duties of strategy and 
organization. Importantly, in order to cultivate ‘personality’ in Weber’s image, 
a dual practical-ethical capacity must be maintained. With this in mind, the next 
section focuses on articulating an attitude of inquiry that is formed by and in 
turn habituates the practical-ethical comportment of the practitioner in distinct 
domains. 

 

4.4 The practical-ethical comportment of the practitioner 

 

In this section I wish to demonstrate how the preceding ideas coalesce by 
arguing that pragmatic inquiry, seen as a form of moral conduct that is bound by 
the problems and purposes specific to a given life-order, is capable of 
perpetuating a dual concern for practical rationality and ethical seriousness. In 
contrast to forming a set of theoretical propositions or abstract principles that 
are to be ‘applied’ within the realm of organizational life, in much in the way of 
the dominant teaching methods in most business schools, a pragmatic stance 
orients our attention to habituating action and disposition in experience, the 
exercise of volition by persons predisposed to action, and the capacity for 
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situation-specific judgement in concrete cases, or what otherwise may be 
termed casuistry. It follows that a crucial feature of a pragmatic stance is 
precisely an understanding of the ways in which it is bound up with the persona 
who bears it. Seen in this way, a pragmatic stance indicates an attitude of inquiry 
that not only maintains the aforementioned philosophical commitments in 
pursuit of an object or set of concerns, but that is similarly attentive to the ways 
in which the continual exercise of inquiry contributes to the formation of 
personae fashioned within and for particular ethical domains, or life orders. In 
other words, a pragmatic stance conceives of inquiry as a protreptic exercise – it 
both informs and forms. Therefore, as I have already alluded, a pragmatic stance is 
to be viewed as eminently concerned with the cultivation of the practical-ethical 
comportment of the practitioner, such that, for our purposes, strategy and 
organization are maintained as concrete practical and ethical pursuits. 

 

4.4.1 Habituating conduct and disposition through experience 

Dewey was deeply concerned with “the problem of restoring integration and 
cooperation between man’s beliefs about the world in which he lives and his 
beliefs about values and purposes that should direct his conduct,” to the extent 
that he felt this was the central problem of any philosophy that is not “isolated 
from life” (Dewey, 1929, p. 291). Although methods of scientific inquiry had 
advanced significantly with secularization, Dewey was concerned that the 
retention of immutable, extra-temporal principles, standards, norms and ends 
in the realm of morals, rooted as they are in pre-scientific, pre-industrial, and 
pre-democratic cosmologies, had created a gulf between science and morals that 
demanded a considerable reconstruction of philosophy. His most extended and 
eloquent statement of this concern is to be found in the enlarged edition of his 
Reconstruction in Philosophy (1948 [1920]), which included a new introduction to 
the text 25 years after its initial publication, though he elaborates the dynamic 
concepts related to the cultivation of moral conduct at length in Human Nature 
and Conduct (1922) and Experience and Education (1938a).  
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Dewey recognised discord in the relation between our understanding of the 
nature of things which modern science has afforded us, and our beliefs about 
value, which for him designates “whatever is taken to have rightful authority in 
the direction of conduct” (Dewey, 1929, p. 291). Although the production of 
knowledge had shifted towards empirical scientific discovery, which in all other 
domains had begun to disrupt enchanted beliefs and norms, the moral frames 
still in operation were based in universal religious doctrines which located 
morality in a virtuous self and appealed to judgement by a transcendent being or 
force. In this view, “moral dispositions are thought of as belonging exclusively to 
a self. The self is thereby isolated from natural and social surroundings. A whole 
school of morals flourishes upon capital drawn from restricting morals to 
character and then separating character from conduct, motives from actual 
deeds” (Dewey, 1922, pp. 15-16). The effect was one of proliferating 
contradiction between recognised moral doctrine on the one hand and the 
directing of moral conduct in actual concrete situations on the other. In 
Dewey’s view, “persistent disparity between virtuous disposition and actual 
outcome shows that we have misjudged either the nature of virtue or of success” 
(p. 48). What was needed were new terms with which to subject the moral 
framework itself to evaluation based on consequences which arose from its 
application or oversight.  

 

In other words, Dewey sought to articulate a philosophy of ethics based in 
conduct and its consequences in and of the world, which did not rely on appeal 
to an otherworldly arbiter and which could also be subject to science-like 
evaluation. About this he says, 

The moral issue concerns the future. It is prospective. To content ourselves 
with pronouncing judgments of merit and demerit without reference to the 
fact that our judgments are themselves facts which have consequences and that 
their value depends upon their consequences, is complacently to dodge the 
moral issue… The moral problem is that of modifying the factors which now 
influence future results. To change the working character or will of another 
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we have to alter objective conditions which enter into his habits (Dewey, 
1922, p. 19). 

Such a philosophy requires first and foremost the recognition that moral conduct 
is not based in some inherently virtuous (or sinful) self, but that it is located 
instead in habituated action which is itself conditioned in part by social custom 
and in part by individual volition and directed experience. Dewey’s notion of 
habit does not denote the repetitious or mechanistic sense of a limited routine as 
we may now use the word, nor to acts themselves, but rather to a predisposition 
to action, including but not limited to moral action: 

The word habit may seem twisted somewhat from its customary [or colloquial 
usages]… But we need a word to express that kind of human activity which is 
influenced by prior activity and in that sense acquired; which contains within 
itself a certain ordering or systematization of minor elements of action; which 
is projective, dynamic in quality, ready for overt manifestation; and which is 
operative in some subdued subordinate form even when not obviously 
dominating activity… If the facts are recognized we may also use the words 
attitude and disposition… The essence of habit is an acquired predisposition 
to ways or modes of response, not to particular acts except as, under special 
conditions, these express a way of behaving. Habit means special sensitiveness 
or accessibility to certain classes of stimuli, standing predilections and 
aversions, rather than bare recurrence of specific acts. It means will  (Dewey, 
1922, pp. 40-42). 

Habit and experience are intimately intertwined, in that habit – habituated 
predisposition to action –enables continuity of experience. According to Dewey 
(1938a, p. 18), “the basic characteristic of habit is that every experience enacted 
and undergone modifies the one who acts and undergoes, while this 
modification affects, whether we wish it or not, the quality of subsequent 
experiences. For it is a somewhat different person who enters into them”. This 
conception of habit runs deeper than the ordinary conception of having a habit, 
as a more or less fixed way of doing things. It covers the “formation of attitudes, 
attitudes that are emotional and intellectual; it covers our basic sensitivities and 
ways of meeting and responding to all the conditions which we meet in living” 
(p. 19). 
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‘Present experiences’ – including those indicated by the nature and substance of 
the normative and technical regimes in which individuals carry out their work – 
furnish the ways in which the continuity of experience applies. They set up 
attitudes that direct conduct in particular ways, and which likewise lead an actor 
to seek in the future certain kinds of situations. ‘Situations’ are composed of the 
interaction between the internal and environing conditions of experience. “The 
statement that individuals live in a world means, in the concrete, that they live 
in a series of situations” (p. 25). The ‘in’ here implies not that one is wholly 
encompassed by the other (e.g. that the individual is wholly encompassed by 
‘the world’), but rather that “interaction is going on between an individual and 
objects and other persons. The conceptions of situation and of interaction are 
inseparable from each other” (p. 25). In other words, “an experience is always 
what it is because of a transaction taking place between an individual and what, 
at the time, constitutes his environment… the environment… is whatever 
conditions interact with personal needs, desires, purposes, and capacities to 
create the experience which is had” (p. 25). Environing conditions may 
therefore include elements of the physical and social environments, as well as 
interaction with ideas, subject-matter, or materials or experiment or inquiry. 
“Even when a person builds a castle in the air he is interacting with the objects 
which he constructs in fancy” (p. 25). Taken together, we may consider 
‘continuity’ the longitudinal aspect of experience, and ‘interaction’ the lateral 
aspect of experience. 

 

Viewing experience as existing in a ‘constant stream of events’ has commonality 
with ‘process studies’, which sees the world as always in ‘flux’, but as with 
practice studies, this body of scholarship undertheorizes personhood and ethics. 
Although every experience “affects for better or worse the attitudes which help 
decide the quality of further experiences, by setting up certain preference and 
aversion, and making it easier or harder to act for this or that end” (p. 20), as 
Dewey points out, even once experience is re-cast as the active participle 
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experiencing, “it is when we note the different forms in which continuity of 
experience operates that we get the basis of discriminating among experiences” 
(p. 19). In other words, not all experience is of equal ‘quality’, by which is 
meant, not equally educative or formative, and may likewise be mis-educative, 
as in the case of those undergone by a corrupt politician, or coercive manager. 
Experiences may arrest the capacity for further learning and growth by 
engendering attitudes that are contrary to curiosity, reflection and inquiry, or 
expand it, depending on the nature and quality of experience and what it 
arouses. Dewey referred to this as the ‘experiential continuum’, a principle 
which is involved in “every attempt to discriminate between experiences that 
are worthwhile educationally and those that are not” (p. 17). Although “every 
experience is a moving force… its value can be judged only on the ground of 
what it moves toward and into… failure to take the moving force of an 
experience into account so as to judge and direct it on the ground of what it is 
moving into means disloyalty to the principle of experience itself” (p. 
21).Therefore, though we may assert the ontological fact of ‘flux’ this tells us 
nothing of the direction in which change takes place, the end(s) towards which it 
tends, or the nature of the persona which attends to and is attended by pursuit of 
these ends. 

 

This is absolutely crucial for considering the manner in which ‘experience’ – 
whether in research, in the classroom or in the boardroom – habituates conduct 
and educates a concomitant persona. The fact of experience itself does not 
guarantee the development of some otherwise desired disposition, nor that the 
quality of the experience will lead to a critical, questioning, or investigative 
approach to meeting and inquiring into new organizational situations ‘in situ’ or 
‘in practice’. Experiences which foreclose ongoing inquiry solidify habituated 
action into absent-minded routine or taken-for-granted dogma (what Dewey 
called ‘routine habit’), whereas experiences which engender the pursuit of 
intelligent inquiry as a modus operandi (what Dewey called ‘intelligent 
habit’)(Dewey, 1922, pp. 65-74), lead to more and different experiences with 
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the effect of educating, honing, equipping, and cultivating the inquirer with the 
capacity for situational judgement incumbent upon one in possession of a 
particular persona.  

 

Crucially, even a cultivated capacity for ‘intelligent’ judgement faces the 
contingencies and uncertainties of particular situations. This means that when 
evaluating particular actions and the consequences of actions, including in the 
realm of morals, we must attenuate our determination of ‘right’ or ‘ethical’ 
conduct not only with respect to the results, outcomes, or consequences, but 
also the habits which furnish patterns of action: 

Deeds cannot be judged properly without taking their animating disposition as 
well as their concrete consequences into account… [But we have a] need for 
viewing consequences broadly. This act is only one of a multitude of acts. If 
we confine ourselves to the consequences of this one act we shall come out 
with a poor reckoning. Disposition is habitual, persistent. It shows itself 
therefore in many acts and in many consequences. Only as we keep a running 
account, can we judge disposition, disentangling its tendency from accidental 
accompaniments. When once we have got a fair idea of its tendency, we are 
able to place the particular consequences of a single act in a wider context of 
continuing consequences. Thus we protect ourselves from taking as trivial a 
habit which is serious, and from exaggerating into momentousness an act 
which, viewed in the light of aggregate consequences, is innocent (Dewey, 
1922, pp. 45-46). 

This injunction preserves recognition of the importance of concrete effects of 
conduct but implores us to acknowledge the real uncertainties involved in 
dictating or guaranteeing consequences. Likewise, whilst we are to maintain 
regard for intention or volition, this is to be witnessed in a pattern of action 
indicated in a habit, disposition, stance or persona, cultivated in a particular 
contextualised milieu, rather than being seen in isolation or directed towards 
the satisfaction of rules and obligations not of this world. 
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Importantly, because habits are formed and directed in the context of specific 
situations and occasions of experience, as an individual progresses from one 
situation to another, “his world, his environment, expands or contracts… he 
does not find himself living in another world but in a different part or aspect of 
one and the same world” (Dewey, 1922, pp. 25-26). Although what is learned 
in the way of knowledge or skill (or attitude) in one situation becomes an 
instrument in dealing effectively with future situations, a “fully integrated 
personality” only exists when successive experiences are likewise integrated. It 
follows that the fact of distinct social, economic, political, technical and ethical 
domains, indicate a divided world, “a world whose parts and aspects do not hang 
together”. Such a world “is at once a sign and a cause of a divided personality” 
(p. 26). These domains, or in Weber’s parlance, ‘life-orders’, each furnish 
knowledge, skills and attitudes in particular directions, the effect being that not 
only individual situations, but also the continuity of experience, must be seen as 
contextually subscripted. Therefore, although in “judgments of both motive and 
consequences [we] are still…inclined to wholesale judgments of character, 
dividing men into goats and sheep” we must instead “recogniz[e] that all 
character is speckled, and that the problem of moral judgment is one of 
discriminating the complex of acts and habits into tendencies which are to be 
specifically cultivated and condemned” (Dewey, 1922, p. 48). 

 

4.4.2 Inquiry and the cultivation of situated judgement 

It is important to recognize the clear resonance between Dewey’s concern, and 
Weber’s central theme which I introduced earlier, namely the question of how 
one is to develop ‘character’ or ‘personality’ attendant to different orderings of 
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life.34 Whether forming part of a philosophical naturalism in the case of the 
former, or a historical anthropology as in the latter, both Dewey and Weber 
recognized the historical contingency of morality and ethics as well as ethical 
pluralism across concrete contexts or life-orders. They each observed as 
historical fact that ethical systems and standards have not been stable over time 
or across geographies, and they each asserted that even within a given time or 
society, we exercise different ethics according to social custom and the 
exigencies of a situation. Consequently, rather than view ethics as operating in 
either some metaphysical sphere, or conversely, in a purely cognitive sphere, 
both located ethics very much within the realm of conduct. That move made, 
what directs or predisposes us to specific forms of conduct becomes a central 
question. If Weber was interested in “describing the ways in which individuals 
have acquired definite capacities and attributes for distinctive forms of existence 
as particular sorts of person” (du Gay, 2007, p. 22), Dewey was interested to 
emphasize how the experience which manifests such a persona, in and through 
intelligent inquiry, “functions in the experimental determination of future 
consequences” (Thayer, 1982, p. 258). We may therefore view the (theoretical) 

 
34 Here, Dewey and Weber are not alone. A number of the authors I deal with in 
explicating this stance are animated in some way by this fundamental starting concern. 
Namely, following the never-quite-complete separation of secular forms of government 
from religiously endorsed norms of moral conduct, we are left with lingering problems 
associated with the proper relationship between science, knowledge, morals, ethics, and 
conduct. Weber posed the sociological-anthropological question, whilst Dewey was 
concerned with the philosophical one. The root concern, whilst broad, is nonetheless very 
similar. 
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unification of knowledge and ideals of conduct as one of Dewey’s primary goals 
in articulating a theory of inquiry.35 

 

Because inquiry is not restricted to scientific or philosophic questions, but is also 
“involved with ordinary life as well as larger political and cultural issues” 
(Rabinow, 2008, p. 8), Dewey’s most general and inclusive conception of 
inquiry can seem fairly nebulous. In what many consider to be his magnum 
opus, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, he offers a distilled definition of inquiry as “the 
controlled or directed transformation of an indeterminate situation into one that 
is so determinate in its constituent distinctions and relations as to convert the 
elements of the original situation into a unified whole” (Dewey, 1938b, p. 108). 
On first reading this may sound fairly inert and singular, so some further 
characterisation is called for.  

 

Since inquiry is continuous and reiterative, it necessarily “begins ‘midstream’, 
always already embedded in a situation, one both settled and unsettled” 
(Rabinow, 2008, p. 8). The existence of some doubt or indeterminacy 
immanent to the specific situation is what “evokes inquiry to be questionable” 
(Dewey, 1938b, p. 109). This is a truism. It is perfectly appropriate to begin 
with a tentative understanding of the parameters of the situation and of what is 
at stake, and only through inquiry, “to discover and formulate the conditions 
which describe the problem at hand” (Dewey, 1941, p. 207). Nonetheless, 
inquiries are essentially purposive: the “goal is to isolate something in the world 
that is causing or occasioning effects” (Rabinow, 2008, p. 9) and to render it 

 
35 It should already be clear that in referring to ideals of conduct, Dewey is not calling for 
(re-)establishment of some universal moral architecture, which, according to him, leads 
only to metaphysical dead-ends (see Rabinow, 2012). Rather, he is concerned with 
developing a new theory of knowledge, which, in recognising that moral subject matter is 
spatially and temporally qualified by the exigencies of concrete contexts, “will render the 
methods and conclusions of natural science serviceable for moral theory and practice” 
(Dewey, 1948 [1920], p. xiv). 
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determinate enough that we are compelled towards action. Inquiry therefore 
entails the set of transformative operations by which a situation is resolved, 
settled or rendered determinate in this manner. In line with a pragmatist 
conception of truth as warranted assertion, the outcome of an inquiry is only ‘so 
determinate’ such that it allows us to make warranted assertions, themselves 
understood as provisional and open to reiterative processes of inquiry, but that 
nonetheless precipitate practical effects in the world.36 This process of 
transformation, or “the giving of form (whether discursive, logical, artistic, 
scientific, political, and the like)… [is] an essential goal of ‘describing’ a 
problem and of shaping an inquiry”. Indeed, “a successful inquiry will arise in, 
work through, and seek form for concrete contexts” (Rabinow, 2008, pp. 9-
10). Crucially, the manner in which one ‘gives form’ to a situation implicates 
the interaction between the concrete context and the cultivated persona who 
has been educated in this or that way and entails the exercise of situational 
judgement. 

 

Because inquiries are by definition pursued in specific situations and oriented by 
unique purposes, it is far more illuminating to investigate the operations or 
techniques of inquiry within these concrete contexts, and the diverse forms of 
reasoning, judgement, and evaluation that they entail, rather than dwell on 
inquiry’s most general conceptual parameters or overarching pattern. As Dewey 
(1938b, p. 106) notes,   

 
36 Dewey, following James, is careful to point out that the term ‘practical’ denotes “the 
distinctively concrete, the individual, the particular, and effective as opposed to the 
abstract, general, and inert” (James as quoted in Dewey, 1931, p. 27). That to which it 
refers will change with respect to different contexts and problems, since these produce 
distinct types of consequences. So, for instance, “practical in the corresponding cases [of 
objects, ideas or truths] may mean attitudes and conduct exacted of us by objects; or the 
capacity and tendency of an idea to effect changes in prior existences; or the desirable and 
undesirable quality of certain ends. The general pragmatic attitude, none the less, is applied 
in all cases” (Dewey, 1908, p. 89; see also James, 1907a). 
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The existence of inquiries is not a matter of doubt. They enter into every area 
of life and into every aspect of every area. In everyday living, men examine; 
they turn things over intellectually; they infer and judge as “naturally” as they 
reap and sow, produce and exchange commodities. As a mode of conduct, 
inquiry is as accessible to objective study as are these other modes of 
behaviour. Because of the intimate and decisive way in which inquiry and its 
conclusions enter into the management of all affairs of life, no study of the 
latter is adequate save as it is noted how they are affected by the methods and 
instruments of inquiry that currently obtain.  

Of course, Dewey clearly recognizes that different ‘affairs of life’, or one might 
say life-orders, deploy different methods and instruments of inquiry. Because 
competent inquiry is indicated by the settling of a problem in fulfilment of 
specific purposes, the means through which this proceeds may be as diverse as 
the innumerable possible ends. That is because, “concrete things have ways of 
acting, as many ways of acting as they have points of interaction with other 
things” (Dewey, 1948 [1920], p. 153), and therefore, “the kind of behaviour 
which occurs must, in order to be adaptive and responsive, vary with the kind of 
field of which the immediate object is focal” (Dewey, 1938b, p. 152). The 
practical means through which the endless diversity of concrete situations are 
given form and coherence, is determined by the main interests and leading aims 
according to which resolution of the situation will render effective outcomes. 
According to Dewey (1948 [1920], p. 153), “to have an aim is to limit, select, 
concentrate, group. Thus a basis is furnished for selecting and organizing things 
according as their ways of acting are related to carrying forward pursuit... Each 
classification may be equally sound when the difference of ends is borne in 
mind”. The capacity to effectively ‘filter’ a whole situation according to its 
strategic factors or elements pertinent to ‘ends-in-view’ indicates a capacity for 
situational judgement. Likewise, in anchoring the evaluation of an inquiry to 
locally judged consequences, Dewey reiterates that the different possible 
classifications are neither instances of some universal moral architecture, nor 
can their value be judged independently from their concrete circumstances. A 
successful inquiry is a “controlled transformation”, the purpose of which is “to 
make a certain difference in reality, but not to make any old or casual difference. 
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The right, the true and good, difference is that which carries out satisfactorily 
the specific purpose for the sake of which knowing occurs” (Dewey, 1908, p. 
283). Inquiry is therefore judged as competent precisely if it satisfies the 
exigencies of the particular problematic situation. 

 

Dewey’s main thesis is that “logical forms accrue to subject matter when the 
latter is subjected to controlled inquiry” (Dewey, 1938b, p. 105). Inquiry, then, 
is the basis for the practical character of knowing, or “of how thought and its 
objects are cooperative in instituting changes in the world”. Through controlled 
transformation, inquiry “produces an existential change in and of situations”, the 
means of which “include not only the present and working conceptual and 
observational instruments of inquiry but environing conditions and human 
agents with their organic and cultural inheritances of past experience, habits, 
dispositions, language, and purposes… All these are constituents in the changing 
situation and directive of its transformation” (Thayer, 1982, p. 259). In other 
words, inquiry as a mode of conduct cannot be understood as detached from 
either its contextual particularities nor from the persona who performs it, since 
each of these are constitutive of one another. As the outcome of competent 
inquiry, knowledge for Dewey is essentially an act of valuation, produced in the 
service of the exigencies of the situation at hand and appropriate to a particular 
ordering of life:  

Inquiry in its very execution of selective interpretation of the possibilities of 
experience, of directing observation and anticipating possible outcomes, of 
modifying, qualifying, and controlling its respective subject matters so as to 
bring action to a specific issue is a paradigm of moral conduct (Thayer, 1982, pp. 
258-259, emphasis added).  

Not only does Dewey’s position remain eminently contextual, it demonstrates 
strong congruence with Weber’s notion that distinct ethical domains 
simultaneously fashion and call forth plural personae that in turn perform 
important, ethical, and non-transferable functions which are to be locally 
judged. Indeed when referring to the determinate outcomes of specific 
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inquiries, he makes clear that, “when they are formed they are also formative; 
they regulate the proper conduct of the activities out of which they develop” 
(Dewey, 1938b, p. 106). For Dewey then, engaging in controlled inquiry, with 
its diverse but highly specialised set of operations or techniques, acts to furnish 
specific habituated modes of conduct that we may equate to different personae. 
In Weberian terms, inquiry can be understood to have characterological effects 
(see Hennis, 1988). Or similarly, to borrow terminology from Hadot (1995), 
we may characterise inquiry as a protreptic exercise – it both informs and forms. 
According to James (as quoted in Dewey, 1931, pp. 26-27), “the ultimate test 
for us [pragmatists] of what a truth means is indeed the conduct it dictates or 
inspires. But it inspires that conduct because it first foretells some particular 
turn to our experience which shall call for just that conduct from us”.  

 

Dewey clearly acknowledges that inquiry is formative of certain kinds of 
comportment, and that the change in disposition or personal attitudes of ‘the 
subject’ is important. “Such a change”, he says, “is involved in any attempt to 
modify the conditions of the environment”. But, he continues, “there is a radical 
difference between a change in the self that is cultivated and valued as an end, 
and one that is a means to alteration, through action, of objective conditions” 
(Dewey, 1929, p. 307).37 Hadot (1995, pp. 206-213) makes a similar 
distinction when addressing the manner in which he felt Foucault (1984, 1986) 

 
37 As Dewey (1929, p. 307) notes, “All the theories which put conversion ‘of the eye of the 
soul’ in the place of a conversion of natural and social objects that modifies goods actually 
experienced, is a retreat and escape from existence – and this retraction into self is, once 
more, the heart of subjective egoisms”. An example might be the recent and more 
psychologic obsession with ‘mindfulness’, which precisely appears to encourage and 
perpetuate a retreat into some internal individualized self, the act of which I would argue is 
characterized by abstention (however temporary) from the world (and its problems and 
politics). In contrast, the transformation referred to by Dewey is existential. As Weber (as 
cited in Hennis, 1988, p. 53) said, “the question which leads us beyond the grave of our 
own generation is not ‘how will human beings feel in the future’, but ‘how will they be’”.  
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had misconstrued his writing on spiritual exercises in the latter’s final two 
volumes of The History of Sexuality. In particular, Hadot (1995) argues that in 
refashioning spiritual exercises as ‘techniques of the self’, Foucault 
mischaracterises and overemphasis a certain conception of ‘self’ based on an 
“ethics of the pleasure one takes in oneself” (p. 207), and in so doing ends up 
propounding “a culture of the self which is too aesthetic”. Hadot likens this to a 
new form of “Dandyism” (p. 211). In contrast, he argues that spiritual exercises 
are more properly situated in “the lived experience of concrete, living, and 
perceiving subject” (p. 212) who makes an effort to live justly in the service of 
the human community, through awareness, judgement and action. Once again 
we come to the point that viewed from within a pragmatic stance, the purpose 
of inquiry is not to construct a theoretical edifice as an end in itself, but rather to 
exercise a duty, vocation, or indeed way of life, in order to effect certain 
concrete changes in the world, that are called forth by the particular domain in 
which inquiry is exercised.  

 

To the extent that one accepts a pragmatic stance, this means that we are 
incapable of adequately grasping the activities of strategy, management or 
organization without examining the nature of inquiry, or form-giving, that is at 
work in particular contexts, and likewise, the persona of those for whom 
strategy, management or organization is indeed a ‘way of life’. To do so entails 
not only a substantive focus on the problems and solutions themselves, but 
crucially, an interrogation of the modes of conduct – including forms of 
reasoning, judgement, and decision-making – that are relied upon and which 
come into being through the settling of successive problematic situations in 
specific technical regimes of conduct. Maintaining a commitment to inquiry as 
continual, concrete, particular, and addressed towards the situation at hand, 
alongside the historical fact of plural personhood, induces us to consider strategy 
and organization as important practical, purposeful, and non-transferable 
pursuits. 
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4.5 Concluding remarks 

 

Within a pragmatic conception, where knowledge is the disciplined outcome of 
a process of valuation, inquiry is deemed competent relative to its capacity to 
substantively alter a situation in line with a problem or purpose. To the extent 
that ‘organization’ has been evacuated from ‘organization studies’, it is unclear 
what object or purpose serves to direct inquiry within the latter. This calls into 
question whether the scholarly activity that currently populates organization 
studies can be properly termed organizational ‘inquiry’ on these terms, and 
what, if any ‘difference’ it seeks to make that would deem it ‘successful’. 

 

By contrast, this dissertation preserves formal organization as an important and 
distinct social form worthy of inquiry and maintains the aim of informing the 
practical-ethical conduct of those who practice it. The purpose of this chapter 
was therefore to provide a positive articulation of an alternative, pragmatic 
stance and its associated attitudes of investigation according to which such an 
inquiry may proceed. As I have demonstrated, this stance is thoroughly 
committed to anti-foundationalism, contextualism, and a pragmatic conception 
of truth. It further relies upon an understanding of inquiry as a continual and 
(trans)formative pursuit that is addressed towards problems which arise in 
concrete situations, and which are settled through the exercise of situation-
specific judgement and other locally formed techniques. Its emphasis on 
consequences and the modes of conduct that bring them to bear, demands a 
prerequisite acceptance of the historical fact of plural personhood and the spatial 
and temporal differentiation of ethical orderings of life. A pragmatic stance is 
not only oriented towards treating organizational tasks and activities in context 
and with precision, but is also concerned with the formation and cultivation of 
the appropriate composite character and the associated practical-ethical conduct 
needed to uphold the specific roles, functions and purposes which these 
activities entail. Performing organization entails contextually specific forms of 
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judgment cultivated through an organizational education. Only through 
understanding the historical particularity of specific personae, and the capacities 
for situational judgement and casuistic reasoning that they cultivate, are we able 
to understand the purposes they do or do not uphold, and evaluate the 
competence of inquiry on the basis of problems and consequences which take 
concrete effect in-the-world.  

 

Once we make the shift to a pragmatic stance can we begin to consider how one 
may approach strategy and organization as ongoing, concrete, and practical 
pursuits. By constituting the personae of managers and strategists and their 
associated modes of conduct as legitimate sites of analysis, such an approach 
simultaneously allows us to understand the techniques of inquiry through which 
strategy and organization are presently pursued and informs ongoing efforts at 
better and more fruitful modes of edification. In sum, seen as an attitude or 
outlook, consisting in a set of commitments, virtues and habits, which we learn 
and continuously exercise, a pragmatic stance consists in the cultivation of a 
comportment, a form of philosophical self-fashioning, or indeed as a ‘way of 
life’. Adopted by those for whom organization is a way of life, it can be seen to 
embody a certain ethos: it seeks to prepare individuals to think clearly and 
practically about matters of formal organization and at the same time also assists 
in preparing them to responsibly take up a place within a formal organization. 
The next chapter seeks to exemplify this through an analysis of the life and work 
of Chester I. Barnard. In so doing, it provides a tangible response to what we 
gain by adopting a pragmatic stance with respect to strategy and organization. 
My hope is that by demonstrating what a pragmatic stance may ‘look like’ 
through the work of a classic organizational theorist and practitioner clearly in 
possession of an organizational persona, we may renew the activities of strategy 
and organization with the practical and ethical vitality once contributed by their 
predecessors. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Chester I. Barnard’s pragmatic stance 
 

 

“One can scarcely say that those who glorify intelligence 
and reason in the abstract, because of their value for those 
who find personal satisfaction in their possession, estimate 
intelligence more truly than those who wish to make it the 
indispensable guide to intellectual and social life” 

(Dewey, 1931, p. 40) 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

Given the typical characterisations one encounters when reading about the 
history of management, one might be surprised to discover that the pragmatic 
stance I have been describing can be discerned in the work of one of 
organization theory’s most foundational forebears, Chester I. Barnard. As I 
mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, early thinkers are typically painted 
with a broad brush, equating them more or less as economic rationalists 
committed to mechanistic approaches based on managerialist command and 
control within closed-system organizations, their joint statuses as practitioner-
theorists tending only to provide further support for the non-scientific basis of 
their outdated claims. Many bipartite accounts circumvent Barnard and his 
contemporaries altogether, preferring to demarcate the history of management 
solely through reference to Taylor’s Scientific Management and Mayo, 
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Roethlisberger and Dickson’s Human Relations movement.38 As Wren (1994, 
p. 233) notes, however, “eras in management thought never begin and end 
neatly in any particular year. Instead there is a blending of movements and the 
themes are played in a shifting of major and minor keys”. When acknowledged, 
these ‘other’ classicists - for instance, Mary Parker-Follett, Henri Fayol, Lyndall 
Urwick and Chester I. Barnard - typically get lumped in the transition between 
the era of ‘Scientific Management’ and the era of the ‘Social Person’. 
Unfortunately, their proximity in chronology is often mistaken for likeness, thus 
obscuring their substantive differences in content, approach and attitude. The 
legacy of treating the history of our subject on these simplistic evolutionary 
terms, combined with the willingness to represent classical thinkers in such a 
way as to justify the latest novelty or ‘turn’ whether or not it amounts to a 
faithful and historically contextualised reading (Cummings & Bridgman, 2011), 
and the demonstrated propensity towards ceremonial citation (Golden-Biddle et 
al., 2006), have, unfortunately, amounted to a travesty perpetrated on these 
and other classic foundations. 

 

Of particular concern for this thesis is the collective forgetting of Chester I. 
Barnard, who remains a unique and relevant source of inspiration for thinking 
about organization on terms that are intellectually rigourous, practically 
relevant, and ethically considerate. Because Barnard was the first, and still the 
most prominent figure to advance a general theory of ‘organization’ as such, it is 
difficult to condense his theorising without losing much of the texture of his 
observations and insights. Any effort to summarise his work, including its 
implications and contributions, risks either recapitulating the entirety of the 
historical research field and its practice, or on the other hand, as has been 
typical, to resort to such general statement that his ‘sense’ of organization and 

 
38 Notwithstanding this crude periodisation, work in the recent ‘historic turn’ has further 
demonstrated that received wisdom about these ‘movements’ is often empirically 
inaccurate, having neglected much of the relevant organizational, social, political and 
historical contexts within which they manifested (see e.g. Hassard, 2012). 
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its import is not fully grasped or appreciated. For this reason, interested readers 
would be advised to read or re-visit, as the case may be, Barnard in the original. 
It is therefore not the purpose of this chapter to re-outline Barnard’s entire 
theory of organization. Instead, I aim to expand the context for reading and 
making sense of Barnard, particularly in light of the field’s current dilemmas, by 
excavating his ‘stance’. This will entail some focus on the holistic and non-
reducible aspects of his understanding of organization, without which his work 
cannot be faithfully evaluated. Barnard’s ability to view the ‘whole situation’, 
articulate its elusive elements, describe its integrative mechanisms, and give 
proper force to ethical and humanistic considerations, without subordinating 
formal organization or losing sight of the practical and concrete, is what 
distinguishes him as a unique and relevant organizational figure. Unless these 
fundamental features are grasped, students of Barnard risk not being able ‘to see 
the forest for the trees’.  

 

In addition, I wish to assemble the means for understanding the man and his 
philosophy, in particular that which animated his rich and diverse organizational 
experience and his scholarly work. My purpose in revisiting Barnard, therefore, 
is to discern his ‘stance’ whilst also presenting him as an exemplar of the 
‘pragmatic stance’ developed in Chapter 4. This has more to do with conveying 
a sensibility than advancing a systematic argument. My goal is to identify a set of 
values, attitudes and commitments that furnish Barnard’s professional persona 
and which are also clearly manifest in his theory of organization and his 
executive experience, once one is open to ‘seeing’ him and his work in this way. 
Just as principles underdetermine conduct, so too any explanation of a stance 
will necessarily appear feeble relative to its exercise in-the-world. A stance 
implicates one’s character, comportment, and conduct, forming the basis for a 
‘way of life’ which must be continuously practiced. In other words, for a stance 
to truly be in effect, it must be lived. To convince the reader that Barnard indeed 
‘lived it’ requires bringing into purview the full scope of his professional 
activities and accomplishments, drawing not only upon The Functions of the 
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Executive but also his ancillary materials - other published and unpublished 
works, papers, reviews, addresses, correspondence, and interviews.  

 

This chapter makes three contributions. Firstly, it develops a new and 
distinctive analysis of Barnard that significantly departs from received wisdom, 
and in so doing supplements the effort to reappraise classical figures in the 
history of management and organization theory that have hitherto been 
neglected, disfigured or forgotten. Secondly, by foregrounding the notion of 
‘stance’, the chapter demonstrates what it meant by excavating a set of values, 
attitudes and commitments – as distinct from a specific theory, doctrine, or set 
of beliefs – that may be identifiable or held in common across otherwise distinct 
paradigms or periods, and indicated in the exercise of a particular persona. 
Finally, in showcasing Barnard as an exemplar of the specific notion of a 
pragmatic stance that I developed in the previous chapter, I evidence this stance 
as immanent in the history organization theory. An analysis of the manner in 
which a pragmatic stance furnished Barnard’s organizational theorising, 
executive experience, and the whole organizational persona which he cultivated 
and to which he acceded not only invites a reconsideration of his contributions 
to organizational analysis such that his continued relevance to organizational 
research, teaching and practice becomes recognizable, but also articulates new 
‘pragmatic’ terms on which to (re-)consider contemporary matters of theory 
development, practical relevance and ethical seriousness in organization and 
organizational analysis. 

 

5.2 Chester I. Barnard: Inheriting a classic 

 

Although The Functions remains a foundational touchpoint in the field of 
organization studies, engagement with it has resembled the patterns witnessed 
by many other classics of management and organization as discussed in the 
introductory chapter of this thesis. Reading the contemporary literature 
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establishes the broad sense that he is important but not worth revisiting, and 
simultaneously simplifies and obscures his substantive contributions. Of course 
there are exceptions, particularly among those with a niche interest in history, 
and the contours of his reputation shift slightly as one zooms in and out of 
different parts of the academic community, but in large part it is fair to say that 
the vast majority of those now willing and able to rehearse the generic 
acknowledgment that he is an important founder of organization theory have 
very little actual acquaintance with his written work. In asking how, why and by 
whom our classicists become ‘forgotten’, Calás and Smircich (1996) note that 
they are frequently cast not as foundations worthy of mastery, and continued 
attention and engagement, but rather as ‘prophets’ who periodically become 
candidates for ‘revival’ or ‘reinvention’. Cast as being somehow ‘ahead of their 
time’ but also, coincidentally, foretelling contemporary concepts, Calás and 
Smircich (1996, p. 148) explain this dynamic:  

The notion of the ‘the prophet’ fosters a sense of the ‘progress of knowledge’ 
for the discipline by locating ‘forerunners’ of contemporary ideas. That way a 
‘line of thought’ is shown to have evolved to higher levels of sophistication, 
i.e. as exemplified by contemporary theorists. Further, this move - accompanied by 
selective readings of ‘the prophet’ - actually allows for the suppression of 
areas of difference and inconsistencies between contemporary and earlier 
views and orientations, making the earlier views appear ‘primitive’ or 
‘incipient’ in relationship to contemporary views. At the end, the ‘original 
ideas’ have fairly faded from view. 

It is not the main purpose of this chapter to dissect, analyse, critique, or revise 
secondary interpretations of Barnard’s work. Although worthwhile, this would 
constitute a different exercise from excavating his stance, especially in light of 
the current reckoning with our field’s treatment of its own founding, history, 
and ‘primary characters’ (see Cummings et al., 2017, p. 43). Although it is one 
to which I have given extended consideration, and which also implicitly sits as a 
background to the current chapter, presenting Barnard through others is not a 
prerequisite for revisiting his original writings. Given the noted unreliability of 
‘classical’ representations in the field of management, addressing the original 
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texts without the colouring influence of the secondary literature is especially 
desirable if we seek to halt the perpetuation of false narratives. That being said, 
a brief overview of Barnard’s credentials as ‘a classicist’ and the immediate and 
longer-term reception of his work will provide some context for how and why 
this incredibly accomplished and insightful foundational thinker is most often 
encountered, nowadays, as a mere paragraph or two forming part of an 
impoverished textbook history, or otherwise as the subject of one-off 
commemorative special issues or volumes marking a passing anniversary or 
milestone (e.g. Simon, 1994; Williamson, 1995b) but who, once the 
celebration has passed, has nonetheless failed to re-enter the fray. My hope is 
that the elaboration of his stance will act as a corrective to at least some of our 
received wisdom, and moreover, will revitalise a ‘sense’ in his work that has 
hitherto been undiscovered, lost or forgotten, but which has ongoing relevance. 

 

As Singleton (2013) has demonstrated in her bibliographic review of the early 
academic reception of The Functions of the Executive, from its publication in 1938 
up to 1956,39 the book was both venerated and contested from the very 
beginning. Early reviews came from a variety of disciplinary journals, including 
in business, economics, political science, sociology, and psychology, 
demonstrating its appeal across the social sciences. Many concurred it was heavy 
reading, but the book’s form was praised and criticised on different points and 
often in contradictory ways. For instance, some reviewers preferred Barnard’s 
systematic treatment of his theory of organization that forms the first part of the 
book, whereas others described this as a tedious preamble to the second half’s 
more textured description of the executive functions. Likewise, some felt that 
given his experience, the meaning and significance of executive work, or its 
‘realism’ had been abstracted out of the text, whereas others praised it precisely 

 
39 The Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) Begins in 1956. Singleton (2013) focuses on the 
period preceding this since it is less well-documented via standard citation tracking (see p. 
497) 
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for its tantalising insights into the minutia of executive activity, and its 
willingness to grapple with human behaviour and concrete practice. Reviewers 
wanted more and less terminology, more and less theory, and more and less 
experiential detail, depending on which half of the practitioner-theorist tension 
most interested them. In terms of its content, reviewers tended to parse the 
book’s array of topics according to their own disciplinary interests, questions 
and counter-claims, placing differential emphasis on formal organization, 
informal organization, non-economic motives and incentives, authority, 
decision-making, and characteristics of executives, again depending on 
disciplinary affiliation. As Singleton (2013, p. 503) rightly observes, scholars 
approached The Functions from “the proverbial position of the blind men 
assessing the elephant - each tended to describe the part most readily accessible 
from his perspective and to present it as the whole (or the whole that was of 
value)”. 

 

A number of prominent figures representing different disciplines of the social 
sciences variously hailed The Functions as a ‘superior’ contribution, ‘remarkable’ 
and of ‘timeless character’. These same scholars eventually credited The 
Functions as a significant influence for what in each case became their own 
seminal work.  Most prominent among them were behavioural scientist Herbert 
Simon, institutional sociologist Philip Selznick, and transaction-cost economist 
Oliver Williamson. For instance, in Administrative Behavior (1947 [1945], pp. 
xlvii-xlviii), which contains a Foreword (1945b, pp. xli-xliv) by Barnard himself, 
Simon acknowledges his special gratitude to Barnard for having written The 
Functions, which had been “a major influence upon my thinking about 
administration” and also for the “extremely careful critical review” he had given 
on a preliminary version of the manuscript. In the text itself, Simon makes 
numerous references to the intellectual debts he owes to Barnard for moulding 
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his ideas.40 For instance, he cites Barnard for his role in drawing attention to the 
importance of decision-making in administration, a topic he felt had been 
otherwise neglected (Simon, 1947 [1945], p. 1). He also borrowed Barnard’s 
notion of authority based on consent (p. 11; 133n), included customers in his 
conception of business organization (p. 16; 113n), and upheld the impersonal 
character of organizational behaviour (p. 202-4). Elsewhere, although 
sometimes deploying like terminology, Simon departs from Barnard’s usage of 
the term efficiency (p. 14), his understanding of purpose (p. 111n), lines of 
communication (p. 155n), and importantly given their disagreement about the 
potential for a general science of administration, to which I will return later, the 
role of experience and the cultivation of intuitive judgement in decision-making 
(p. 190n).41  

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Selznick (1957) found appeal in a different constellation 
of sociological concepts. In addition to his appreciation for Barnard’s 
contribution to the study of human relations, Selznick (1949, 1957, 1969) drew 
on Barnard for his thoughtful treatment of unifying purpose, organisational 
membership, informal organization and solidarity, leadership, the inculcation of 

 
40 Simon, having read The Functions but not having any administrative experience himself, 
initially contacted Barnard ‘cold’ asking for his thoughts on his draft manuscript. Barnard 
provided extended comments which precipitated a personal correspondence and led to 
substantial revision and refinement of Simon’s work, though substantial disagreements 
remained (for an analysis of this 'disconnection' see O'Connor, 2012; for re-print of direct 
correspondence see Wolf, 1995a). 
41 Notwithstanding the range of valid criticisms that could be made about how Simon 
translated and transported Barnard’s ideas, and in spite of the success of Simon’s own 
seminal contribution, or perhaps aided by it, Simon continued to revere Barnard until the 
end of his career. In the foreword to a special issue of International Journal of Public 
Administration (1994) published in honour of Barnard, and in his own autobiography Models 
of my Life (1996), he speaks warmly and highly of Barnard, whose work he implores others 
to read or re-visit. The magnitude of Simon’s debt to Barnard is perhaps indicated by this 
personal gesture: he states in his autobiography that of the 7 photos he kept hanging in his 
office, one was Barnard - the others were his father, Charles Merriam, Clarence Ridley, 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln, and Albert Einstein (Simon, 1996, p. 72). 



 

 

 
197 

moral order and the interplay between authority and consent, all of which, he 
thought, exemplified Barnard’s keen sensibility for understanding natural human 
systems and the dynamics of community formation in society. In contrast, 
Williamson (1995a) found in Barnard a highly rational thinker, and from him 
extrapolated a consent-based understanding of various stakeholder contracts, 
which he thought could be applied to transactions, the employment relation, 
and other formal governance structures. Taken together, The Functions was 
formative for three major schools of organization theory that have had lasting 
influence, the decision-making school, the institutional school, and institutional 
economics. 

 

Unfortunately, despite The Functions’ ambitious aim and expansive scope, and 
irrespective of the debts and kind words of his admirers, Barnard’s presumed 
likeness with the latter, who were clearly engaged in distinctive agendas within 
different disciplinary communities in the social sciences, no doubt contributed 
to the selective and fragmentary reading and reception of his work, according to 
which only certain aspects were isolated, pursued and remembered. This 
tendency towards fragmentation was exacerbated by shifts in the academy 
toward the professional university in the post-war period, which intensified 
from the 1950s and continued throughout the Cold War, wherein the social 
sciences began to erect more distinct disciplinary boundaries, and scientific 
research methods became more singularly emphasised for their legitimating 
function (see especially Khurana, 2007 for an account specific to the 
development of the professional business school; see Isaac, 2011 and Solovey & 
Cravens, 2012 for an intellectual history on cold war social science). 
Unfortunately, although his conceptual scheme was unconstrained by 
disciplinary paradigms, and perhaps in spite of “his determination to leverage his 
experiences so as to overcome deficiencies he saw in single-discipline 
approaches to describing organizations” the emerging disciplinary structure of 
universities meant that “no one discipline … embrace[d] the scope of his 
conclusions” (Singleton, 2013, p. 6). Instead, this intellectual and institutional 
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sea change encouraged scholars to dispense with much of the contextual insight 
of The Functions, and rather isolate only those aspects of Barnard’s work which 
could be reformatted as testable propositions (Singleton, 2013). It is during this 
period that reviews of Barnard begin criticising The Functions for its supposed 
lack of scientific rigour, and that his reputation and his role as a practicing 
executive rather than a careered academic begins to turn against him. Instead, 
those prominent figures, like Simon and Selznick, who were credentialed 
academics that shared the vocational aims of their fellow scholars became the 
main carriers and interpreters of Barnard’s ideas.  

 

As a result, and although innumerable contemporary theories in various sub-
disciplines of management bear residues of his insights, whether or not this is 
now made explicit, the overarching sense of the whole which Barnard was at 
pains to emphasise has largely been overlooked or forgotten. As Mary Douglas 
(1995, pp. 98-99) remarked, “[r]eading a formative book fifty years after it was 
published is like entering an echoing cave backwards. Modern concepts bounce 
anachronistically off the pages of Barnard’s book”. This is because Barnard 
foretold a number of concepts that ‘antedate any developed literature’ (Wolf, 
1973, p. 52). Indeed, upon reading The Functions for the first time, I was 
stunned to find that the base architecture and seeming novelty of many 
contemporary theories within formal and informal organization, culture, 
communication, leadership, decision-making, motivation, incentives, conflict 
resolution, ‘tacit’ and ‘explicit’ knowledge, responsibility, stakeholder and 
networked views of organization, institutionalism, and business ethics, and 
many others, are all already to be found in Barnard’s insights and observations, 
and frequently with more nuance and fidelity with human experience. And yet, 
as I have just noted, more often than not these modern concepts developed 
within isolated research strands, without necessarily seeking explicit integration 
with an overarching understanding of ‘organization’, and certainly not as 
Barnard conceived of the term. Rather, driven more or less by specialization, 
deductive reasoning, the primacy of method, and theoretical development, their 
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trajectories quickly depart from any overarching or integrated theory of 
organization that Barnard may have identified with his own work, and more 
commonly, produce atomized findings which are seen to be ever more 
‘scientific’ and ‘evidence-based’, but which have in large part lost any sense of 
the ‘whole’ or indeed ‘organization’. This is plainly on show in Williamson’s 
(1995b) edited volume Organization Theory: From Chester Barnard to the Present and 
Beyond in which a range of diverse and interdisciplinary scholars who 
participated in a commemorative seminar series marking the 50th anniversary of 
The Functions at the University of California, Berkeley in 1988, identify seeds of 
inspiration in Barnard for what are otherwise completely incommensurable 
theoretical positions or ‘schools’. Thus, although we find in Barnard core 
insights which have since inspired or precipitated a tremendous amount of 
academic output in a variety of sub-disciplines, and even though many of these 
scholars continued to hold Barnard in high regard, Barnard would have been 
unlikely to see his main concerns addressed in any of these corpora. 

 

At the other end of the spectrum, a few vocal critics have participated in an 
active process of retiring Barnard and The Functions. These critics, each of whom 
seek to discredit Barnard by casting him as an affiliate of managerialism, all in 
some major respect use the notions of ‘ideology’ and ‘power’ as their analytical 
mainstays. The earliest and most well-known of these, is Charles Perrow, who 
in his famous Complex Organizations (1986 [1972]) takes vigorous exception with 
Barnard for insisting that organizations are by their very nature, cooperative 
systems, and that their goal is service to society, but seems to diminish 
Barnard’s own insistence that this was a social accomplishment, requiring 
sophisticated modes of formal coordination, a realistic appreciation for human 
relations, and the inculcation of a common moral purpose (as distinct from 
profit, power, political ideology, and personal gain), which together constituted 
the meaningful tasks of the executive (see pp. 65-66). He implicates Barnard, I 
think misleadingly, in an ‘interminable debate’ suffered by organization theory, 
about the tension between individuals – by which he really means individual 
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choice and self-expression – and formal organization – which is collective, 
structured, and purpose-oriented – that is in different respects at the root of 
both methodological individualism and the array of critical approaches which see 
this relation as necessarily conflictual and imbalanced against the individual (see 
the influential Argyris, 1957).  

 

Perrow (1986 [1972], pp. 66-67) is particularly discontent with Barnard’s 
characterisation of formal organizations as ‘nonpersonal’. Whereas Barnard uses 
this term in the limited Weberian sense to demarcate the formal and official 
duties that orient action towards organizational purpose, and which therefore 
constitute that which is specifically organizational, as distinct from the exercise of 
personal predilection or action that comprises informal or social organization 
broadly,  Perrow cannot help but see this as the subordination of the (whole) 
individual to the organization per se. Perrow acknowledges a similarity between 
Barnard’s duality of ‘organisational personality’ and ‘individual personality’, and 
Weber’s concept of ‘office’ (see pp. 67-68). However, without accepting 
Weber’s insistence on the historical fact of plural personhood and different 
orderings of life, and because his interpretation of Weber is precisely 
disconnected from the sort of characterological analysis and implications for the 
‘making up of persons’ that we gain by reading Weber via Hennis (elaborated in 
Chapters 3 and 4), he erroneously suggests that Barnard’s identification of the 
role of formation in cultivating an organizational personality is somehow 
different, ‘stronger’, or more perverse than Weber’s. The negative evaluation 
of this move is crucial – it leads Perrow (1986 [1972]) to identify Barnard with 
the suite of unintended consequences of the human relations movement which is 
now often seen by critical management scholars to have precipitated the 
powerful use and abuse of levers of manipulation endemic within the culture 
management movement.  
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Two additional scholars are worthy of mention for having continued in this vein. 
William G. Scott,42 most notably in his book Chester I. Barnard and the Guardians 
of the Managerial State (1992), but also in a related article (1994), chastises 
Barnard for being none other than a member of an ‘elite’ committed to 
managerial (as opposed to progressive) liberalism, who was proactively engaged 
in asserting the authority and moral superiority of managerial power and 
domination as part of a modernist project of social engineering, to the detriment 
of employees, public institutions, and the fabric of American society. Scott’s 
(1992) argument is compelling for a critical field already predisposed to see 
both classicists and managers in a dim and disparaging light. However, it is as 
clear a case as any, of ‘historical’ analysis of classical figures being made 
coterminous with the theoretical and analytical equipment of the day. Indeed, in 
a methodological paper published a short time later (Scott, 1996, pp. 85-86), he 
attempts to buttress his “elitist hypothesis” by adopting a view of historiography 
as “art, philosophy, polemic, propaganda, or special pleading”, and the 
historiographer as a “moral beacon”. This is because by “imaging different 
consequences of different combinations”, Scott’s historiographer is able to 
overlook “two plus two equals four” and instead “produce 22”. In his view, by 
marrying “facts” with “speculation”, “imagination” and “intuition”, “historical 
enlightenment” can be achieved. This “meta-historical enterprise” fills in the 
gaps of that which is un-documentable by assembling an “enabling and generally 
fictional matrix”. Applied by Scott (1992, 1994) to the history of management, 
he is able to reveal the “moral agenda” and “organizational politics” of an elite 
group “consciously aware of its power networks”. No bother that, as Wolf 
(1995b) has thankfully demonstrated, Scott’s specious “fictional matrix” can be 
systematically overturned through patient and persistent adherence to actual 
archival evidence. In the end it becomes painfully clear to anyone familiar with 

 
42 Not to be confused with the institutional theorist William R. Scott (also published as W. 
Richard Scott), who also wrote about Barnard as a contributor to Williamson’s (1995b) 
volume. 
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Barnard, that Scott’s (1992) account reflects the partiality of his own theoretical 
ideology in much greater proportion than it reveals Barnard’s.43 

  

This tendency is put most egregiously on show in Hoopes’ (2003) False Prophets, 
which can scantly be characterised as anything other than a sarcastic and vitriolic 
attack relying almost exclusively on anachronistic and straw-man arguments. 
Hoopes paints Barnard as a bumbling yet malicious ideologue who was lacking 
self-awareness but who nonetheless had an “ax to grind” (his words, see p. 166). 
It is singular even among this group, for transgressing even basic scholarly 
standards and norms for disciplined knowledge production. I do not have space 
to comprehensively dismantle each of Hoopes’ offences, but a few examples will 
be demonstrative. Alongside pervasively hyperbolic prose, Hoopes (2003) 
continually uses qualifiers such as “supposedly”, “probably”, “maybe”, and 
“wishfully”, including to impugn Barnard’s work as well as his intentions, 
character and even mental health. For instance, to bring us on board with his 
evaluation of The Functions, Hoopes first tells us that, “Barnard's lectures 
explained that human organization is an achievement of the spirit in which a 
leader influences followers to cooperate and accomplish together what they 
cannot do alone”, but then it seems he cannot help himself: “The experience of 
listening to Barnard's lectures must have been only moderately less painful than 
water torture” (pp. 174-175). Elsewhere, he opines with a degree of callousness 
that Barnard “probably owed the emotional wall separating him from others to 
his partially orphaned childhood” (p. 167). He also indicts Barnard for things 
clearly beyond his control, for instance claiming that Barnard “made himself into 
the leading sociologist of the corporation in his generation by pondering 
questions related to the mystery of his own rise”, as though institutional status, 
recognition and collective interest are merely matters of narcissistic self-regard, 

 
43 In fact, speculation amongst Barnard’s contemporaries as to his personal politics was 
polarised, casting him as everything from a covert left-wing communist, to a right-wing 
conservative (see e.g. Singleton, 2013, pp. 18-19). 
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personal volition and wishful thinking. Although like both Barnard and Dewey, I 
afford a certain dignity to volition and intuition, the latter especially, seen in a 
pragmatist vein, is born out of experience via disciplined inquiry, leading to 
expertise, and in the realm of scholarship is to therefore be cultivated through a 
disciplined pursuit of knowledge, not grasped out of thin air. Hoopes’ (2003, p. 
176) falsely permissive ‘anything goes’ translation of this view is made clear 
when he asserts that “Barnard's faith that immorality cannot sustain leadership is 
refuted by experience. (Or rather, by my experience. Because Barnard made his 
assertions mainly on the basis of his organizational experience, his readers may 
counter with theirs)”.  

 

Although Hoopes’ (2003) flagrancy certainly calls into question the credibility of 
his treatise, he nonetheless shares in the same mode of analysis that is hinged 
upon the disclosure of ideology and power, and which is squarely within the 
realm of the moment of theory. Collectively, this latter group seems to have 
coloured the view of Barnard for a whole generation of critical scholars, who 
may or may not have ever actually read The Functions in the original. Indeed, as 
Wolf (1995b, p. 1860) laments, it is likely that “scholars who haven't read 
Barnard” may have become “biased against what is probably one of the best 
theoretical presentations of the nature of organizations and the functions of the 
executive. The result of such a bias could deny them use of an excellent 
framework for studying management”. Despite extensive rebuttals mounted by 
Wolf (1995b) and others (see e.g. O'Connor, 2012; Pye, 1994) seeking to 
counteract this skewed characterisation of Barnard, the tendency in the history 
of management to impute contemporary concerns onto historical figures, with 
the effect of obscuring the context, substance and intent of the original work, 
has meant that these accounts of Barnard continue to accrue citations without 
raising many eyebrows (Cummings & Bridgman, 2011). Unfortunately, 
confirming the pattern identified by Calás and Smircich (1996), and in contrast 
to Simon’s (1994) hope that a commemorative issue would encourage “some 
readers who have never done so to read The Functions of the Executive, and some 
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others who have done so in the distant past, to read it again” I suspect that 
Perrow’s (1986 [1972], p. 64) injunction has been more indicative of our field’s 
interim engagement with the classics: “To read Barnard today is a chore, and I 
do not recommend it except for historical analysis”.  

 

Despite the widespread recognition of Barnard’s place in the canon of 
organisational theorising, it is clear that few have appreciated the breadth and 
depth of Barnard’s contributions to understanding and doing organization, and 
this, I believe, has constituted a missed opportunity. In asking when and why 
Mary Parker-Follett had likewise been ‘forgotten’, Calás and Smircich (1996, p. 
148, emphasis in original) urge their readers to dispense with seeing her or 
others as ‘prophets’ of current management ideas, which “actually fulfils various 
purposes in support of the ideas of contemporary theorists while often submerging the 
ideas of ‘original authors’”. Rather, “if, instead … we think of her as a break with 
current organization studies’ philosophical groundings we may have a few answers for 
this question”. In the case of Barnard, he should neither be seen as a forerunner 
for the scientific pursuit of a positivist and over-specialized organization theory, 
nor should he be discarded because others, under the influence of the moment 
of theory, have been apt to read his work through a set of critical 
preconceptions. Through accepting a commitment to empirical intellectual 
history, alongside my effort to decipher Barnard’s ‘stance’, it is precisely my 
goal to understand Barnard from within his own time and his own philosophical 
orientations, and only then to evaluate what of his ‘stance’ may be common to 
others, or indeed appropriate and informative for cultivating organizational 
personae addressed towards the contemporary concerns of research, practice 
and education.  
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5.3 Chester I. Barnard: Reappraising a classic 

 

Although the secondary literature on Barnard is a farrago of narrow praise, 
broad disdain, and reverential but isolated topic studies, it would be misleading 
to suggest that I am alone in taking a positive interest in Barnard’s broader 
oeuvre, or indeed his ‘ethos’, though it is definitely a small club. The clearest 
exceptions to this are William B. Wolf and Ellen O’Connor, who have each not 
only made valuable – indeed crucial – contributions to our understanding of 
Barnard the man, and his work, but who also undertook committed efforts to 
make otherwise unavailable materials researchable. By far the most sustained 
engagement with Barnard’s work comes from Wolf, the former President of the 
Academy of Management, who, after obtaining an MBA from Northwestern 
University, and a PhD from the University of Chicago, held appointments at the 
University of Washington and the University of Southern California, before 
joining the New York State School of Industrial and Labor Relations (ILR) at 
Cornell University in the mid-1960s, where he remained as a Professor and then 
Emeritus for the length of his career. Wolf first encountered The Functions of the 
Executive as an assigned text during a graduate seminar in 1943-4, at which point 
he and his peers found the book difficult to read, highly abstract and somewhat 
obtuse, but he describes revisiting it voluntarily a few years later in 1947, and 
on this second reading finding sense and profundity. In his own words, the book 
became his ‘constant companion’ in the following years, during which time 
Wolf became plagued by the question ‘what kind of man was Barnard?’. 

 

In 1961, while organising an event for the Academy of Management, it was 
suggested that he invite Barnard to be a guest speaker. Barnard declined on 
account of his ailing health, but this exchange became the impetus for Wolf to 
visit Barnard at his home in New York, where he interviewed him about his life 
and work over the course of two days (April 5-6, 1961). Wolf left the interview 
in awe of Barnard and his accomplishments. In his words, “I had expected to talk 
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with a businessman-philosopher, but found that he was at the pinnacle of the 
intellectual world as well as the practical world of management. Most 
impressive were the man's personal charm, intellectual acumen, curiosity, and 
humility. He was a humanist who saw in organization the eternal conflict of man 
in society, but he saw this as providing a contribution to ‘man’ as a whole” 
(Wolf, 1974, p. vii). Barnard died two months later, on June 7, 1961, aged 74. 
The interview and untimely death precipitated Wolf to “dig and search for 
everything he had written”, devoting considerable time and effort to compiling 
previously unpublished and many unseen materials, including personal notes, 
correspondence, addresses/speeches and papers. Together these form evidence 
of a life and career many magnitudes greater than what can be appreciated from 
reading The Functions alone. We owe much to Wolf’s efforts to chronicle 
Barnard’s work and life. Most notably, these efforts resulted in three books: 
Conversations with Chester I. Barnard (1973) which is a published transcription of 
the interviews, The Basic Barnard (1974) which is Wolf’s attempt to summarise 
and synthesise both Barnard ’the man’ and his concepts, and Philosophy for 
Managers (1986), co-edited with Professor Haruki Iino44 of Kyoto University, 
and a fellow admirer of Barnard’s work, which compiled ten of Barnard’s 
writings, four of which pre-date The Functions, and six of which appeared too 
late to be included in Barnard’s own edited collection of papers Organization and 
Management (1948). Wolf was also successful in publishing a Special Issue in the 
Journal of Management History in 1995 ( Vol. 4, Issue 1) titled “Decision Processes 

 
44 Professor Haruki Iino collaborated in the Japanese translation of The Functions and both of 
Wolf’s other two books on Barnard. He was influential in establishing The Barnard Society, 
which remains active in Japan with some 60 or so members. I was lucky to meet one of 
Iino’s former students at the 2019 EGOS Colloquium in Edinburgh, Professor Kazuhito 
Isomura, from whom I learned that in contrast to Barnard’s relatively sparse legacy in the 
English-speaking academy, there is a vibrant and active research agenda in Japan 
surrounding Barnard’s concepts of organization. In contrast to his treatment as a relic in the 
history of management, he is rather seen as a source of a potent and practical organizational 
philosophy and of theories and concepts that are, contemporarily, pursued through 
academic research in the manner of a theoretical ‘Barnardian’ school of thought, and 
likewise taught and practiced experientially. 
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as Analysed by Chester I. Barnard” which makes available in full a previously 
unpublished manuscript written by Barnard (1995 [1940]) titled “The 
Significance of Decisive Behaviour in Social Action”, alongside Barnard’s 
correspondence with Herbert Simon (reprinted in Wolf, 1995a).45  When, at 
various points, Barnard’s work met severe criticism (for instance from the likes 
of Scott (1992), above) Wolf acted as both interlocutor and council of the 
defendant. It is fair to say, then, that Wolf, as both champion and self-appointed 
caretaker of Barnard’s legacy, remained the leading authority on Barnard in the 
English-speaking world until his death in 2009.  

 

More recently, Ellen O’Connor (2012; 2013) has extended our understanding 
of Barnard as part of a sympathetic effort to re-appropriate the field’s lost 
foundations, notably incorporating materials other than The Functions and 
focused particularly on his humanistic ethos and what she terms his ‘responsible 
experience’. Continuing in this vein, and with clear debts to these two authors 
for carrying the torch, this chapter makes substantial use of Barnard’s two 
published books, The Functions of the Executive (1968 [1938]), and Organization 
and Management: Selected Papers (1948), the handful of journal articles he had 
published during his lifetime, including ‘Elementary Conditions of Business 
Morals’ (1958), which was awarded the McKinsey Prize for the best article 
appearing in Volume 1 of the California Management Review, as well as those 
original texts that were brought to the public domain by William B. Wolf, 
Haruki Iino, and Ellen O’Connor. I also draw extensively on additional archival 
sources, including those comprising the Chester I. Barnard Papers held at 

 
45 That this journal issue is devoted entirely to reproducing original archival texts for the 
purposes of facilitating their wider distribution and introducing them to a new audience is 
eminently valuable to the academic enterprise. Such an effort would be seemingly 
frustrated by the contemporary journal landscape. Indeed a chief difficulty of writing about 
Barnard’s work in the original is the inclination - shared by myself and Ellen O’Connor - to 
let him ‘speak for himself’, so to say. This is less about evangelism and more about 
countering the absence of a published anthology of his work. 
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Harvard Business School’s Baker Library, and the Rockefeller Foundation 
archives, as well as archived press, and other secondary literature.  

 

Rather than reiterate Barnard’s entire conceptual repertoire, though this too is 
worthy of reappraisal, I wish to draw particular attention to his stance - that is, 
his values, commitments, and attitudes of investigation - and how this 
configured both his executive practice and his organizational theorising, which 
in turn gave form to his organizational persona. It has been somewhat customary 
to introduce Barnard by way of a cursory résumé of his major positions, most 
notably as President of the New Jersey Bell Telephone Company and as 
President of the Rockefeller Foundation. Certainly these alone are adequate to 
assert his status as a ‘practitioner-theorist’ as he is often characterised, if that is 
all one is wont to do. However, a seeming consequence of this designation and 
the lack of detailed biography, is also to implicitly or explicitly minimise the 
authority with which he is able to address organizational matters of a sufficiently 
scientific or theoretical kind. To provide context for the substance, nature and 
scope of his organizational experience and understanding, as background for 
evaluating some of the claims made for and against him, and to highlight just 
some of the consequences and legacies that were born of it, I have constructed 
an outline of Barnard’s personal and professional biography, which is contained 
in Appendix I, below. It comprises an overview of his personal history, 
including some ‘threshold’ realisations that came to frame his understanding of 
the relationships between individuals, organizations and society, explicates his 
most formative executive roles and what they each contributed to his thought, 
and examines his connections with a certain Harvard millieu, all of which are 
necessary to appreciate the depth and breadth of his role as a practitioner-
theorist, and to understand the conditions under which he eventually came to 
write his main published contribution, The Functions of the Executive. It is by no 
means complete, but my hope is that it will dampen the tendency towards 
anachronism that is unfortunately so common in the contemporary treatment of 
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classic figures in the history of management and organization, and at the same 
time, lay the context for the thorough consideration of his stance which follows.  

 

In the next section, I will briefly discuss the nature of Barnard’s tangible 
relationship with John Dewey, and his affinity for the latter’s philosophy, 
drawing on explicit references and discussions in Barnard’s work, and a 
triangulation of their private correspondence. This adds context and 
qualification to my effort to decipher Barnard’s pragmatic inclinations, though 
Chapter 4 in its entirety remains my primary reference point for what I broadly 
term a ‘pragmatic stance’. The subsequent sections will endeavour to 
demonstrate the characterological context for attributing this stance to Barnard.  
By excavating those attitudes and commitments that animated Barnard’s stance, 
I wish to supplement what we know of his professional experience and 
intellectual contribution with a broader means for understanding his persona 
and ethos. In so doing, I seek to exemplify the pragmatic stance as it is already 
manifest in the history of management and organization, and simultaneously lay 
the groundwork needed to argue for its continuing promise. 

 

5.4 Barnard and Dewey 

 

There are brief or subtle indications in the secondary literature that Barnard, 
like Mary Parker Follett, had an affinity with the American pragmatists (see for 
instance Lorino, 2018; O'Connor, 2012; Pye, 1994; Smith, 1998), especially 
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John Dewey (1859-1952, d. age 93),46 but a thorough analysis of this 
connection has not been pursued. Dewey is multiply regarded as one of the 
‘classical’ American pragmatists, as an influential social psychologist and 
academic philosopher, and as a pre-eminent public intellectual and social 
reformer. He was a strong advocate of democracy, and wrote extensively on the 
need for reconstruction in civil society, in education, and in ethics, in order to 
realise it fully rather than nominally. In his view, a philosophy based in abstract 
reason and formal logic had lost its capacity to speak to or about the complex 
and problematic concrete developments arising in an industrial age advancing 
scientific modes of inquiry. Likewise, a universal morality, whether based in the 
divine or in transcendental reason, was having the effect, he thought, of 
obscuring habituated custom as the locus of morals, thereby separating ethics 
and morality from their concrete conditions and consequences in human affairs, 
whether in politics, economy, science or industry. In contrast, Dewey’s 
pragmatism sought to furnish a mode of inquiry and commensurate ethics that is 
addressed towards concrete problems in-the-world and equipped for intelligent 
adjustment to changing social and environmental conditions. Although Dewey 
was writing in the broad domains of philosophy and social psychology, and 
Barnard was seeking to comprehend and inform the practical domain of 
organization, they shared a mutual interest in the complex concrete realities of 

 
46 Dewey’s career stretched from the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, 
spanning both world wars, the progressive era in American politics, the great depression 
and the ‘new deal’. For a good intellectual history of the influence of social democracy and 
progressivism in American thought, see Kloppenberg (1986). For a history of philosophy in 
America, which is substantially comprised by pragmatism, see Kulick (2001). For a story of 
the development of pragmatism through a detailing of a specific social and intellectual 
milieu, see Menand (2001). And for a comprehensive personal and intellectual biography of 
John Dewey, see Dykhuizen (1973). Of course, this means that Dewey’s influence was 
current at the time the first professional business schools were being established and the 
public role of organizations began to be investigated and contested. It is perhaps 
unsurprising, then, that a figure such as Barnard had become well-versed in a pragmatist 
sensibility. Nonetheless, the ‘new deal’ context of early organizational thought has only 
recently come back into the light (see e.g. Cummings et al., 2017; Foster, Mills, & 
Weatherbee, 2014). 
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human relations which they each felt was obscured by current thinking, whether 
in transcendental philosophy, economics or orthodox psychology.  Dewey’s 
explication of habit and experience, his approach to inquiry and its role in 
shaping judgement, and his proposed mode of understanding ethics all have clear 
affinities with the statements and the ‘sense’ which can be read in Barnard’s 
work.   

 

Both men gained significant stature in American public and intellectual life 
during the first half of the twentieth century. Although Dewey was 27 years 
Barnard’s senior, and had already retired from Columbia University in 1930, 
the period associated with his ‘Later Works’ (1925-1952) were arguably his 
most productive, and happened to coincide with Barnard’s rise to prominence as 
outlined above. Indeed Dewey’s (1938b) Logic and Barnard’s (1968 [1938]) 
Functions, were published in the same year. Given the scope of their respective 
public engagements, and their geographic proximity (both men eventually 
settled in New York City), it is hard to believe that these two prominent figures 
would not have crossed paths, but direct mentions of one another found in 
archived sources indicate an awareness that falls short of personal acquaintance. 
To be sure, Barnard was a keen student of at least some of Dewey’s philosophy, 
which he read fastidiously, and to which he refers periodically and with 
admiration in his own writing and in his correspondence. In a letter to a friend 
in 1939 he confided that he had been toiling over Dewey’s (1938b) Logic. About 
this, he says:  

Dewey’s book is more than five hundred large-size pages. I read that book 
four times in straight succession, and I shall probably read it several more 
times in the next three or four years. Despite the fact that I am used to this 
kind of reading, I do not think I would get much out of it any other way, not 
because it is badly written – quite the contrary – but because an 
understanding of it depends upon new points of view and the recognition of 
subtle distinctions which are of crucial importance (Letter of March 23, 1939 
to A.A. Lowman, as cited in Wolf, 1974, p. 6).  
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The substantive influence seems to have been unidirectional, though this is 
perhaps not surprising given that Barnard’s academic work was somewhat 
incidental to his formal duties, and was directed more or less at professional 
social scientists with an interest in administration, and men of affairs, of which 
Dewey was neither. No record of direct correspondence was found in archived 
sources, but independently, both Dewey and Barnard sustained lengthy 
correspondence in the 1940s with Adelbert Ames Jr, an important figure in the 
transactionalist school of psychology and a scientist of perception based at 
Dartmouth. Ames recognised that the two men shared an interest in the 
operation of experience and purpose in perceiving and interpreting a ‘situation’ 
and attempted to act as conduit between them. In one letter, Ames 
recommends that Dewey read Barnard’s “magnificent” “The nature of leadership” 
and his “On planning for world government” (both reprinted in Barnard, 1948) 
because “what he says in both papers fits right into your [Dewey’s] philosophy and also I 
think affirms our findings” (Ames, 1948). Dewey responds some two weeks later, 
writing to Ames that “[I]n the main I believe the great value of Barnard's discussion is 
that it is one of those rare cases in which a man of affairs, an experienced executive, also 
has genuine intellectual curiosity and wisdom” (Dewey, 1948). Although Barnard and 
Dewey were not associated in any formal capacity there was certainly a degree 
of mutual positive recognition and respect.  

 

Nonetheless, Dewey was a prolific writer and Barnard was a very busy man. 
The suggestion here is not that Barnard would have wholly or even partly 
identified himself as a ‘pragmatist’, that he was fully trained in or had correctly 
interpreted Dewey’s full corpus, or that Dewey need have had any particular 
regard for Barnard in return. The intention is to demonstrate that a certain 
commonality exists between Barnard’s practical-ethical stance towards 
organization and Dewey’s pragmatism, the recognition and reappraisal of which 
has much to contribute to management and organizational history and 
contemporary organization, whether via research, practice or education.  



 

 

 
213 

 

Because Barnard’s contribution to organization is typically identified with his 
organizational theorising outlined in The Functions, and because the latter tends 
to be characterised primarily by its systems characteristics,  I have reason to 
begin the section explicating Barnard’s stance with a discussion of his conceptual 
scheme of organization, affording particular attention to what he took this to 
mean, why he felt such a scheme was necessary, and how he explained the 
practical and theoretical purposes of abstraction in his treatise through reference 
to distinct ‘levels of organizational discourse’ and therefore, how he viewed the 
relation between his own conceptual scheme and concrete organization. The 
chapter then goes on to further explicate his stance with reference to the ideas 
developed in Chapter 4, with particular focus on his mode of inquiry and his 
experimental attitude, his conception of experience and the cultivation of 
judgement, his acceptance of responsibility and its relation to an ethics of office, 
and finally his practical-ethical comportment, which, taken together give form 
to his organizational persona and indeed his organizational way of life. 

 

5.5 Barnard’s pragmatic stance 

 

A preliminary note on the dynamics of this exposition is pertinent. In trying to 
commit my analysis of Barnard’s stance to paper, it became apparent that in 
order to balance a ‘sense’ of his organizational comportment with the substance 
to which it is directed, a dual narrative needed to be sustained throughout. I 
hope this does not cause undue confusion. On the one hand, although it is not 
my purpose to recapitulate the content of his conceptual scheme, I am 
frequently led to discuss elements of his theory of organization that are 
indicative of his pragmatic inclinations in respect of his understanding of formal 
organizations as a systems of cooperation, certain characteristics of individuals 
within them, and the functions undertaken by executives to maintain them in 
pursuit of a common purpose. Although these necessarily indicate aspects of his 
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theory, it is clearly non-exhaustive from the point of view of the contents of his 
scheme, and indeed leaves quite an incomplete picture in this regard. The intent 
is to demonstrate that his organizational theory is pragmatic in character, and 
that it remains in many important respects instructive for considering a range of 
contemporary concerns on ‘new’ terms. On the other hand, I persistently 
attempt to call forth Barnards own personal conduct, both with respect to his 
own executive experience, and with respect to the manner of his inquiry into 
organization – which are symbiotic – in order to indicate a set of attitudes, a 
comportment and a stance that are fashioned to uphold formal organization just 
as he conceived it. This ‘mirroring’ is of course not coincidental. It is at once 
reflective of his experiential epistemology and likewise, indicates that Barnard 
exhibits a practical-ethical ‘organizational’ persona fashioned for the purpose of 
conducting formal organization in a pragmatic vein. This is why I consider him 
an appropriate exemplar of a pragmatic stance toward organization. 

 

5.5.1 Barnard’s inquiry into formal organization 

As discussed above, the secondary literature has frequently charged Barnard 
with excessive conceptualism, noting that The Functions is abstract, dense, and 
‘hard work’ to understand. Given he was also a practicing executive who 
remained peripheral to the cohort of professional scientists who eventually 
succeeded in establishing an administrative ‘science’, it seems apt to begin a 
discussion of his stance by first exploring his own views about the relationship 
between his organization theory and executive experience. These form part of 
his explicit reasoning in The Functions and elsewhere, so any suggestion that his 
work was intended to construct a universal theoretical edifice can be fairly easily 
dispelled. Such a discussion will facilitate an understanding of how Barnard 
viewed the utility of his concepts in relation to his and others’ concrete practice, 
and reinforce my assertion that one cannot faithfully interpret Barnard’s 
treatise, let alone grasp his ethos or his mode of inquiry, if one presumes that 
The Functions exemplifies an act of theory production as an end-in-itself. This 
section will therefore proceed by outlining Barnard’s identified need for a 
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theory of organization as an impetus for writing The Functions, the distinction 
Barnard drew between different levels of discourse and the appropriateness of 
each for different purposes, Barnard’s explanation of his ‘conceptual scheme’ of 
organization, the nature of abstraction in his work, and the importance of this 
for understanding the relationship between organizational theory and 
organization.  

 

5.5.1.1 On the need for a theory of ‘organization’  

Barnard is regarded as the first and most prominent figure to have advanced a 
general theory of ‘organization’. His initial intention was “to give an orderly 
description of what executives do and how they work”, but he soon found that 
he “could do this only in terms relating to the structure and dynamic 
characteristics of organizations” (Barnard, 1948 [1940]-a, pp. 111-112). His 
evaluation of extant literature about organization determined that it was vague, 
ambiguous, full of non-standard nomenclature, and was lacking adequate 
concepts. Although social scientific research had begun to articulate general 
psychological and sociological constructs relevant to understanding human 
relations broadly, organization was yet to be treated as a phenomena worthy of 
primary investigation. As Barnard notes in the preface to The Functions (1968 
[1938], p. xxix), “[t]here was lacking much recognition of formal organization as 
a most important characteristic of social life, and as being the principal 
structural aspect of society itself. Mores, folkways, political structures, 
institutions, attitudes, motives, propensities, instincts, were discussed in 
extenso; but the bridge between the generalizations of social study on the one 
hand and the action of masses to which they related on the other was not 
included”. He continues: “nothing of which I knew treated organization in a way 
which seemed to me to correspond either to my experience or to the 
understanding implicit in the conduct of those recognized to be adept in 
executive practice or in the leadership of organizations… the social scientists – 
from whatever side they approached – just reached the edge of organization as I 
experienced it, and retreated” (pp. xxviii-xxix). He concluded that if executive 
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processes within organizations were to be properly understood, “the description 
must be in terms of the nature of organization itself” (p. xxvii), that is, it must 
be immanent. 

 

While the social sciences seemed to broadly neglect organization, Barnard felt 
that economic doctrine was having an undue influence on conceptions of and 
within organization. His treatise can in part be seen as a corrective to the 
economists, towards whom he is particularly critical. In his view, the 
embeddedness of erroneous assumptions about human motives and behaviour, 
which over-emphasised simple explanations in terms of economic rationality, 
combined with misconceptions about the place of the intellectual as distinct 
from the emotional and physiological in processes of social behaviour, had 
coalesced to obscure and inhibit a proper understanding of the functioning of 
individuals and organisations, and in so doing frustrated the task of the executive 
charged with effectively managing them. As he explains: 

My observation in several well-managed businesses convinces me that business 
decisions are constantly being made that are not based upon economic 
motives. This is something that business men seldom admit, and of which they 
are frequently unaware. Prestige, competitive reputation, social philosophy, 
social standing, philanthropic interests, combativeness, love of intrigue, 
dislike of friction, technical interest, Napoleonic dreams, love of 
accomplishing useful things, desire for regard of employees, love of publicity, 
fear of publicity – a long catalogue of non-economic motives actually 
condition the management of business… The point is that a proper 
understanding of labor problems or the development of correct and effective 
industrial relations policy must be based upon the actual conditions, not upon 
fictions (Barnard, 1948 [1935]-b, pp. 14-17). 

In explaining why he came to write The Functions, he echoes that, “[a]ll of this 
meant, and still means in the current thought of many, that man is an ‘economic 
man’ carrying a few non-economic appendages. Such a view, it seems to me, 
forced… the neglect of concrete specific local organization and the individual in 
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relation to it as the locus of action in society whether economic or not” 
(Barnard, 1968 [1938], pp. xxx-xxxi).  

 

Recalling his own integration into organizational life, he says,  

though I early found out how to behave effectively in organizations, not until I 
had much later relegated economic theory and economic interests to a 
secondary – though indispensable – place did I begin to understand 
organizations or human behavior in them. I do not mean merely that non-
economic organizations – such as the political, the educational, the religious – 
are also to be found, and are of primary importance; I mean specifically with 
reference to business organizations that non-economic motives, interests, and 
processes, as well as the economic, are fundamental in behavior from the 
boards of directors to the last man. The contrary view is almost always 
implicit and frequently explicit in the statements not only of business men but 
of labor men, politicians, statesmen, professional men, educators, and even of 
church ministers” (p. xxxi).  

Barnard found this particularly problematic because it had produced a state of 
affairs wherein “effective leadership has to be based on intuitions that are 
correct, notwithstanding doctrines that deny their correctness” (emphasis added). 
When theories-in-use reflect erroneous understandings of human behaviour, 
they frustrate even genuine efforts to effectively deal with human affairs within 
organizations and obscure the causes and consequences of particular 
interventions. For this reason, it is “necessary to correct false ideas regarding 
business and its conduct, which prevent an understanding of … problems and 
their solution” (Barnard, 1948 [1935]-b, p. 14).  

 

On this point he is insistent: “Let me repeat. The confusion on this matter 
generally will arise from the fact that we are ‘economically’ minded, not 
‘organizationally’ minded. Our views of what occurs in business behavior are 
unfortunately too often in ideas of economic, not sociological, theories… The 
distinction is of first importance… We shall not well understand what we are 
doing if we confine our theory of business behavior to economics” (Barnard, 
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1948 [1940]-a, p. 125). The Functions can therefore be seen as Barnard’s attempt 
to correct false philosophies in order to furnish executives with a more 
practicable organizational understanding that defines purpose in organizational 
(rather than strictly economic) terms, appreciates the importance and functions 
of formal organization, including with respect to informal dynamics, and 
notably, does so with recognition of what Barnard describes as the ‘non-logical’ 
aspects of human behaviour which are readily witnessed in everyday experience. 
“Very often”, he says, “we attempt social integration by methods imposed by a 
false logic to the very limit that common sense and hard experience will 
permit…The tangible result of this experience and these beliefs is this book” 
(Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. xxxi).  

 

Barnard’s observation of the disjuncture between extant beliefs and assumptions 
(and their translation into many executives’ theories-in-use) and the diverse and 
textured reality of social and organizational life - arose in the course of his 
concrete experience, and it was to this which he mainly aimed to contribute. 
Although his concern was specifically that of organization, and of deciphering 
concepts faithful to and commensurate with his organizational experience, his 
diagnosis of the problem can also be seen as a specific case of Dewey’s broader 
epistemological concern about the insufficiency of foundational and de-
contextualised dogmas for navigating the contingencies and complexities of 
concrete experience, whether economic, social, political, or moral. This 
includes the convenient tendency to superimpose formal logic onto the 
multifaceted sources of human behaviour and decision-making, and in so doing 
artificially privilege the intellectual over the emotional, physiological, or 
experiential. It should be noted that despite the plethora of research which has 
advanced our knowledge of human relations in significant ways, the ‘triumph’ of 
cognitive behavioural science has meant that this tendency remains very much 
intact in many quarters of contemporary organizational understanding. This 
broad discontent led Barnard to consider different levels and types of experience 
and the relation of abstract or theoretical knowledge to each. Such an 
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understanding is essential for gaining clarity about the distinct but 
complementary types of experience that together constitute organizational 
activity, and likewise for properly specifying the analytical terms and objects 
under study.  

 

5.5.1.2 Levels of experience, knowledge and discourse in organizations 

To comprehend Barnard’s conceptual scheme and its presumed relation to his 
concrete practice, it is instructive to consider how he conceived of different 
“levels of experience and knowledge of organizations” (Barnard, 1945b, p. xlii) 
or what he elsewhere described correspondingly as “levels of discourse” 
(Barnard, 1948 [1940]-a, p. 125). Barnard outlines different types of 
knowledge, each commensurate with different levels of experience, and 
indicated by different degrees of abstraction from the concrete. Because each 
level operationalises different standards of appropriateness for communicating 
about organizations, “a desirable qualification for many executive positions is the 
capacity of discussing the same subject in several ‘languages’, depending upon 
the audience and also the purpose” (pp. 125-126). He observes that “as a matter 
of everyday practice I use several levels of discourse about the same subject for 
different situations” (p. 127).  

 

The first level is that of concrete behaviour in specific situations. Behaviour at 
this level is largely habitual, effectively conditioned by experience, and is 
unconsciously responsive and adaptive (Barnard, 1945b). It may be more 
appropriate to speak of know-how rather than knowledge, since as Barnard 
(1945b, p. xlii) notes, “we can as little expect to govern such behaviour by book 
knowledge as we would expect to control our bodily functions by reading 
physiology”. Contrary to what some may assume, Barnard is not only here 
referring to ‘lower level’ tasks which may be technical in nature or which are 
driven by specialisation. Rather he is describing a mode of everyday engagement 
- whether on the shop floor or with respect to executive functions - which is 
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more intuitive than it is self-consciously intellectual. Discourse at this level may 
be informed by physical demonstration, pointing out what to see, pointing to 
conditions, and to results. In Barnard’s view, “there is no approximately 
adequate substitute for it in learning how to do things and in acquiring a certain 
experimental knowledge”. Nonetheless, he recognises that this level of direct 
engagement also has narrow limitations for securing knowledge applicable to 
“the control and direction of the things to be done” (Barnard, 1948 [1940]-a, p. 
126). While it is absolutely essential for cultivating first-hand technical, task-
based or domain-based expertise, and for amassing an intuitive or experiential 
‘sense’ of correct action, it does not necessarily provide the means for formal 
analysis or facilitate a grasp of the ‘big picture’, which is why, especially as one 
moves up the hierarchy, it much be supplemented with more formal, logical, 
or, decisive behaviour.  

 

The second level of experience is that of specific organization practice, or the 
ability to navigate “the lines of organization, the governing policies, the rules 
and regulations, the patterns of behavior, of a specific organization”. Though 
much of this may be formal and recorded, it also includes the ‘unwritten law’ of 
any specific organization, a “working knowledge” of which is chiefly learned 
through intimate observation and experience (Barnard, 1945b, p. xlii). Barnard 
refers to various levels of practical discourse operated by executives at this level 
which “are nearly all highly abstract” though they do “differ in generality” 
(Barnard, 1948 [1940]-a, p. 127). This level of discourse, seemingly akin to 
what we may now refer to as business jargon, may draw on some general 
experience and some general knowledge, but is typically translated within 
groups who come to share a common language. According to Barnard, though, 
even when this is the case there is typically little recognition of just how abstract 
much of this ‘practical’ discourse is. Indeed, he suggests that the apparent 
consensus about the meaning and referents of such discursive terms frequently 
evaporates at the mere request for clarification. In his words, 
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Leading executives (business or others) in their discourse amongst themselves 
approach, though not very closely, the scientific (usually without knowing it), 
and their conversation is full of assumptions and fictions which correspond to 
fundamental concepts and hypotheses of science. They, of course, rely upon 
concrete experience and dip down into the detail of ‘what’s going on’, as the 
scientists goes back to experiment and controlled observation and analysis. In 
the absence of science, discourse at these intermediate levels is often rather 
incoherent and awkward, except among those who work closely together in 
restricted situations. Hence the comparison of experience and the observation 
of the significant are difficult, and the enunciation of non-sense profuse (p. 
127). 

When colloquial understandings or embedded theories contradict experience or 
observed reality, such as in the case of homo economicus, executives are 
nonetheless often absent the language or the sense to articulate the manner in 
which their own intuitive and concrete practice diverges from the scripts handed 
down by these doctrines. Thus he warns that “behavior is often inconsistent with 
the language used to describe it”. This “results less from misunderstanding 
because of misstatement than from the not infrequent attempt to govern 
behaviour on the basis of a false philosophy” (Barnard, 1945b, p. xliii).  He 
likewise draws attention to those generalizations and simplifications we use 
colloquially to ‘get on’ at the same time that he is able to analytically 
differentiate these from the full ‘stream of events’ or the complexities of the 
‘total situation’.47 His description of the dynamics of this practical level of 

 
47 For instance, in speaking about his work with the disparate stakeholders that comprised 
USO, Barnard echoes Rorty’s  (1988) point about the crucial importance of concrete 
context for building consensus around decisions or courses of action with respect to specific 
problems. He says: “There were six agencies involved in this general operation… If you let them talk 
about why we would do something, you would split into a thousand splinters. The Catholic idea of why 
you do anything is completely different from that of the others and so on. But if you could focus 
attention on the utility of the specific thing, they could all agree” (Wolf, 1973, p. 31). Similarly, 
in reference to a project at the Rockefeller Foundation, he says: “If you’re dealing in 
abstractions you can get no agreement. But you had no trouble in getting an agreement among the 
people concerned at the top about the desirability [of the concrete outcome]… The concrete results of 
that effort make an appeal to almost everybody” (p. 38). 
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discourse, and its deficiencies with respect to furnishing executive practice with 
adequate concepts of human relations and organization during his own time, 
serves as a justification for why he feels the ‘scientific’ approach he adopts in The 
Functions is warranted and indeed called-for, and simultaneously allows him to 
qualify what he sees to be the practical status and use of a conceptual scheme 
developed at this level. It is also why he is particularly fastidious with respect to 
delineating his object, defining his terms and concepts, and mitigating any 
confusion that may be injected by colloquial usage of some notions with pre-
emptive clarification. 

 

The third level refers to scientific discourse, which, in Barnard’s understanding, 
is “concerned with the broadest generalizations rigorously defined, logically 
consistent and non-contradictory, and often highly abstract” (Barnard, 1948 
[1940]-a, p. 126). General knowledge of a science of organization and 
administration “can never be a substitute for specific experience in a specific 
organisation” because it “teaches the individual little about how to do things” and 
“is incomplete and insufficient for concrete behavior” (p. 126). It can, 
nonetheless, be useful to administrators with respect to “the rational 
understanding it gives of behavior that is largely based on trial and error or 
repetitive experience”. Therefore, although Barnard insists that scientific 
discourse is of no “immediate practical use” he nonetheless believes that its 
“ultimate practical value is great” (Barnard, 1945b, p. xliii). Its utility lies not in 
“the satisfaction of curiosity as to the sociology and psychology of organization” 
as an end in itself, but in its capacity to sharpen observation and condition 
understanding of the concrete and practical. If effective, “it permits the 
avoidance of errors from illusions, in practical operations” and reduces “the 
inconsistencies between behaviour and its verbal description”. In other words, 
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“it furnishes suitable concepts and terms and ways of looking at things, for use 
on a lower level of discourse, thereby promoting much wider analysis of 
practical experience and greater collaboration among competent men than 
would otherwise be possible” (Barnard, 1948 [1940]-a, p. 126). As it will 
become clear throughout this chapter, Barnard is referring to a consummation 
that goes well beyond typical notions of the ‘application’ of theory to ‘practical’ 
circumstances. 

 

The failure of concepts-in-use to satisfactorily cohere with observed concrete 
experience constitutes, for Barnard, a problematic situation and provokes the 
need for inquiry. As discussed in Chapter 4, inquiring entails a process of ‘form-
giving’ which seeks ultimately to decide a workable or useful explanation or 
course of action, though the resulting knowledge is always deemed fallible and 
therefore provisional. Knowledge developed via pragmatic inquiry both derives 
from and seeks to inform problems encountered in the concrete world.  
Concepts of course exist and are useful, but their purpose is to order a way of 
thinking or seeing that enables action in service of practical and purposeful ends. 
In Barnard’s case, given the centrality of formal organization to social life, 
whether in industry, politics, education, religion or the community, and given 
the lack of realistic appreciation of its nature, dynamic functioning and 
consequences, he felt driven to inquire into organization in order to furnish 
understanding and inform practice. This ambition is clear when one examines 
Barnard’s own statements about the value - and indeed evaluation - of his own 
conceptual scheme, to which I now turn. 

 

5.5.1.3 Barnard’s conceptual scheme of organization 

The Functions of the Executive documents Barnard’s effort to articulate a coherent, 
largely sociological, theory of ‘organization’ or the purposeful coordination of 
people toward agreed ends. He is the first to admit that his exposition is stated 
generally and abstractly, falling squarely within the scientific level of discourse. 



 

 

 
224 

Although it is not the purpose of this chapter to outline or endorse the substance 
of Barnard’s conceptual scheme, a brief outline of the structure and content of 
The Functions is contained in Appendix II. Although the book is structured as two 
corresponding treatises that differ in character – his view of cooperative systems 
and organization on the one hand, and the executive functions and their 
methods of operation on the other – Barnard (1968 [1938], p. xxxii) reminds 
the reader that “[t]hese two subjects, which may conveniently distinguished for 
some purposes, are in concrete action and experience inseparable”. The 
importance of this sense of integration, and the maintenance of a concern with 
organization as a whole, will be referred to throughout this chapter. 

 

But first, some context of how Barnard defined formal organization and how he 
viewed the utility of a ‘conceptual scheme’ – and his in particular – for 
developing organizational theory and informing organizational, is pertinent. We 
may begin with what is probably the most frequently replicated snippet of his 
work: “it is the central hypothesis of this book [The Functions] that the most 
useful concept for the analysis of experience of cooperative systems is embodied 
in the definition of formal organization as a system of consciously coordinated 
activities or forces of two or more persons” directed towards a common 
purpose (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 73). This latter is fundamental: 

Willingness to cooperate, except as a vague feeling or desire for association 
with others, cannot develop without an objective of cooperation. Unless there 
is such an objective it cannot be known or anticipated what specific efforts will 
be required of individuals, nor in many cases what satisfactions to them can be 
in prospect. Such an objective we denominate the ‘purpose’ of an 
organization. The necessity of having a purpose is axiomatic, implicit in the 
words ‘system’, ‘coordination’, ‘cooperation’” (p. 86). 

Barnard recognises that an entitative view of organization comprised by its 
people or members, and symbolised for practical purposes as ‘an organization’, 
provides a customary and convenient everyday phraseology, but insists that 
symbolising and personifying organization in this way is an effort to make 
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tangible what is actually characterised by a system of impersonal activities and 
relationships. Moreover, he is concerned that inconsistencies and inadequacies 
of explanation of phenomena ensue when, in this manner, either persons 
themselves, or the objective results of their activities, are treated as though they 
themselves are the organization. In Barnard’s (1968 [1938], p. 77) words, 
“when we say that we are concerned with a system of coordinated human 
efforts, we mean that although persons are agents of the action, the action is not 
personal in the aspect important for the study of cooperative systems. Its 
character is determined by the requirements of the system”, whether in 
“manner, or degree, or time”. His definition  

puts the emphasis upon organization as coordinated activities rather than on 
individuals who are the actors. The latter are often simultaneously ‘members’ 
of several organisations, and their activities are not infrequently to be 
conceived as simultaneously functions of more than one organization. 
Moreover, the relationship of individuals to organisation is frequently so 
ephemeral that they are not conveniently regarded as ‘members’ of an 
organization, whereas, in my view, certain of their activities must clearly be 
regarded as a part of the ‘organised’ activities associated with and, as I prefer 
to think, constituting organization. This concept of organization is a ‘field’ 
concept in which activities take place in and are governed by a field of 
‘forces’, some human and social, some physical (Barnard, 1948, pp. vi-vii). 

Although persons substantially contribute the vitality which animates 
organization, their activities are only constitutive of organization under certain 
conditions, and likewise organizational contributions only partially constitute 
persons. Similarly, although physical resources and other important aspects of 
the environment necessarily interact with organization and are part of the 
overall cooperative system, they too are distinguished from that sub-system 
which is organization.  

 

Drawing on Pareto, Barnard sees a system in this sense as “something which 
must be treated as a whole because each part is related to every other part 
included in it in a significant way” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 77). He emphasises 
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the interdependence of variables, something he felt was, at the time, neglected 
“both in the discussion of organization in practical affairs, and also in the 
discussion of concrete systems by social scientists” (pp. 77-78n). In an effort to 
persistently keep this in mind when discussing his conceptual scheme, Barnard 
adopts a field concept of formal organization as a system of cooperative activities 
and relationships, and substitutes ‘contributors’ for ‘members’ and 
‘contributions’ for the activities constituting organization, both of which are 
seen to comprise a broad range of stakeholders including employees, 
contractors, investors, and even customers (see pp. 74-81). Other components 
include physical systems, social systems, biological systems, persons, etc. “What 
is significant [with respect to any given problem or analysis] is determined by 
order as defined for a particular purpose, or from a particular point of view” 
(pp. 77-78). Any given formal organization operating collectively in pursuit of a 
purpose may be a partial system included within a larger organizational system, 
and likewise, “the most comprehensive formal organizations are included in an 
informal, indefinite, nebulous, and undirected system usually named a ‘society’” 
(pp. 78-79). That formal organization is analytically deciphered from the other 
aspects of cooperative systems, and that formal organizations were considered 
component to but distinct from broader social organization, lends a certain 
import to the study of formal organization as a distinct and purposeful construct.  

 

Nonetheless, Barnard was also the first to conceptualize informal organization, 
as distinguished from societal or general organization in its informal aspects. “By 
informal organization I mean the aggregate of the personal contacts and 
interactions and the associated groupings of people… Though common or joint 
purposes are excluded by definition, common or joint results of important 
character nevertheless come from such organization” (p. 115). The informal 
relationships which constitute informal organization may be accidental, or 
incidental to organized activities, or arise from some personal desire or 
gregarious instinct; it may be friendly or hostile. “But whatever the origins, the 
fact of such contacts, interactions, or groupings changes the experience, 
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knowledge, attitudes, and emotions of the individuals affected… The 
persistence of such effects is embodied in ‘states of mind’ and habits of action 
which indicate the capacities of memory, experience, and social conditioning” 
(pp. 114-115). Informal organization is considered “indefinite and rather 
structureless” with “no definite subdivision”, though its density may be indicated 
by “factors affecting the closeness of people geographically or of formal purposes 
which bring them specially into contact for conscious joint accomplishments” (p. 
115). Concrete action comprising informal organization may, from the 
perspective of individuals, be responsive, without definite purpose, 
unintentional, imitative, or it may be volitional, purposeful, and intended 
(though not orchestrated via a common purpose). In any case, “it all contributes 
to, and is a part of, the ordering and unity of the whole; but it is characteristic of 
informal organization that none of the organizational (or social) effect of its 
concrete activities is willed or intended. Informal organization as organization is 
unconscious… it is nonetheless real” (Barnard, 1948 [1943], p. 145).  

 

So much of contemporary organizational studies operates within this realm that 
it should hardly bear explanation or seem controversial. Yet, as others have 
pointed out (du Gay & Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2016; du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2017; 
Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2015), its current over-emphasis has the effect of 
subordinating formal organization within organizational analysis. In contrast, 
Barnard (1968 [1938], p. 115) is clear that “for our purposes, it is important 
that there are informal organizations related to formal organizations everywhere”. 
“Informal organization compels a certain amount of formal organization, and 
probably cannot persist or become extensive without the emergence of formal 
organization” (p. 117). Informal organization is therefore integral to Barnard’s 
conceptual scheme: “although comprising the processes of society which are 
unconscious as contrasted with those of formal organization which are 
conscious, [it] has two important classes of effects: (a) it establishes certain 
attitudes, understandings, customs, habits, institutions; and (b) it creates the 
condition under which formal organization may arise” (p. 116). 
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It also seems worthwhile to point out that Barnard is not a methodological 
individualist as some have suggested, and therefore, the view that “there is 
created something new in the world that is more or less than or different in 
quantity and quality from anything present in the sum of the efforts of the 
[contributors]” (p. 79) is a view which governs his book. He addresses questions 
as to “whether the whole is more than the sum of the parts; whether a system 
should be considered as merely an aggregate of its components; whether a 
system of cooperative efforts, that is, an organization, is something more or less 
than or different from its constituent efforts; whether there emerge from the 
system properties which are not inherent in the parts” clearly in support of a 
non-reductive view of organization (p. 79), is seen to be of fundamental 
importance. For Barnard, organizations as systems of cooperation are “social 
creatures”, “alive”, and the complex realities that provide the context for their 
concrete existence cannot be limited to just that which can be easily verbalized 
or represented, or indeed easily formalized. This is emphasized over and over 
again by Barnard when he discusses the disjuncture between the abstract and the 
concrete, the nature of logical and non-logical thought processes, the synthesis 
of formal and informal organization, and the necessity of the executive to 
perceive organization ‘as a whole’. 

 

Taken together, Barnard adopts a relational and activity-based view of 
organization, drawing explicit parallels with Durkheim, Pareto and Weber, each 
of whom, in his view, emphasised action as fundamental within their own 
conceptual schemes (see Barnard, 1968 [1938], pp. 68-69). Such a concept of 
organization departs from the everyday ‘entitative’ view, while simultaneously 
upholding its formal aspects. He does acknowledge that “it is highly abstract and 
to many seems unrealistic. Indeed, in everyday work, for most purposes I 
continue to conceive of an organisation as constituted of a group of people, 
usually restricted to those ‘on the payroll’. But for more general and for 



 

 

 
229 

scientific purposes I became convinced that such a restricted and ‘practical’ 
concept was inadequate” (Barnard, 1948, p. vi).  

 

Like Henderson, Barnard viewed a conceptual scheme as a “convenient 
instrument for getting on terms with the world” (Isaac, 2012, p. 69). This 
means that our theories must inductively keep pace with changes in the world, 
including those potentially precipitated by our own theorizing: 

I take it that a theory is a comprehensive explanation of a situation, of a state 
of affairs, of a course of events or action, of what takes place. Many theories 
are bad, many are trivial, some are important, some are good, none are 
final… Theories are not final because, though they must fit the facts 
approximately, they serve to change the facts, not only by making it possible 
to discover new facts which must then be taken into account, but by 
modifying what we conceive to be a fact. For a fact is not a thing or event, it is 
a statement about a thing or event, and it is impossible, or nearly so, to make 
a statement without implying some theory of events – what is ‘important’, for 
instance. Thus every statement of fact is an abstraction… something 
conceived in the mind, about a phenomenon, an observed aspect of a thing or 
event. Such an idea is also known as a concept (Barnard, 1948 [1940]-a, pp. 
129-130). 

Although he is self-consciously developing theory, he is also adamant that it 
should be judged on the basis of its usefulness in ordering executive practice. 
Indeed, his own explanation of the purpose and utility of assembling his 
conceptual scheme of ‘formal organization’ clearly distinguishes it from the 
theorising indicative of the metaphysical stance we see today (see du Gay & 
Vikkelsø, 2017). Rather than construct an abstract conceptual scheme in the 
service of ‘theory’ or the assembly of a deductive ‘organization science’, 
Barnard’s rationale closely and clearly parallels the Deweyan notions of 
warranted assertability and a pragmatic conception of truth, whereby the ‘truth’ 
of a claim or action is determined situationally, based on consequences or 
usefulness with respect to a purpose or an end-in-view.  Barnard (1968 [1938], 
p. 10) is emphatic: “What is ‘correct’ depends upon the purpose”. In his view,  
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[t]here are ideas or concepts which … are products of general knowledge, 
theories, experience, the sense of things, imagination. They are constructed 
out of whole cloth, as it were, though not arbitrarily… to help give an 
explanation, that is, to help make a theory. They are likely to be deemed good 
if the theory works, that is, if the theory explains particular and general facts 
satisfactorily. The question whether such concepts are true or false often 
makes no sense, and as to some of the most useful it can be asserted that they 
never can be proven true or false. Their function is to organize ideas and facts. 
This is the kind of thing I mean by ‘concept’ or ‘construct’ in The 
Functions…The use of such concepts or leading ideas is to furnish the 
framework of a theory, that is, a workable explanation of a vast number of 
facts. It is necessary to have such a framework to [have]… some place to start 
getting order out of bewildering chaos and to have enough rigidity – 
‘consistency’ – to keep things in order long enough at least to consider them. 
It is necessary to have more than one such concept to make a theory. If the 
reader will regard a fundamental concept as merely an important way of 
looking at things, he will understand that a complex set of facts requires more 
than one way of looking at things – different angles of view, more than one 
dimension. I call a set of fundamental concepts furnishing the framework of a 
theory a ‘conceptual scheme’. It is not complete. Like most such things, this 
conceptual scheme will have to evolve in the process of using what we have 
(Barnard, 1948 [1940]-a, p. 131).  

He confirms the utility of his concept of organization with respect to his own 
executive experience with it, when he states: 

After nine years of experience with it, it continues, for me, a more 
convenient and effective intellectual tool than any I know for working with 
the subject. Indeed, even for practical purposes I found it an extremely useful 
concept in the work of developing and managing the United Service 
Organisations, Inc. (USO), during World War II, the most difficult single 
organisation and management task in my experience (Barnard, 1948, pp. vi-
vii). 

“The final test of this conceptual scheme is whether its use will make possible a 
more effective conscious promotion and manipulation of cooperation among 
men; that is, whether in practice it can increase the predictive capacity of 
competent men in this field” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], pp. 73-74). Barnard is clear 
that the text itself is provisional, but he also indicates that it is protreptic, 
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seeking not only to inform but also to form. At least with respect to the 
cultivation of his own organizational persona, the ‘practitioner’ and ‘theorist’ 
influences are symbiotic. By distilling his own experiences into a unified theory, 
he is hoping it may call forth new moments of reflexivity, or of clarity, that will 
positively inform his practical conduct. He conceives of his ongoing experience 
as engaged in a pattern of inquiry, simultaneously acting as a sort of ‘test’ of his 
theoretical exposition.48  From his point of view, the book will have been 
successful if it enables him and others to make sense of their practice in new 
ways: 

What most convinces me the thing is worth while has been its reaction on my 
capacity to understand and to observe what is going on before my eyes. What 
I should like to do is to use the present scheme as a base for the accumulation 
of evidence, say, through a period of ten years and then to do the whole job 
over again. This is not likely to be what actually will occur, and in any event I 
should have to treat it strictly in the nature of a hobby (Letter from Barnard to 
Henderson dated 7th April 1938, inWalter-Busch, 1985, p. 140).  

He hopes his theory may precipitate or bring vitality to a ‘science of 
organization’, though as I have already hinted, with the benefit of hindsight it 
becomes clear that he understands this to mean something strictly at odds with 
the sort of deductive science that eventually took hold.  

 

 
48 Barnard indicates that the ongoing mutual influence between his executive practice and 
his organizational theorising could be correctly conceived in terms of Deweyan inquiry. He 
says: “in larger organized endeavors and even in the personal action of some individuals, 
specific plans are not discrete but are interrelated steps in a series, stages in a more or less 
continuous process of planning. As the situation changes, estimates become facts or errors, 
the ‘givens’ are altered, the purposes are revised, new commitments are made. The 
chapters on this process of combining action and thought systematically could, I suspect, be 
written almost in the form and partly in the language of Dewey’s Logic, for the process of 
inquiry to attain valid knowledge is, I take it, but a special case of the general theory of 
intellectually guided purposeful action” (Barnard, 1948 [1943], p. 169). 
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In fact, Barnard would have been incredibly disapproving of the positivist and 
deductive trajectory that has characterised much of that ‘science’ from the post-
WWII period through today (he of course also would have disapproved of the 
relatively more recent deconstructionist trajectory, but for different reasons). 
His private correspondence with Herbert Simon, which was made available by 
Wolf (1995a), indicates that he contributed fairly detailed commentary on early 
drafts of Simon’s (1947 [1945]) Administrative Behaviour, and that he came to 
hold the final manuscript generally in high regard. But this same 
correspondence, and indeed his Foreword (1945b) to that book indicate tensions 
and suspicions about the necessary limitations of Simon’s approach for informing 
organizational life, an approach that nonetheless came to set the field’s 
conceptual limits under the tutelage of the Carnegie School. O'Connor (2012, 
Chapter 7) has discussed their epistemological disconnect at length, so I will not 
repeat it here, but one thing that is certain is that Simon’s ascendancy amongst 
professional academics had the disastrous effect not only of separating 
sociological experience from psychological cognition, but also ‘disappearing’ the 
practical-ethical comportment so central to Barnard’s work. The result is a 
research pursuit unable to fulfil Barnard’s own vision for the emerging field. 
This is partially captured by this brief exchange between William Wolf and 
Barnard during his final interview (see Wolf, 1973, pp. 22-23): 

 

Wolf asks:  

Herbert Simon, for one, seems to be building more and more complex 
models for business decision making; he is moving in the direction of 
quantifying, putting it on a computer, coming up with the correct decision, or 
relatively correct decision. What’s your reaction to the quantitative approach 
to business decision making? 

Barnard’s verdict is clear:  

It may prove useful when sufficiently developed and when its limitations are 
also thoroughly understood. I would say in the field of aeronautics and 
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modern electricity that there’s a good deal that could not ever have been 
attained by intuitive familiarity.  Particularly in the case of airplanes, there is 
very much that has been dependent upon pure mathematical calculation that 
would be outside the range of the ordinary human capacity to dope out; but 
you couldn’t run an airplane industry on it. While I think that the mathematical-
model method of Simon’s may prove useful in an intellectual sense, I have yet 
to be shown that it will enable men effectively to put the whole picture 
together, which is what you have to do in a running stream of events. You 
have to assume a too static world to operate in some of these techniques. 

This marked a clear inflection point in the history of organization science, the 
fallout from which we contend with every time we struggle to reconcile 
‘theory’ and ‘practice’, or ‘rigour’ and ‘relevance’. Barnard was prescient on 
this point. 

 

5.5.1.4 Organizational discourse as distinct from organization 

Barnard (1948 [1939], p. 32) was preoccupied by the discrepancy between the 
theoretical or abstract and the concrete, or between the “verbalization of ideas 
and the specific activities to which they refer”. Despite the abstract nature of 
Barnard’s conceptual scheme of organization, therefore, unlike those subscribed 
to a ‘metaphysical stance’, or those who went on to pursue a deductive science 
of organization, Barnard maintains ultimate recourse to concrete experience and 
the actual work of ‘doing’ organization. His terms are formulated from his 
observation and experience, and when he is engaged in abstraction he is clear 
that he is, and is clear about why. For instance, when he brackets social, physical 
or other complexities for the purposes of making a specific point or to highlight 
a specific relation, he is consistent in reminding his reader that this is artificial to 
experience, and serves a purely analytical purpose. In other words, even 
abstraction does not serve a general purpose in his writing. It is attended to a 
specific analytical or explanatory problem, used to bring simplification, clarity, 
force, or comparison to a claim.  
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For example, when discussing the role of ‘persons’ within the concept 
‘organization’ he draws attention to their complexity, plurality and multiple 
memberships, indicating that their inclusion in the definition of ‘organization’ is 
most useful in “particular instances” but not for “general purposes”. While many 
readers may interpret this as somehow overlooking the richness of human 
experience – sanitizing or rationalizing persons – this could not be further from 
Barnard’s point. Rather, it is an admission that the highly concrete, specific, 
contextual and variable nature of persons and groups, to the extent that they are 
included in a general formulation of organization, will render the signifiers 
[‘group’, ‘organization’, ‘cooperative system’] vacuous and therefore 
meaningless. He is establishing analytic specificity for his terms, knowing that 
his concepts will lose any meaningful referent if he does not differentiate, for 
instance, personal from organizational action, formal from informal 
organization, a cooperative system directed towards a purpose from social habits 
or culture, broadly conceived. He is avoiding precisely the sort of ‘double-talk’ 
which arises when, as in our contemporary state of affairs, the word 
‘organization’ is riddled with so much semantic and conceptual ambiguity, that 
one can scantly decipher what, precisely, it refers to in any given instance (see 
also Urwick, 1967). Importantly, at no point does Barnard insinuate that these 
analytic distinctions are or can be maintained in practice. The mistake arises 
when theoretical representations, claims, or simplifications invoked for analysis 
– for instance, ‘all else being equal’ – come to stand in for the multifaceted 
reality of actual situations.  

 

In contrast, he insists that such an analysis is never sufficient for developing 
organizational understanding and is not to be treated as a substitute for gaining 
experience in concrete and practical affairs. Although in developing his 
conceptual scheme he is clearly operating in the realm of scientific discourse, he 
does not allow this to obscure the primacy of experience in dealing with matters 
of organization. He is the first to warn that a theoretical system is distinct from 
concrete or practical activity, and that only by inculcating or cultivating a sense 
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of organization can one be translated into the other. He laments “the tendency 
of those who are most expert in the operation of generalizations… to forget that 
abstractions and generalizations are not concrete events… This is, of course, 
granted in an intellectual sense; but it is often ignored in the active attitudes” 
(Barnard, 1986 [1937], p. 71). Although Barnard respects and dignifies 
intellectual work, he clearly differentiates it from the work of organization both 
in terms of purpose and method:  

The differences between men of affairs and scholars are clearly not that one 
group deals in abstractions and the other not…The difference lies rather in 
the purposes of abstractions and the extent to which important abstractions 
lying below the level of consciousness, thought and verbalization, for their 
respective purposes, are effective. For the man of affairs the purpose is, in its 
highest form, truth in concrete action – that events shall conform to a scheme 
felt to be right… The aptitudes and skills which are required are quite 
different; … they are different methods, for different purposes (p. 69).  

Unlike scientists routinely working with these kinds of abstractions, and who 
often mistake the representation for the thing itself, Barnard is insistent that this 
kind organizational discourse, while useful for certain purposes, is not 
organization (see e.g. Barnard, 1968 [1938], pp. 65-66, 71-74, 73n). The latter 
must be exercised in and through concrete experience and entails an 
organizational comportment that must take effect in-the-world. On this point, 
Barnard’s attitude consistently parallels the distinction put forward by Hadot 
(1995, pp. 266-267), between philosophical discourse, and philosophy, or in 
the case of Barnard, between levels of organizational discourse and organization. 
Approaching The Functions – clearly in the realm of the former – without regard 
for this distinction precludes a faithful reading of Barnard’s text, and in so doing 
predisposes the reader to entirely misconstrue his motivations, efforts, and the 
potential scope of his contributions.  
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5.5.2 Barnard’s organizational experience 

For Barnard, understanding decision processes – both amongst organizational 
members and executives – was of crucial importance for taking stock of the 
complex realities of human relations in their individual, group and 
organizational aspects. In his pivotal lecture “Mind in Everyday Affairs” (1995 
[1936]), delivered as part of the Cyrus Fogg Brackett Lectureship Series in 
Applied Engineering at Princeton University, Barnard promises to present a 
“personal attitude” concerning the mental aspects of human beings in the work 
of everyday affairs, an “understanding that would underlie in part the advice that 
[he] might give to young people concerning their careers, or that would explain 
[his] attitude or conduct with reference to many business and public problems” 
(p. 9). His comments arise out of his practical experience and their usefulness 
lies in what may be drawn from them in aid of improving the personal 
development and conduct of his audience (p. 25). He continues these thoughts 
in parts of The Functions, but his most in-depth treatment of the nature of 
decision-making is to be found in a hitherto  unpublished manuscript which was 
unearthed by William B. Wolf in Barnard’s personal papers titled, ‘The 
significance of decisive behaviour in social action: notes on the nature of decision’ (1995 
[1940]), hereafter referred to as ‘The notes’.49 In it, Barnard clarifies that “the 
structure and operation of organizations were largely determined by the 
requirements of the processes both of organized decisions and of the decisions of 
individuals functioning in organization” (p. 41). He therefore came to see the 

 
49 The manuscript was precipitated by a conversation which Barnard had at a dinner hosted 
by Lawrence Henderson for the Sociology 23 course (see Appendix I for details and 
participants), the subject of which – decision processes – began to preoccupy Barnard. It 
was a preliminary examination, a ‘crude’ provisional outline of his thinking on the topic, 
structured as twelve ‘notes’ (though note XII was never sent or found, and likely never 
written), some of which were dimensions of potential chapters for an imagined future 
book, though this unfortunately never came to fruition (see correspondence between 
Barnard and Henderson in Barnard, 1995 [1940], p. 31).  
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nature of decision as a central undertaking in his effort to understand formal 
organization as a system of cooperation.  

 

Importantly, Barnard’s conceptualization of the decision process departs 
significantly from the predominantly cognitive process that is usually presumed. 
He was particularly motivated to bridge what he identified as a hiatus between 
psychology and sociology, in which social institutions were accepted as products 
or outcomes of behaviour but, as with interactions between individuals or 
external conditions, had not yet been adequately considered in terms of their 
converse influence on the behaviour and comportment of individuals. 
Furthermore, while institutions, norms and socialized attitudes were beginning 
to be considered with respect to psychoanalysis, for instance, the role of 
organizations, their limitations and properties, and their bearing on individual 
conduct and decision in particular, as a mode of behaviour, was scarcely 
examined, he thought. And yet, he felt that the narrow conception of individual 
behaviour as driven by purely ‘cognitive’ or ‘intellectual’ internal processes was 
abortive for understanding actual human relations and conduct within 
organizations, and crucially, the means for their education or development.  

 

Although he does not explicitly reference it, Barnard’s ideas on this matter 
coalesce rather neatly with Dewey’s (1922) writings on Human Nature and 
Conduct, particularly his notion of habit and its role in forming disposition, which 
although addressed towards different primary concerns, nonetheless shares 
considerable ground with Barnard’s own contemplations about the influence of 
social custom and social conditioning through various forms of experience, on 
what he calls ‘non-logical’ intuition and responsive acts of behaviour. Barnard 
explicitly accepts Dewey’s as a sound theory of inquiry that is active in a logico-
experimental mode of decisive behaviour, but we gain even more insight about 
how he viewed the configuration between this and organizational experience, 
character and conduct when we grasp his own understanding of habituated 
action in everyday affairs. Therefore, although it may seem like an obscure 
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philosophical detour, I will proceed in the next sub-section to elaborate the 
distinction he put forward between logical and non-logical thought processes. 
This will be succeeded by his own analysis of the decisive mode of behaviour in 
terms of Dewey’s (1938b) Logic, before turning towards a discussion of the 
importance of actively seeking out occasions for experience as a method of 
educating an organizational comportment and a honed capacity for situational 
judgement against a backdrop of a ‘sense of the whole’ organization. I conclude 
this section with a vignette showcasing his engagement in an exercise of 
organizational casuistry for purposes of teaching that neatly characterises the 
above points.   

 

5.5.2.1 Logical and non-logical thought processes 

Picking up on some indications laid out by Pareto (1917) in his Traité de 
Sociologie Générale, Barnard first finds cause to decipher logical from non-logical 
thought processes (not to be confused with ‘illogical’ thoughts which are 
incorrect in directing ends-in-view), or what may be understood as conscious 
reasoning versus what we may now refer to as tacit, intuitive, or embodied 
knowledge. He later refines this terminology, using instead ‘decisive behaviour’ 
and ‘responsive behaviour’, respectively (Barnard, 1995 [1940], pp. 34-35). 
Nonetheless, non-logical processes are conditioned largely without conscious 
effort by physiological factors, the physical and social environment, but “also 
consist of the mass of facts, patterns, concepts, techniques, abstractions, and generally 
what we call formal knowledge or beliefs, which are impressed on our minds more or less by 
conscious effort and study. This second source of non-logical and mental processes greatly 
increases with directed experience, study and education” (Barnard, 1995 [1936], p. 10) 
but are nonetheless enacted intuitively at the point of decision. Whether 
because the processes are integrated below the level of consciousness, or are 
complex or instantaneous, the latter’s reasoning is difficult to verbalise and only 
comes to be known through a judgement, decision or action being taken. 
Despite the difficulty involved in articulating this seemingly nebulous or 
intangible influence on human behaviour, Barnard insists that: 
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Non-logical mental processes run all the way from the unreasoning 
determination not to put the hand in the fire twice, to the handling of a mass 
of experience or a complex of abstractions in a flash. We could not do any 
work without this kind of mental process. Some of it is so unexplainable that 
we call it ‘intuition’. A great deal of it passes under the name of ‘good 
judgement’. Some of it is called ‘inspiration’ and occasionally it is the ‘stroke 
of genius’. But most of it is called ‘sense’, ‘good sense’ or ‘common sense’, 
‘judgement’ or the ‘bright idea’” (p. 12). 

Both logical and non-logical processes condition reaching conclusions, making 
decisions and solving problems, the former via explicitly logical analysis or 
calculation regarding relevant causes and effects, and the latter through 
extensive experiences in life synthesising mental training for the proper 
coordination of various specific situations and problems. Although there is a 
mutual distrust projected onto these forms of reasoning, Barnard’s interest is 
absolutely not to suggest that one is ‘superior’ or more ‘correct’ than the other. 
He rather suggests that although different forms of work and the nature of 
different situations and problems necessitate more or less explicit reasoning (the 
mathematician versus the salesman, for instance) neither is sufficient on its own 
for addressing problems at the level of the concrete. Instead, he emphasises the 
necessity of both for cultivating a dual-capacity for detailed examination of facts 
whilst retaining the nerve to make quick decisions when this is called for by the 
practical exigencies of the situation.  

 

Barnard is seeking to recalibrate our understanding of decision processes in line 
with how they actually take effect in the world. He says, 

The most interesting and astounding contradiction in life is to me the constant 
insistence by nearly all people on ‘logic’, ‘logical reasoning’, ‘sound 
reasoning’ on the one hand, and, on the other, their inability to display it, and 
their unwillingness to accept it when displayed by others (p. 10). 

Although the general bias tends to favour ‘logical’, ‘intellectual’, or what in this 
respect is often termed ‘rational’ thinking (even if this is frequently applied or 
justified retrospectively or with the effect of concealing actual motives) as the 
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basis for action, this tends to prevent a recognition of the important role played 
by judgement conditioned by experience, and likewise overlooks the crucial 
importance of being able to adjust oneself and one’s thought processes in the 
direction of a specific problem at hand. Reassuringly, Barnard is similarly critical 
of those ‘practical men’, who in contrast, come to deprecate the intellectual or 
the theoretical; who see feeling as a substitute for thinking. He is emphatic that 
this is not the choice available (see Barnard, 1986 [1937], p. 74). He is not 
aiming to undermine the importance of formal reasoning, but he is seeking to 
overturn the relative derision aimed at non-logical, intuitive, experiential, or 
otherwise termed knowledge that is so influential in directing observed 
behaviour and decisions, and so pertinent to what we frequently term 
‘character’.  

 

Barnard distinguishes three purposes or objects of mental effort which, in 
addition to how secure or uncertain the material of our decisions, and the speed 
with which they must be taken, in part determine whether logical or non-logical 
processes are or should be held dominant. These are firstly, to ascertain the truth, 
which Barnard sees not as some singular or transcendent ideal, but rather 
determined in a disciplinary sense, such that both the premises and the reasoning 
can withstand examination under techniques effective within a given field, 
including the tests of experiment and experience. Because a claim must be 
subject to verbalisation in order to meet these tests, this process is necessarily 
logical. Secondly, to determine a course of action, which is to say to orient decision 
toward the future, requires some degree of speculation absent of certainty. In 
Barnard’s view, excessive rigorous reasoning here indicates an imbalance 
between the logical and non-logical, a balance which is difficult to strike if a 
question is treated merely as an intellectual problem absent the “frame of mind” 
moulded by the weight of responsibility that demands taking a decision even in 
the face of numerous intangibles and potentially with a sense of urgency. 
Thirdly, is to persuade. Although we frequently privilege sound reasoning as the 
basis for persuasion, Barnard (1995 [1936], p. 15) is more probing: 
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Reasons must be given, but they must appeal to those attitudes, predilections, 
prejudices, emotions, the mental background, which govern actions. This 
implies a task of great difficulty. It requires discerning the mental state and 
processes of the person to be convinced, adopting his mentality, ‘sensing’ 
what is valid from his point of view and meeting it by apparently rational 
expression… A little reflection will indicate that this is a great intellectual 
feat… The talent for doing it is outstanding in salesmen, teachers, statesmen, 
clergymen, possessing, of course, other necessary qualifications. 

Crucially, in his view, an underappreciation of either form of mental process 
stunts our ability to perceive the context of learning and operation of persuasion 
– both exercises in formation – and the kinds of both academic and practical 
training and experience that can and will substantially condition organizational 
decision-making and conduct.  Moreover, a blindness towards the differences in 
mental attitudes, points of view, or ways of thinking that exist apart from 
differences in knowledge or facts, combined with a lack of agreement about 
what constitutes the proper intellectual basis for opinion or deliberate action, or 
in other words, what is considered good evidence, proof or justification, 
substantially influences organizational behaviour. These divergences are the 
source of very important practical difficulties, including with respect to 
attaining mutual understanding between persons or groups, and therefore are 
overlooked or written-off at executives’ peril. Therefore, although these 
considerations may at first seem somewhat removed from the detail of formal 
organization or executive practice, Barnard understood that a correct 
understanding of human decision and behaviour in this respect was fundamental 
to avoid managing on the basis of fictions.50 The opposite tendency indeed 
presages much of the difficulty that we continue to face in addressing  not only 
the ‘relevance’ problem of management research and the persistent dichotomy 
between understandings of ‘theory’ and ‘practice’, but also our relative 

 
50 ‘Fiction’ as used by Barnard (1995 [1936], p. 19), is “an assertion that a fundamental 
statement is true when it is recognized that its truth cannot be demonstrated either by 
theoretical reasoning or by experimental evidence”.  
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bafflement about how to effectively inculcate students with precisely the kind of 
responsible practical-ethical organizational comportment that Barnard upholds. 

 

5.5.2.2 Decisive behaviour as an exercise in Deweyan inquiry 

In supplement to the non-logical, habituated, dispostional mode of action which 
is typically employed in the ‘running stream of events’, Barnard is aware that 
certain problematic situations arise which call for explicit elaboration and 
investigation that must proceed according to a pattern of inquiry (see for 
instance Wolf, 1973, p. 24). This includes the necessary effort to secure 
agreement around the problem identification and the collective pursuit of 
purposes or ends-in-view so that any determined outcome or course of action is 
accepted and operable. For instance, he says: 

Often… when a solution is available it will not be accepted unless the 
problem itself is either acknowledged as such by reliance upon a responsible 
authority or is recognized and accepted by agreement and understanding. 
Otherwise a correct solution is merely ‘one man’s idea a little queer’; and a 
‘solution’ is something that cannot be made effective because it will not be 
used. This seems often not to be adequately taken into account in the 
discussion of social and organization ‘remedies’ (Barnard, 1948 [1940]-b, p. 
82). 

Although Dewey’s work is not directed at nor presented through a vernacular of 
decision-making, Barnard draws at length on Dewey’s (1938b) Logic: A Theory of 
Inquiry as a primary reference in his own formulation of decisive behaviour in 
the executive process, especially that which is logical, experimental, or 
investigative (see especially Notes II and V in Barnard, 1995 [1940]; see also 
Chapter XIV in The Functions). It is worth quoting him at length, in part to 
witness his interpretation of Dewey’s work as it relates to his own. Under a 
heading titled “the organization of the situation”, he says,  

the acceptance of an end, however presented, as an end-in-view is the 
beginning of decisive behaviour… Without an end-in-view, every situation is 
indeterminate, confused, chaotic and infinitely complex. Action taken in it 
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without an organizing end would be unintelligent, purely responsive and 
reactive, though it might be intelligible in the sense of ‘appropriately 
adapted’…Dewey’s chapter VI [The Pattern of Inquiry] in his Logic… states a 
substantially similar conception (Barnard, 1995 [1940], p. 51). 

He goes on: 

A situation is an infinite complex of physical and usually social elements and 
systems in interaction with the organic individual. The resolution of the 
situation to intelligibility is a process of isolation of elements significant from 
some ‘point of view’, and, end-in-view, purpose… An objective at once 
serves to organize the situation by the selection of parts or aspects of the total 
situation for attention (p. 51).  

Nonetheless, the ability to discriminate features of a situation gives way to a 
process of discerning the strategic factors.  

This is the process of relegating certain factors to the background as 
complementary, of taking certain others to be important or limiting factors 
and of selecting among the latter those on which operations or change by 
action could affect the future situation in an effective way as respects the 
attainment of the end-in-view. This I have sufficiently covered in my book 
[The Functions, ch. XIV], as has Dewey with respect to the special kind of 
action – inquiry – in his Logic. 
 
There can be no doubt that this phase of the process of decision is susceptible 
to resolution in many circumstances by logical and logico-experimental 
processes, not only in scientific investigation and experimentation, but also in 
technological work, in diagnosis (both physiological and other), in economic 
operations and in the management of affairs. The field of attention may be 
analytically scrutinized in the light of knowledge, tests may be made and 
experimental procedures followed, for the purpose of determining the 
limiting factors and of ascertaining those which are operable (p. 53). 

However, he repeats himself for emphasis, “that such processes involve other 
decisions, frequently numerous, and that the underlying decisions will not be 
made even in this phase by logical processes... the emphasis which is always 
placed on experience and prior training in connection with such work indicates 
to what extent conditioning, habit and memory actually operate” (p. 53). This 
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leads us to consider not only the means by which we can cultivate a capacity for 
inquiry, but also the influences upon and the means for educating the habitual 
and dispositional aspects of the individual such that they become adept at 
‘sensing’ and appropriately discerning the ‘total situation’ and its pertinent or 
strategic factors in service of a collectively agreed and appropriately determined 
purpose or ‘end-in-view’. 

 

5.5.2.3 The executive process and the ‘sense of the whole’ 

A cultivated capacity of just this sort is central to what he calls ‘the executive 
process’ (see Chapter XVI, Barnard, 1968 [1938]). Barnard isolates the 
executive process for analytic purposes and in order to discuss the specialised 
responsibility of executives and leaders with respect to decisive behaviour, 
though he once again insists that the distinct elements of this have no 
independent concrete basis, but rather are parts or aspects of a process of 
organization as a whole. Indeed, accepting the ‘sense of the whole’ as the 
dominant basis for decision with respect to just what effective and efficient51 

action will facilitate attainment of organizational purpose, is a distinctive 
function of the executive. Although he recognises that many of the means 
utilized are “to a considerable extent concrete acts logically determined”, he 
nonetheless emphasises that:  

 
51 Barnard’s usage of ‘efficient’ and ‘effective’ in relation to individual and organizational 
action depart from colloquial and economic usage. He says: “When a specific desired end is 
attained we shall say that the action is ‘effective’. When the unsought consequences of the 
action are more important than the attainment of the desired end and are dissatisfactory, 
effective action, we shall say, is ‘inefficient’. When the unsought consequences are 
unimportant or trivial, the action is ‘efficient’. Moreover, it sometimes happens that the 
end sought is not attained, but the unsought consequences satisfy desires or motives not the 
‘cause’ of the action. We shall then regard such action as efficient but not effective” 
(Barnard, 1968 [1938]; see also p. 26-32, 43, 91-95 for the efficiency and effectivness of 
organization action and cooperation ) 



 

 

 
245 

the essential aspect of the process is the sensing of the organization as a whole 
and the total situation relevant to it. It transcends the capacity of merely 
intellectual methods, and the techniques of discriminating the factors of the 
situation. The terms pertinent to it are ‘feeling’, ‘judgement’, ‘sense’, 
‘proportion’, ‘balance’, ‘appropriateness’. It is a matter of art rather than 
science, and is aesthetic rather than logical. For this reason it is recognized 
rather than described and is known by its effects rather than by analysis 
(Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 235). 

The executive process is therefore “one of integration of the whole, of finding 
the effective balance between the local and the broad considerations, between 
the general and the specific requirements” (p. 238). This primary function is 
obscured by an over-emphasis on economic aspects, but it is central to actual 
observed executive conduct. Nonetheless, Barnard notes that although this is 
easily grasped intellectually, it is most difficult to grasp so far as the approach to 
concrete situations is concerned. This is because sense of a situation as a whole is 
conditioned by intimate and habitual association with it, and because much of 
what must be considered is embedded in tacit and non-logical knowledge as 
described above.  

 

Although Barnard recognises that formal study and education are of course 
valuable for building a stock of knowledge and information, he is not convinced 
that it is helpful – and is potentially counterproductive – for honing a sense for 
the situation, which is better attained through significant experience. In his 
view, “analysis, which broadly is characteristic of intellectual processes 
especially in the early stages of education and experience, is the reverse of the 
process of combining elements, of the treatment of them as whole systems 
involved in concrete decisive action, for instance in persuasion. As a result of 
intellectual training, many prefer to recognize only what has been stated or is 
susceptible of statement and to disregard what has not been stated or is not 
susceptible of statement” (Barnard, 1986 [1937], p. 103). In Barnard’s view, 
this leaves many vulnerable to what Alfred North Whitehead Whitehead (1926, 
Chapter III) termed the ‘fallacy of misplaced concreteness’, or the propensity to 
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confuse the fact with the thing and of an aspect with an indescribable whole, in 
the disregard of the interdependence of the known and the unknown” (Barnard, 
1986 [1937], p. 103). This occurs when a statement, fact or concept and the 
concrete thing to which it refers become conflated or their distinctiveness 
ignored, much as I described above in drawing the distinction between 
organizational discourse and organization. In Barnard’s view, much of our 
thinking about organized efforts is limited as well as confused, because we 
mistake the analysis and abstractions that we must and do make use of in 
everyday conduct, or indeed in organizational theorising, for the concrete 
situation and the full scope of the demands it calls forth.  

 

For instance, with respect to leadership and human relations, he cautions that: 

Many of the noteworthy efforts of the scientist, teacher, lawyer, physician, 
architect, engineer, clergyman – to take professions in which intellectual 
discipline and experience are indispensable – are expressions not of intellect 
but of skills, the effective behavior by which the appropriate adjustment to the 
infinite complexity of the concrete is accomplished… Nowhere is the 
emphasis upon fact to the exclusion of the thing to which it relates more 
harmful, it seems to me, than in the human side of industrial relations. We 
may think of employees as mechanics, clerks, laborers, or as members of an 
organization, but to lead requires to feel them as embodying a thousand 
emotions and relationships with others and with the physical environment, of 
which for the most part we can have no knowledge (pp. 103-104). 

Likewise, although executives do engage in analysis as part of decisive 
behaviour, Barnard claims that “the decision itself is synthetic”. The background 
to an analysis of, for instance, strategic factors, comprises the whole situation to 
which the decision relates. He elaborates that, “this whole situation may be 
analysed into physical, biological, social, psychological – and if you will – 
economic elements or factors, as I have incessantly emphasized; nevertheless the 
analysis is not the end but the beginning of purposive action” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], 
p. 239, emphasis added). These reservations lead Barnard to emphasise 
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experience and experiential learning as the means through which one can 
cultivate this ‘sense’ of organization. 

 

5.5.2.4 Occasions of experience the cultivation of situational judgement 

Barnard’s embrace of Deweyan notions of inquiry, and its manifestation in his 
own experimental attitude, is further reflected in his constant effort to expand 
the nature and scope of his organizational experience, an explicit endeavour 
aimed at challenging and diversifying his understanding of organization in 
different contexts, thereby cultivating his own capacity for situational 
judgement. As one might expect from an executive who once described himself 
as ‘obsessed’ with the nature of decisive behavior relevant to organizations 
(Barnard, 1995 [1940], pp. 28-29), Barnard was self-consciously aware of the 
relationship between the depth and breadth of experience and one’s capacity for 
situational judgement. As this section will demonstrate, he makes this explicit 
time and again, not only in the course of explaining his own sweeping 
professional biography, but also in his advice given to others, and perhaps most 
forensically in the case materials he prepared and used for teaching a course on 
‘concrete sociology’ at Harvard, in which he examines his own process of case-
based reasoning, or what I later term organizational casuistry.  

 

Barnard uses the word ‘experience’ to cover, “the properties, characteristics and 
capacities that are impressed on the organism in the course of its life, by living 
and interacting with its environment, and which manifest themselves at any 
given time under any given conditions by activity and behaviour in such a way 
that this behaviour is different than it would otherwise be” (p. 79). It is 
therefore intimately connected to the formation of habit and disposition, as 
already noted above. Speaking about The Nature of Leadership (1948 [1940]-b) at 
once to a group of reserve army officers, and separately to a group of business 
executives at a conference hosted by the Harvard Graduate School of Business 
Administration, he urges his respective audiences to avoid the common error of 
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regarding experience primarily as a matter of repetition of action through a 
period of time, for which he instead uses the term ‘practice’.52 Not only does 
the passage of time (e.g. ‘x’ hours, days, weeks, months of ‘experience’) fail to 
account for differential speeds of learning, but as Barnard points out “the 
possibility of learning depends on activity. If nothing happens, little can be 
learned. Significant experience is secured largely by adapting one’s self to 
varieties of conditions and by acquiring the sense of the appropriate in variations 
of action” (Barnard, 1948 [1940]-b, p. 105). Especially with respect to 
leadership, which is not adequately developed through technical or specialised 
mastery, this may be facilitated by an individual seeking out intentionally diverse 
career opportunities, or as is now often the case, through rotation within a 
particular company, but tends not to be sufficiently developed through formal 
education alone, except as it provides opportunities for participation in extra-
curricular activities.  

 

Mirroring his own diverse resumé, he frequently encourages students and 
graduates to amass differentiated experience and seek out diverse opportunities 
in order to gain an awareness of their professional usefulness and cultivate their 
own sense of judgement and ‘sense of the appropriate’. He implores those so 
inclined “to develop themselves, to seek for themselves the occasions and 

 
52 Dewey likewise warns against reducing ‘habit’ to ‘repetition’, for which he uses 
‘routine’. He is clear that habit should seen in much the same way that I use 
‘comportment’, ‘disposition’ or indeed ‘stance’: “While it is admitted that the word habit 
has been used [here] in a somewhat broader sense than is usual, we must protest against the 
tendency in psychological literature to limit its meaning to repetition. This usage is much 
less in accord with popular usage than is the wider way in which we have used the word. It 
assumes from the start the identity of habit with routine. Repetition is in no sense the 
essence of habit. Tendency to repeat acts is an incident of many habits but not of all… The 
essence of habit is an acquired predisposition to ways or modes of response, not to 
particular acts except as, under special conditions, these express a way of behaving. Habit 
means special sensitiveness or accessibility to certain classes of stimuli, standing 
predilections and aversions, rather than bare recurrence of specific acts” (Dewey, 1922, p. 
32). 



 

 

 
249 

opportunities when leadership is needed, to learn the ways of making 
themselves sought as leaders, to acquire experience in leading by doing it” (p. 
106). He adds to this a personal note with regard to seeking ‘occasions of 
experience’, which is wholly commensurate with his own personal ethos as 
evidenced by his professional biography as outlined in Appendix I: 

I have myself been so encouraged and inspired in my youth and since then… 
to give such encouragement seems to me an important private and social duty; 
but I believe whatever we do in this respect will be harmful if not done in full 
realization that there is no substitute for the experience of recognizing and seizing 
opportunities, or for making one’s own place unaided and against interference and 
obstacles; for these kinds of abilities are precisely those that followers expect in 
leaders (p. 107, emphasis in original). 

He acknowledges the difficulty and personal fortitude that this often entails. For 
instance, “one of these difficulties is that of adjustment to a new kind of work or 
a new position. I recall that several times when my position changed, even 
though I had in advance all the essential knowledge required, it took many 
months to function adequately and acceptably. A different point of view seemed 
to call for a rather complete mental readjustment” (Barnard, 1995 [1936], p. 9). 
It is the accumulation of experience within these diverse contexts, and the 
ability to reflect upon and learn from the differences and similarities in what 
each requires, that supports the broader cultivation of a capacity for just the 
kind of mental readjustment and ‘sense’ that Barnard identifies with the 
executive process. 

 

In recounting his own drive towards acquiring diverse experience – a pursuit he 
continued throughout his life and career in ways far more ambitious than what 
he is at base suggesting – and in response to a business associate asking why he 
would waste his time “with these people” (Barnard was serving on a committee 
of the National Association of Manufacturers, at the request of Donaldson 
Brown of Du Pont), he explains: 
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Look, every one of these things that I get connected with has two things: one 
is the immediate, practical, pragmatic question of what you can do to help 
out, but the second is it’s always a laboratory for me. This is where I found 
out how people really work; I couldn’t do it by sitting on the outside. You 
have to be on the inside to do that (Wolf, 1973, p. 13).  

With this it becomes clear the extent to which Barnard approached not only his 
organizational theorising but also his organizational experience as concomitant 
elements of his own personal self-cultivation. He worked with a keen eye and 
demonstrated a deep commitment toward continuous learning and 
development. Barnard is self-described as a participant-observer. He says: 

It’s a very difficult role! It would ruin most men to try to do it…You have to 
be Dr. Jeckyll and you have to be Mr. Hyde. You have to split your 
personality, and I acquired a technique for doing it. I never could have written 
a book if I hadn’t done that…if the people who have an intuitive familiarity 
with the subject can also be articulate about it, you get what you are looking 
for. But if they’re merely articulate, it’s artificial, it doesn’t ring” (p. 13).  

As he himself admits, this demanded that he capably traverse two  personae - 
one engaged in executive practice  -  active, concrete, situational, immediate, 
complex and intuitive - and the other based in the realm of the theorist - 
observant, reflective, experimental, discursive, reasoned and analytical - which 
although distinct, nonetheless were reciprocal in furnishing his overall stance 
towards organization.   

 

The invocation of multiple personae consistently resurfaces in Barnard’s 
accounts not only of his own efforts as a practitioner-theorist, but also of 
persons occupying roles and offices, and acting differentially based on personal 
versus executive responsibility. That he took seriously the delineation of 
privileges, responsibilities, and purposes attendant to separate personae and life-
orders is evident even in what seems like a relatively mundane reflection on 
what would now fall under research ethics. In referring to the confidentiality of 
much of his executive experiences that animate his book, he says: “My 
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possession of the knowledge is due to a special privilege. It’s like servants in the 
house, they’re not supposed to talk about what goes on in the house because 
they are only there as privileged persons for limited purposes. That’s why it’s so 
difficult; or I’ll put it another way, that’s why my book had to be in highly 
abstract terms” (p. 43). Here Barnard is clearly concerned with not 
transgressing the boundaries of the office within which information and learning 
was acquired. He affords a consideration of plural personhood and ethical life-
orders even more gravity when he casts them as a central feature of executive 
responsibility and when he discusses the navigation of the attendant moral 
conflicts in carrying out executive work – a discussion which I will return to in 
the next section. But first, it seems apt to delve into one instance where an 
account of Barnard’s situational judgement within a specific case has been 
prepared by him for demonstration. By way of this example, I will argue that his 
exercise of situational judgement – for which one becomes prepared by the 
conditioning of conduct in experience – is an exercise in organizational 
casuistry, itself a paradigm of moral executive conduct. 

 

5.5.2.5 Organizational casuistry 

In the tradition of William James, Barnard was attuned to see management and 
organization comprised by the “running stream of events” (Wolf, 1974, p. 3). 
On numerous occasions during his interview with William Wolf, when he is 
pressed to identify critical episodes in his experience, Barnard evades or rejects 
the invitation. As he explains, “the main difficulty is that… It’s extremely 
difficult to isolate a particular episode in a stream of events… Things don’t cut 
off the way you’d like them to, you can’t isolate them as you can a good many 
physical and chemical problems” (Wolf, 1973, p. 44). While he accepted that it 
was useful for teaching to extract illustrative examples or case studies, he made 
sure to qualify that this was artificial to experience. “You’d have to be very 
careful to warn your students that that’s exactly what it is, not to assume that 
the beginning and end are the beginning and the end that you state for purposes 
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of convenience at the time” (p. 45). He qualified his own case-based teaching in 
precisely this way. 

 

For a few years running from 1938 through 1941, Barnard participated as a 
guest presenter in Lawrence Henderson’s class ‘Sociology 23 – Concrete 
Sociology: A Study of Cases’. I discuss the context and import of this course 
with respect to an influential Harvard milieu, and Barnard’s contributions to it, 
in detail in Appendix I. The premise was that a range of highly qualified 
scientists and professionals would each present a primary case with they were 
personally and intimately familiar, in the tradition of a ‘post-operative’ or ‘post-
mortem’ seminar which was common practice in American medical schools at 
the time, whereby the purpose is to dissect ‘what really happened’ (see also 
Wolf, 1973, p. 24). The aim was to acquire familiarity with material by 
working in or with it. 

 

Barnard presented a case titled Riot of the Unemployed at Trenton, N.J. (1948 
[1935]-a), which documented his role in negotiating through an incident which 
transpired during his tenure as State Director of the New Jersey Relief 
Administration, the body which was responsible for providing welfare assistance 
throughout the state of New Jersey during the great depression. Barnard 
provides a play-by-play account of the social and political context, the facts of 
the situation, the participants involved, the details of the physical environment 
in which conferences for mediation took place, the unfolding sequence of 
events, his active assumptions during the process and any shifts or revisions that 
occurred, and his justifications and rationale for his own actions and decisions in 
the concrete situation. In other words, he gives as comprehensive description of 
the ‘total situation’ as is practicable in a post-hoc account. 

 

The combination of his ‘sense’ of the situation furnished by prior experience in 
similar and different settings, with an active process of inquiry in seeking to 
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resolve this problematic situation, resulted in sound situational judgement that 
resolved the problem amicably and agreeably without further incident. It is clear 
that whilst he was embedded in the actual practical situation, he was exercising a 
cultivated organizational casuistry which drew upon his broad organizational 
experience to manifest specific case-based judgments that were, by practical 
necessity, context-bound, local, concrete and consequential. He reflects that 
although he held certain parameters for what would constitute a successful 
outcome as an ‘end-in-view’, what he determined to be ‘right’, ‘correct’, 
‘appropriate’ or ‘good’ conduct commensurate with his role in this concrete 
case, emerged only as the details of the case itself unfolded. In other words, he 
was fully subscribed to the “casuistic insistence on the ethical necessity of a 
principle of specific judgement” (Condren, 2006, p. 172). He reflects that, 

At any rate, to say what to do and when, requires an understanding of a great 
many things ‘on the whole’, ‘taking everything into account’, in their 
relations to some purpose or intention or result – an understanding that leads 
to distinguishing effectively between the important and the unimportant in the 
particular concrete situation, between what can and what cannot be done, 
between what will probably succeed and what will probably not, between 
what will weaken cooperation and what will increase it (Barnard, 1948 
[1940]-b, pp. 86-87, emphasis in original). 

The process of retrospectively recounting this incident in a classroom setting is 
also an exercise is case-based reasoning, but Barnard is careful not to conflate 
the two. As he says, during the case situation, the action is: 

concrete, synthetic, responsive, intuitive, not logical or analytical. At the time 
my position was the center of the situation from my point of view. Everything 
else was environment. I acted in, reacted to, and acted on that environment… 
On the night following the events, I analysed the case. This was for the 
purpose of guiding future action of myself or anyone else… What did it 
mean? What were the consequences? Who should deal with it? This analysis is 
directed not toward knowledge but toward further action, intended to 
condition future more or less intuitive behaviour or to select the ground of 
action … I now participate in the case by the present analysis. This is intended 
for knowledge, not action (Barnard, 1948 [1935]-a, pp. 58-59).  
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Although he describes his active reasoning, decision-making and conduct in the 
immediate situation, and its relationship to reflexive analysis before, during, and 
after the situation based on the multitude of purposes, facts, personalities, 
emotions, sentiments and other social factors at play in the ‘total situation’, he 
insists upon the processes of rationalization involved in explaining and 
translating action taken in situ in a live stream of events for demonstration, in 
this case for the purpose of teaching using an intellectual conceptual scheme.53 
His point is not one about perspective, accuracy or misrepresentation of the 
facts, characters, or outcomes of the case. Rather, he is adamant that it would 
be misleading to separate the interpretive content of the case from the acts 
involved in preparing and presenting it as a case. In other words, he is at pains to 
emphasize to the students that the apparent deliberative structure of means-ends 
reasoning is artificial to the situation. The situational judgement exercised in the 
total situation of the riot was born out of repeated exposure to and 
interpretation of similar and different events in concrete experience which 
enabled him to be attentive to the strategic factors of the case and to ‘sense’ the 
situation at hand. It is this judgement, applied casuistically, which is being 
exercised as a [skilled] executive navigates a particular situation, particularly one 
primarily involving human and social relations. The subsequent phases of 
analysis and articulation are indeed important for learning, for furnishing a habit 
of mind, and for directing future action, and for instruction, but they do not 
indicate the concrete experience of the situation. 

 

Although scantly acknowledged in contemporary uses of the ‘case method’ in 
management teaching, the processes of case-based reasoning and the specific 
judgements which they call forth, are embedded in a paradigm of moral conduct 
that not only carries the weight of determining the appropriate or ethical course 

 
53 As I mention when introducing Henderson’s course in Appendix I, all speakers were 
obliged to analyse their respective cases with respect to the conceptual scheme elaborated 
by Pareto (2016) in his Trattato di Sociologia Generale (see also the French translation which 
Barnard cites: Pareto (2017) Traité de Sociologie Générale). 
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of action in situ, but also implicates the persona of the one who reasons.54 
Because judgement gives form and determination to a concrete situation, it is 
inherently weighted with moral ramifications. Firstly, Barnard (1986 [1950], p. 
137) holds the ends in pursuit of which judgment is oriented to be of great 
importance. He says, “it seems to me that the greatest need for judgment relates 
to the formulating of aims and goals because they involve determination of 
purpose and establishment of values” (p. 137). Second to this, the means of 
judgement, “the willingness and the ability to exercise judgment in time of 
need, like the awareness of immediate situations, is inseparable from the 
concept of responsibility” (pp. 136-137). Few are capable of ‘good’ expert 
judgement and fewer still are also ready to run the risks of decision.  

 

In Barnard’s view, the import of judgement combined with the difficulty of its 
repeated sound execution, situates a capacity for ‘good’ and ‘moral’ situational 
judgement at the apex of human competence. He does not accept the exercise 
of ‘good’ judgement as an easy, passive, or mundane achievement, but on the 
contrary, one that is active, and requires experience, education, and effort over 
a period of time. Most crucially, it requires that an ability to perceive a ‘sense of 
the whole’ and discriminate between the important elements has become 
habituated in line with the responsibilities of the relevant personality, whether 
personal or professional. He notes that “the difference between mere guessing 
and judgement cannot be evident in the individual case… good or bad judgement is 
evident in a series of cases by the results. If we did not too commonly ascribe good 
judgement to mere knowledge and professional technique, we would appreciate 
more than we do how great the difference in the quality of non-logical minds” 
(Barnard, 1995 [1936], p. 18, emphasis added). Clearly, Barnard is not naïve 

 
54 For two excellent discussions of casuistry as a paradigm of moral conduct which eschews 
the application of invariable principles in favour of attending to particular moral cases and 
circumstances, see Jonsen & Toulmin’s (1988) The Abuse of Casuistry: A History of Moral 
Reasoning, and Condren’s (2006) chapter titled ‘Casuistry as the mediation of office’ in his 
book Argument and Authority in Early Modern England. 
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about the quality of judgements that would arise from individuals acting in an 
untrained capacity. He says, for instance, that: 

If an inventory of the reasonings of competent intellects could be made it 
would be found that an extremely high percentage was in error. This is the 
implied verdict of both scientific and practical men in their insistence that 
inferences from reasoning as a general rule should not be accepted without 
experimental test in the scientific case, and without the test of experience in 
the case of ordinary affairs. Most reasoning readily received is accepted 
because it confirms what we already understand or believe, or because it is the 
expression of an authority which we would accept without such reasoning (p. 
11). 

It follows that Barnard is not calling for men of affairs to act based on personal 
opinion or whim as though their position alone ensures sound reasoning. As 
with Dewey (1948 [1920]), he is careful to defend against the idea that he is 
promoting a personal instrumentalism or a sort of ‘inherent’ intuition as the 
basis for decision. Rather, cultivating an organizational ‘sense’ is an active 
process, born out of processes of inquiry addressed towards diverse occasions of 
experience. In other words, to cultivate a persona attendant to the practical 
demands and opportunities of organizing requires not only immersion in 
normative and technical regimes of conduct that constitute formal organization 
but also an inquiring attitude directed at conditions of actuality and 
consequences of action in-the-world.  

 

He makes a similar point when he lends support to the integrity of individual 
managers against the typical broad-brush claim – still current – that “business 
sucks” whilst simultaneously stating just what comportment is required of 
them.55 He says: 

 
55 For a recent rebuttal of this deleterious narrative with respect to effecting meaningful 
reform in the realm of business ethics, see Freeman’s (2018) recent essay The ‘Business Sucks’ 
Story. 
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Perhaps some will think that again I am voicing an impracticable ideal in 
personnel relations, especially those who think they observe in the real world 
of industrial relations little evidence of honesty and sincerity. It is not so. 
Many large and innumerable small employers operate essentially on this basis 
as a matter of course. Many may believe that employees do not respond to fair 
and honest management. I am convinced to the contrary. The test of the 
correctness of this view is best obtained under adverse circumstances. I have 
myself seen large groups of employees voluntarily and wholeheartedly 
cooperate to increase individual and collective efficiency and production in 
order to reduce expenses when it was recognized that the immediate effect 
was to the pecuniary disadvantage of the employees themselves. The 
importance of such collaboration to all involved is incalculable. It is neither 
justified, nor can it be obtained, except on the basis of a confidence inspired 
by experience. The respect of an organization or of a management can be 
acquired only as it is that of the individual – not by what he says today or said 
yesterday but by both word and deed through a succession of many days (Barnard, 
1948 [1935]-b, p. 12)(Barnard, O&M, p. 12). 

Integrity is witnessed not in a single act but in a pattern of conduct, a 
disposition, or a comportment. This turns us towards Barnard’s reflection on 
the meaning and ethics of executive responsibility. 

 

5.5.3 Barnard’s executive responsibility  

According to Barnard, the discernment required to maintain a sense of the 
whole “is not intellectual in its important aspect; it is aesthetic and moral. Thus 
its exercise involves the sense of fitness, of the appropriate, and that capacity 
which is known as responsibility – the final expression for the achievement of 
cooperation” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 257). 

 

By responsibility, Barnard did not mean a generic ‘corporate responsibility’ as it 
is now conceived, though it is absolutely the case that Barnard also held a broad 
commitment to humanism that strongly underpins his conception of the role of 
business in society, and the treatment of individuals in organizations, as 
Andrews (1968, p. xx), Wolf (1974), and O'Connor (2012) have all shown. 
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Rather, more specifically, Barnard referred to the nature and role of 
responsibility within formal organization, including its implications for business 
morality and conduct, and the responsibility of the executive in particular for 
cultivating a sound moral climate. Although he expressed a wish to elaborate 
this connection further prior to this death, he nonetheless goes some way 
towards indicating his position in The Functions, and in his published paper, 
Elementary Conditions of Business Morals (1958) which was originally delivered as a 
lecture at the University of California, Berkeley but subsequently appeared in 
the inaugural issue of the California Management Review. 

 

He highlights that action in formal organizations depends in many ways on not 
only personal choice, which is often over-emphasised,56 but also motives, 
values, attitudes, appraisals of utility, norms of conduct and ideals (Barnard, 
1968 [1938], p. 258). Much decision therefore carries moral import. 
Recognition of this configures Barnard’s understanding of numerous elements of 
structure and process that comprise his conceptual scheme as evidenced 
throughout The Functions, including in relation to personal psychology and 
satisfaction within organization, and factors such as the economy of incentives, 
the operation of persuasion, the exercise of authority, processes of decision, and 
the moral aspect of form-giving entailed by specific judgements arrived at 

 
56 Barnard remarks that the extent of personal choice is often exaggerated, with leaders 
attributing what are really failures of their own ability to facilitate the acceptance of 
responsibility, or to secure cooperation, onto individuals themselves. “Hence, the failure of 
individuals to conform is erroneously ascribed to deliberate opposition when they cannot 
conform”. Instead, “a part of the effort to determine individual behavior [should] take the 
form of altering the conditions of behavior, including a conditioning of the individual by 
training, by the inculcation of attitudes, by the construction of incentives. This constitutes a 
large part of the executive process… Failure to recognize this position is among the 
important sources of error in executive work; it also results in disorganization and in 
abortive measures of reform” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 15).  
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through a process of organizational casuistry. In this respect, though, the 
crescendo of his treatise arrives in Chapter XVII (pp. 258-284) when he 
discusses the nature of executive responsibility and leadership, wherein the 
moral aspects of cooperation are brought to the fore. I hold his discussion to be 
amongst the most inspired accounts of the moral factor of organization, or of 
“business morals” that we have. In my view it provides significant scope to 
reconsider the nature of ethics, responsibility, and conduct within 
contemporary organizations, and indeed the relationship between ‘business 
morality’ or business ethics and society at large. 

 

5.5.3.1 Organization personality and individual personality 

In Elementary Conditions of Business Morals (1958), Barnard considers morality and 
ethics as he came to understand and experience them as existing and operating 
in formal organizations throughout his career. His last published paper, it is a 
fitting as a culmination of his organizational understanding and his organizational 
life. In it he describes his perplexity concerning the seeming failure of existing 
moral doctrines, largely based in Judeo-Christian ethics, to find application or 
relevance to the moral problems he encountered in the world of affairs.  

I refer to the facts that the major ethical systems throughout the world relate 
almost exclusively to the behavior of individuals as such, as members of 
families and as members of religious communities but very little to their 
behavior as citizens or as members of other organizations; and that they do not 
cover the conduct of formal organizations or corporate bodies. The latter are 
generally regarded as impersonal and amoral, though subject to legal 
responsibilities and in some respects to criminal sanctions. Thus ethical 
systems do not comprehend social action as distinguished from the action of 
individuals, nor do they adequately cover the functional behavior of men as 
members of organizations. The implicit assumption is that the ethics to which 
men conform as free moral agents are applicable to their acts when dominated 
extra-personally by organization, or that they otherwise are morally bound 
not so to act (Barnard, 1945a, pp. 2-3). 
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This is in part because of their inoperability in situations unanticipated by or 
exceptional to ultimate principles, but also because of the embedded assumption 
of a personal-relations ethic whereby organizations and institutions would 
become superfluous ‘if only’ sinful behaviour could be eliminated. According to 
Barnard, this leaves these doctrines poorly equipped to positively and effectively 
regulate just those organizations and institutions.  

 

And yet, he notes that over time he came to recognize that “cooperation among 
men, through formal organizations of their activities, creates moralities” 
(Barnard, 1958, p. 2, emphasis added). Not least, formal organization 
propagates a distinctive type of morality that operates separately from, though 
of course remains in relationship to, other moral institutions. In his words, “as 
social systems, organizations give expression to or reflect mores, patterns of 
culture, implicit assumptions as to the world, deep convictions, unconscious 
beliefs that make them largely autonomous moral institutions on which 
instrumental political, economic, religious, or other functions are superimposed 
or from which they evolve” (p. 2). This realization is consistent with Weber’s 
assertion of the existence of distinctive ethical orderings of life, and likewise 
echoes the practical conflicts in ethics that Dewey was so consumed by and 
aimed to reform.  

 

His expressed idea, that there are “varieties of moralities”, that “there may be 
numerous systems or codes or attitudes of morality and that cooperation in 
formal organizations creates such systems or codes or attitudes” was not only 
uncommon but clearly contentious (p. 4). For instance, Wolf, when 
interviewing Barnard, raised concern that Barnard’s article had “posed some 
very serious problems in my mind, this concept of multiple systems of morality 
or moral pluralism”. To this Barnard replied: “Well, it bothers you a lot until 
you analyze yourself or your friends and see that that’s exactly what they do” 
(Wolf, 1973, p. 31).  
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In an organizational setting, different moralities may be implied by technical and 
functional divisions which often come into practical conflict (e.g. accounting, 
financial, legal, organizational). Furthermore, Barnard shows that not only 
personal responsibility and official responsibility, but also personnel loyalties, 
corporate responsibility, organizational loyalties, economic responsibility, 
technical and technological responsibility, and legal responsibility, bear moral 
characteristics and considerations that run deeper than their typical technical, 
economic or legal interpretation. For instance, he discusses the not uncommon 
moral commitment to working and producing to a high standard against 
potential strategic or economic calculations, the avoidance of waste and 
inefficiency not only as a matter of economic calculation but because it seen to 
be morally repugnant or sinful, or considerations about proper adherence to 
legal parameters, not only to avoid negative sanctions but due to the broader 
ramifications for equity and justice of respecting legal institutions. When 
Barnard invokes ‘morals’ he is absolutely not referring to an abstracted or 
universal ‘virtue ethics’ that can be seen apart from the organizational domain. 
He is however, recognizing that all of the activity which transpires in 
organizations, the various decisions that order organizational life, and indeed the 
manner in which executives give form to organizational purpose and conduct, 
all have moral elements and ramifications. It follows that moral climate will 
differ substantially across contexts and types of organizations in pursuit of 
different purposes.57 A comparative or taxonomic study would be informative in 
this respect.  

 

 
57 By this he does not primarily mean that climate will differ on a continuum of ‘good’ to 
‘bad’, but rather that different contexts give rise to different moralities that guide what is 
necessary or appropriate conduct given the purpose toward which the organization is 
assembled. For example, an organization operating in a ‘safety-critical’ industry may be 
subject to different moral priorities than an educational institution, which is different again 
from a public bureau formally accountable to the public and bound by a civil service code. 
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Most pertinent for the present analysis, Barnard comes to identify distinct moral 
institutions with different moral codes attached to ‘personal’ and 
‘organizational’ or ‘official’ responsibility. Throughout The Functions, Barnard 
frequently invokes – implicitly and explicitly – the notions of ‘individual’ and 
‘organizational’ personality. Indeed, he begins and ends the substantive chapters 
of his book with reflections aimed at this dual-form of personhood, firstly for 
definitional purposes in order to specify what he means by ‘person’ and 
‘individual’ and how they should be understood within and outwith his 
conceptual scheme,58 and finally in regard to the practical difficulty and ethical 
importance of effectively navigating these two personalities. Whereas a strictly 
personal morality necessarily continues to function within organizations as 
amongst the informal relations between individuals, most concrete business 
behaviour is not in the realm of personal interest, and therefore reliance on this 
‘code’ is not on its own sufficient to furnish a paradigm of moral conduct that is 
also conducive to upholding formal organization. Rather, “business morality 
relates to [the] ‘good of the organization’, ‘interests of society’, ‘prescriptions of 
law’… The fact that personal interests are not involved leads many to fail to 
recognize that adherence to organization interest, to correct procedure… 
becomes not technical, but moral in the sense just stated” (Barnard, 1958, p. 4). 
This is where ‘official responsibility’ or ‘organizational personality’ emerge as 
distinctively ethical paradigms of moral conduct in the context of 
administration. Acting in an official role, an employee or executive deploys 

 
58 For instance, with respect to the willingness to cooperate in pursuit of organizational 
purpose, Barnard clarifies that “What [a given task directed towards a purpose] means to 
each man personally is not here in question, but what he thinks it means to the organization 
as a whole. The distinction emphasized is of first importance. It suggests the fact that every 
participant in an organization may be regarded as having a dual personality – an organization 
personality and an individual personality…In referring to the aspects of purpose as 
cooperatively viewed, we are alluding to the organization personality of individuals” 
(Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 88). 
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officially representative action, not personal action, and the ethics dictating each 
may not be identical with one another.596061  

 

It is the responsibility of the executive, guided by a cultivated sense of official 
judgement, to firstly recognize the ethical codes commensurate with his role or 
office, and secondly, to navigate the sometimes ambiguous or irreconcilable 
(with respect to individual personality) demands in service of the organization. 
It is incumbent upon an executive to operate according to ‘official’ moral codes 
and to encourage the same amongst organizational members. Of course, it is 
also within their remit to ensure that moral codes are functional with respect to 
organization purpose and that willingness to cooperate in service to the latter 
can be secured from organizational members. Extrapolating from his own 
efforts at practically self-adjudicating between ‘individual personality’ and 
‘organizational personality’, Barnard readily acknowledges the perennial 
difficulty of this task and the conflicts which frequently emerge.  

 

 
59 The extreme example of this is when a policeman or soldier is obligated to exercise lethal 
force in the (legal and proper) discharge of his duties without any implication of (personal) 
immorality. 
60 Barnard goes on to discuss how an ‘ethics of office’ applies not only within the bounds of 
a role, but also has the effect of creating an ethical structure of roles, relationships and 
(official) loyalties within a formal organization. This sort of ethical distribution of roles and 
responsibilities is precisely indicated by Weber’s bureaucratic ideal and upheld by the 
bureaucratic ethic and an ethics of office (see e.g. du Gay, 2008, 2017). 
61 Barnard is not naïve about the negative perceptions of the public (in his own time) – 
sometimes vindicated – concerning the amorality or immorality of business. He considers 
various reasons for the vacuum of ideas and understanding concerning business morals and 
the dynamics that give rise to instances of misbehaviour and widespread public derision. He 
also considers the contradictory attribution of legal personhood to corporations, which 
gives the impression that they do or should operate according to a personal morality, when 
in actual fact this obscures a proper consideration the their distinctive ‘representational’, 
‘organizational’, or ‘official’ morality. 
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5.5.3.2 The conflict of ‘moral codes’ 

Before confining ourselves to the expression of moral codes and their 
negotiation within the setting of formal organizations, it is crucial to introduce 
how Barnard conceived of what he called ‘moral codes’. Barnard (1968 [1938], 
p. 261) defines morals as “personal forces or propensities of a general and stable 
character in individuals which tend to inhibit, control, or modify inconsistent 
immediate specific desires, impulses, or interests, and to intensify those which 
are consistent with such propensities”. The effect of these propensities on desire 
is “a matter of sentiment, feeling, emotion, internal compulsion, rather than one 
of rational processes or deliberation, although in many instances such tendencies 
are subject to rationalization and occasionally to logical processes”. When a 
moral tendency is strong, there exists a condition of responsibility, by which he 
means an injunction to act or not act in a certain way in order to bring values or 
morals to fruition in conduct. Importantly, morals should not be presumed as 
inherent characteristics which pre-exist a person’s passage through the world. 
Rather,  

morals arise from forces external to the individual as a person. Some of them 
are believed by many to be directly of supernatural origin; some of them 
derive from the social environment, including general, political, religious, and 
economic environments; some of them arise from experience of the physical 
environment, and from biological properties and phylogenetic history; some 
from technological practice or habit. Many moral forces are inculcated in the 
individual by education and training; and many of them accrue through 
absorption, as it were, from the environment – by limitation or emulation, 
and perhaps also in the negative form of absence from concrete experience (p. 
262). 

Although Barnard finds it convenient to think of these propensities as 
constituting a ‘private code of conduct’ consisting of both positive and negative 
prescriptions, he is clear that in actuality morals are an “active resultant of 
accumulated influences on persons, evident only from action in concrete 
conditions. That is, they are to be inferred from conduct under actual 
conditions, and to some extent from the verbal reflections of sentiments” (p. 
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262). Because moral propensities are acquired through different means, from 
different sources of influence, and in diverse circumstances, and are likewise 
directed at various types of activities, he postulates several sets of propensities 
or ‘moral codes’ as present simultaneously in the same person. Conceiving of 
personal morals in this way places Barnard clearly on the side of a belief in plural 
personhood as contrasted with a unified self, as discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

These several private moral codes govern individual conduct and also determine 
‘moral status’, whether simple, complex, high, low, comprehensive or narrow, 
though as Barnard notes, moral status and responsibility are not identical. The 
latter indicates the “power of a particular private code of morals to control the 
conduct of the individual in the presence of strong contrary desires or impulses” 
(p. 263). Therefore, one who possesses responsibility, or the capacity of 
responsibility, will conduct themselves substantially in accord with the moral 
code attendant to a given field of activity. Or in other words, even under 
adverse immediate conditions, their conduct within a specific life-order is more 
likely to be effectively ‘dominated’ by the moral code conditioned and 
presumed relevant for that domain. This also means that one may conceivably 
act with greater responsibility in one area of life, and with relatively less 
responsibility in a different ethical ordering of life.62 The existence of several 
private moral codes which govern individual conduct means that specific acts or 

 
62 Note that ‘responsibility’ here connotes a force – of the likely fidelity between a held 
moral code and actual observed conduct. It may more easily be thought of as the degree of 
conviction with which a given moral code is repeatedly brought to bear in action. It does 
not connote any ‘objective’ correctness about what is morally ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Someone 
with high moral status but low responsibility may therefore be less likely to act in 
accordance with their moral codes when confronted with an actual situation or dilemma. 
Conversely, someone with, say, low moral status but high responsibility, may act with great 
conviction in ways that are weakly constrained by morals. The appraisal of moral status is 
frequently confused with capacity for responsibility, when, for instance, an observer judges 
another’s conduct as irresponsible not on the basis of the latter’s conformance to their own 
personal codes, but rather as being against the former’s codes.  
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concrete situations give rise not only to challenges but also to conflicts between 
moral codes. 

 

Although Barnard recognizes that – at that time in the United States – most 
publicly articulated codes, seen as ‘the’ moral codes, were derived from Judeo-
Christian religious institutions, he nonetheless points out, for instance, that 
codes relating to patriotism and duties of citizens, integrity in commercial 
conduct, manners in social conduct, the impersonality of conduct in the delivery 
of civil services, or the conduct specific to a craft or vocation, which may see 
doing things in the ‘right’ way as morally laden, are all indicative of the 
existence of sometimes consistent and otherwise divergent, but nonetheless 
plural moral codes.63 Amongst them, “the private code of morals which derives 
from a definite formal organization is one aspect of what we have previously 
referred to as the ‘organization personality’ (p. 270). All cooperative efforts 
involve requisite responsibilities that are inconsistent, contradictory or 
conflictual. In other words, “if there are simultaneously in effect different sets of 
moralities, then there is likely to be ethical conflict or dilemmas of loyalties and 
responsibilities” (Barnard, 1958, pp. 9-10).  

 

The moral nature of conflicts which arise in formal organization is often 
minimized by seeing them only in terms of ‘personal’ conflicts between 
individual colleagues, or ‘conflicts of interest’, whether economic, political, or 
status-oriented, or say, as difference of opinion as to strategic direction nor 
some technological intervention. In some cases, ‘objective’ conflicts are so 
embedded they may not even be recognized, for instance the contradiction 

 
63 Barnard felt that in his own time, those most publicly professed – usually religiously-
derived – codes were exclusively assigned ‘moral’ status, whereas these ‘other’ codes were 
relegated to attitudes, influences, psychological characteristics, technological standards, 
politics, etc. The effect is to conceal the moral import and operability of these codes in 
concrete situations. 
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between lobbying on behalf of a firm’s interests while extolling the superiority 
of ‘competition’. In other cases, the propensity to rationalize decisions may 
obscure or subvert recognition of the moral struggles implied by ‘subjective’ 
conflicts or dilemmas. In Barnard’s view, a lack of acceptance about the plurality 
of moral codes in the first instance, exacerbated by a lack of communication and 
discussion about the moral elements of formal organization – both within and 
without the organization, including with the public – leads to significant local 
and public misunderstanding about the concrete nature and difficulty of business 
morality which calls for further investigation. In my view, these difficulties 
remain contemporary. 

 

Considering conduct within organizations using this frame is insightful and calls 
for a consideration of the bearing of a specific moral climate that may be 
manifest in a unit, division, or organization, on what codes may be conditioning 
organizational members, intentionally and unintentionally, including through 
the observation of which codes are routinely transgressed or upheld, and how 
violations are handled. As Barnard (1968 [1938], p. 269) notes, 

Some codes, being the accumulated effect of custom, general opinion, and 
similar ‘states of mind’ of society, and of informal organizations of large and 
small size, have usually no specific sanctions associated with them which 
support their moral power. Other codes arise from experience and contact 
with formal organizations. These often have specific sanctions related to some 
details of conduct pertinent to them. 

Nonetheless, in Barnard’s view, although sanctions can help establish what the 
moral codes are, they cannot inculcate responsibility for upholding them. This is 
because if codes are adhered to under a feeling of duress, whether from the fear 
of penalties or discharge, then the active mechanism driving conformance is not 
the moral factor of responsibility, but rather negative inducements or 
incentives. The latter are not sufficient to declare a standard of good citizenship 
or of exercising the ‘organizational personality’ bound by an ethics of office. 
According to Barnard, “only the deep convictions that operate regardless of 
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either specific penalties or specific rewards are the stuff of high responsibility” 
(p. 270).  

 

Consequently, he notes that “the assent of an individual to an order or 
requirement of an organization, that is, the question of whether he will grant 
authority to it, is very complex” (p. 270), depending on the attractiveness or 
deterrent of the incentive or sanction applied to the action, whether the 
individual has a moral code derived from the organization, whether the situation 
provokes a conflict of codes, the priority of the organizational code amongst 
others, how many codes are in competition, his sense of responsibility, and so 
on. When dominantly held codes come into conflict with one another in a 
concrete situation, it is felt as a serious personal issue. It may result in a feeling 
of paralysis or loss of decisiveness, or it may result in the violation of one code 
in favour of the other. In the latter case, Barnard is clear that although such a 
violation may initially result in guilt, discomfort, dissatisfaction, or other 
negative emotions, the repeated violation may – as a matter of habit – come to 
erode or destroy that code “unless it is kept alive by continuing external 
influences” (p. 264).64  

 

 
64 ‘External influences’ could include any extra-organizational or personal influences, but 
could also include the normative standards within an industry or regulatory sphere, or with 
respect to the broader economic discourse. The type of conduct society is prepared to 
condone or even celebrate, goes well beyond the parameters of formal organization and 
business morality, and implicates the broader attitudes and ideals of society and its 
significant institutions, whether economic, political, educative, religious, etc. Casual 
observation of current trends in the Anglo-American west would certainly indicate that 
those who exercise low moral status with high responsibility are, at the present moment, 
more often venerated than they are negatively sanctioned, especially by public sentiment. 
This refers to those ‘strong men’ who adhere to their codes rigidly in the face of great 
difficulties, even when these may be misguided from standpoint of their office. Boris 
Johnson’s recent landslide re-election in the United Kingdom, despite publicly broadcasted 
transgressions of constitutional precept, is an unfortunate example.   
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If, under conditions of employment or other formal obligation, one is constantly 
being made to relinquish their own personal morality in favour of moral codes 
deriving from the organization, eventually the sense of asymmetry within the 
organizational context may diminish.  This can operate in ‘positive’ or 
‘negative’ directions, which is why the purposes that give form to the moral codes 
of an organization are so central to Barnard’s whole conceptual scheme and 
imbue the whole concrete operation of formal organization with moral 
character. For instance, the same dynamic between ‘individual’ and 
‘organizational’ personality may result in the normalizing of corporate mis-
behaviour amongst individuals who are otherwise of ‘high’ personal moral 
status, or could alternatively train a civil servant to exercise their duties 
‘without fear or favour’, or alternatively could affect the disciplining of military 
personnel which helps ensure their personal safety, national security interests, 
and international treaty obligations during combat. Having a sound moral 
climate commensurate with the purposes of an organization is crucial, and the 
executive’s role in creating it is amongst the most important executive 
functions.  

 

5.5.3.3 Moral complexity and the creative aspect of executive responsibility 

As one progresses up the hierarchy, one becomes exposed to greater moral 
complexity. This is due, not only to increased exposure to action arriving from 
numerous directions that calls for active decision, but also because the process 
of decision becomes morally and technically more complex, bringing with it an 
increased burden of potential moral conflict. It follows that by virtue of their 
position or office, the executive inhabits a more complex moral landscape than 
might otherwise be the case. Of course, “every executive possesses, 
independently of the position he occupies, personal moral codes. [But], when 
the individual is placed in an executive position there are immediately 
incumbent upon him, officially at least, several additional codes that are codes of 
his organization. Codes of the organization are themselves accruals largely of 
intangible forces, influences, habitual practices, which must be accepted as a 
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whole” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 273, emphasis in original). Therefore, 
although not exclusive to managing affairs, “executive positions (a) imply a 
complex morality, and (b) require a high capacity of responsibility, (c) under 
conditions of activity, necessitating (d) commensurate general and specific 
technical abilities as a moral factor… In addition there is required (e) the faculty 
of creating morals for others” (p. 272, emphasis in original). I will return to the 
last of these in the next section. Notwithstanding, executive responsibility 
therefore entails the capacity of being “firmly governed by moral codes – against 
inconsistent immediate impulses, desires, or interests” (p. 274). The capacity to 
reasonably foresee how an executive is likely to act or not act under a variety of 
circumstances is sometimes termed ‘dependability’ and is broadly indicative of 
what is meant by ‘character’.  

 

The navigation of conflicting organizational codes within a context of moral 
complexity and a high sense of responsibility, calls for a combination of 
situational judgement and logical analysis. I previously referred to this as a form 
of case-based reasoning, or organizational casuistry, whereas Barnard refers to 
the judicial process of the executive functions. “The judicial process, from the 
executive point of view, is one of morally justifying a change or redefinition or 
new particularizing of purpose so that the sense of conformance to moral codes 
is secured” (p. 280). For instance, in the case of conflicting organizational codes, 
Barnard suggests carrying out further analysis of the total situation with a view 
to “more accurate determination of the strategic factor of the situation” (p. 276) 
which may lead to the discovery of a viable substitute action that avoids the 
moral violation, or alternatively, to re-cast the detailed purposes in line with the 
more general organizational purposes in a manner that is more morally 
acceptable. Both options require the executive to possess the ability for 
discrimination and analysis, but also imagination, invention, innovation and 
determination.  The repeated effort to explore alternative solutions to moral 
conflicts may effectively condition experience in the direction of moral 
imagination and constructive ability to the benefit of all codes. In other words, 
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navigating moral complexity by constructing substitute courses of action may, 
over time, aid the development of a complex but contextually sensitive moral 
sensibility that can be exercised appropriately in specific situations.65  Being in 
possession of such a sensibility, and having the capacity to exercise it in the 
‘running stream of events’ of organization, is a necessary component of what I 
have referred to as an organizational disposition, comportment, or persona. 

 

As Barnard (1968 [1938], p. 272) notes, though, “a condition of complex 
morality, great activity, and high responsibility cannot continue without 
commensurate ability”. If one is capable but lacking an adequate complex of 
moralities or a high sense of responsibility, then incompetence, confusion, or 
impropriety may ensue. On the other hand, if one possesses the requisite 
morality without the requisite skill, fatal indecision, emotional or impulsive 
decisions, and ultimate destruction of the sense of responsibility will ensue. 
Therefore, “the higher the grade the more complex the moralities involved, and 
the more necessary higher abilities to discharge the responsibilities, that is, to 
resolve the moral conflicts implicit in the positions” (p. 276, emphasis in 
original). The ability to decipher the strategic factors in a total situation, 
recognize the moral conflicts involved, and then effectively adjudicate between 
contrasting obligations whilst upholding the integrity of the organizational 

 
65 Although Barnard is confident that much executive activity can proceed on organizational 
terms without any involvement from strictly private codes, it is inevitable that certain 
problems or situations will bring forth the full gamut of an executive’s moral repertoire, 
both personal and official. Although the aspiration would be to navigate such conflicts 
through constructing substitute action, in irreconcilable circumstances, the choice available 
may be between violating one’s personal morality or failing in an official or professional 
obligation. In cases where the option of “resignation or withdrawal is… a solution which 
circumstances ‘legitimately’ permit” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 274) then the result will be 
the maintenance of personal integrity. When, however, resignation or withdrawal is itself 
judged to be highly immoral, there is a situation of potential tragedy that will provoke 
severely felt consequences. 
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purpose, or otherwise altering the ends-in-view is a process of inquiry that 
indicates a highly cultivated organizational comportment. In other words, the 
integrated capacity for organizational casuistry – that is, the ability to exercise 
situational judgment in navigating concrete situations and decisions in line with 
the organization personality – is not only a technical or social skill, but also a 
moral one. Barnard refers to this as the “creative aspect of executive 
responsibility” (p. 281) and sees it as the highest expression of executive 
leadership.  

 

On the negative side, though, Barnard (1958, p. 12) observes that, “many of the 
moral collapses of individuals in active affairs result from their being placed in 
positions involving moral dilemmas which they have insufficient ability to 
resolve by invention and construction”. This includes much of the failure 
witnessed by executives, who exhibit moral ineptitude or loss of effective 
ability. This indicates a major hazard associated with employees who, typically 
based on technical proficiency or political loyalty, get promoted beyond their 
managerial capacity. Those who are not able to carry the burden of 
responsibility associated with different simultaneous obligations may experience 
moral deterioration, diminution of a sense of responsibility, deliberate 
withdrawal to a less active condition, or the avoidance of occasions requiring 
responsibility. In the extreme case, being overwhelmed by moral conflict may 
therefore lead in some degree to erosion in ability, responsibility, morality, or 
all three. 

 

Therefore, although within the context of formal organization we can say that it 
is ‘proper’ to foreground the moral codes consistent with the ‘organization 
personality’ in face of moral conflicts, Barnard is clear not to assume the actual 
moral status or responsible moral achievement of this end by all or even most 
members or executives. “The point is that responsibility is the property of an 
individual by which whatever morality exists in him becomes effective in conduct” 
(Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 267, emphasis in original). “Those who are not 
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capable of dependable behavior cannot be entrusted with the making of local 
decisions” (Barnard, 1958, p. 13). Therefore, Barnard does not take for granted 
or assume that all organizational members will commit loyalty to, or possess the 
capacity to act, in service of ‘the good of the organization’. Instead, he asserts 
that succeeding in upholding one’s obligations to organization, its purposes, and 
its commensurate moralities, must be seen as an active process and 
accomplishment, in which it is incumbent on the executive to condition the 
conduct of organizational members continually and over time through effective 
leadership. As Barnard notes,  

the span of control [by centralized authority] is so limited that despite methods 
of specialized training and the inculcation the appropriate points of view 
authority could not sufficiently operate if it were not for the development, 
whether inculcated or spontaneous, of the moral sense to which we broadly 
give the name ‘sense of responsibility’ (p. 13).  

It is the cultivation of this sense of responsibility in oneself and in others that, in 
Barnard’s view, is the hallmark of leadership. Indeed, he says that, “the 
distinguishing mark of the executive responsibility is that it requires not merely 
conformance to a complex code of morals but also the creation of moral codes 
for others” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 279). In contrast, seeing the morality 
requisite for business as already somehow naturally embedded in persons, apart 
from their organizational roles and responsibilities, evacuates executive 
leadership of its responsibility for conditioning moral organizational conduct.  

 

5.5.3.4 The conditioning of responsible conduct through leadership 

In Barnard’s (1948 [1940]-b, p. 80) opinion, “leadership has been the subject of 
an extraordinary amount of dogmatically stated nonsense”. To avoid the same 
fate as others, he self-consciously avoids magnifying “superficial aspects” and 
“catchphrases” to the “status of fundamental propositions”, which he fears not 
only become generalised beyond all possibility of useful application but also in 
themselves foster misunderstanding. In contrast, he contemplates the problem of 
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understanding the nature of leadership (see Barnard, 1948 [1940]-b, Chapter IV). 
Despite the difficulty of observing and abstracting the elements and processes of 
leadership, Barnard is clear that it comprises not only local and technical skill, 
which is most definitely subject to development by conditioning, training, and 
education, but also an additional characteristic that implicates the moral 
character of persons, and also reflects the moral character and attitudes of the 
society of which they are a part. This latter dimension of leadership implies a 
capacity for operating in the face of moral complexity and is indicated by his use 
of the word ‘responsibility’. It not only helps determine the quality of action, 
but also “gives dependability and determination to human conduct, and foresight 
and ideality to purpose” (Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 260). 

 

The ongoing effort as part of the executive function of leadership is to develop 
members capable of exercising an ‘organization personality’ in the direction of 
organizational purpose. At its most basic this may refer to securing, creating or 
inspiring ‘morale’, but it also entails  

the process of inculcating points of view, fundamental attitudes, loyalties, to 
the organization or the cooperative system, and to the system of objective 
authority, that will result in subordinating individual interest and minor 
dictates of personal codes to the good of the cooperative whole. This includes 
the establishment of the morality of standards of workmanship (p. 279). 

The ongoing achievement of the conditioning of conduct through the exercise of 
leadership, requires not only the cultivation of persons through formal 
opportunities to partake in training, or immersion in occasions of experience as 
discussed above, but also entails active processes of persuasion.  The topic of 
persuasion, despite its negative connotations of ‘manipulation’, should be 
afforded neutrality until directed towards a certain end. Barnard (1946b, p. 26) 
is straight to the point: 

That’s the nature of social interaction. That’s life in the world. You just can’t 
escape that. In other words, you can’t help trying to influence people… 
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That’s the really high art of this thing. Don’t get yourself in the state of mind 
that there’s something immoral about trying to persuade people… One of the 
members of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences calls it Machiavellian 
because we did try to influence behavior of people… I thought that was what 
he was trying to do. I thought that was the purpose of education. 

To this he adds a welcomed word of caution about ensuring integrity in the 
exercise of this influence on others: 

If this development of the individual is to be a central consideration in all 
personnel work, it should be so genuinely, not merely as a matter of tactics, 
nor merely or chiefly a matter of industrial efficiency. It will ultimately fail if 
it is merely a high-sounding fiction for stimulating production and good 
morale. Hypocrisy is fatal in the management of personnel… a major 
personnel objective that is ‘merely expedient’ will, I think, in the end prove 
futile to its sponsors and abortive to those who come within its scope 
(Barnard, 1948 [1935]-b, p. 9). 

Barnard revisits persuasion often because of its underappreciated yet 
fundamental importance in the executive’s repertoire of skills, not only because 
of its inherent relationship to formation, or the conditioning of conduct in 
various respects, but also to securing collective recognition and support for a 
common organizational purpose, which is vital to the whole cooperative effort. 
Whether directed at the inculcation of ideas or motives, persuasion is seen as a 
form of deliberate education aimed. This may occur through formal means via 
training or other opportunities to develop personal skills, or via informal and 
indirect means such as through precept, example, suggestion, imitation, or 
emulation, together having the effect of modifying the habitual attitudes and 
conditioning the responses of individuals. According to Barnard (1968 [1938], 
pp. 152-153), the latter “furnish the greatest limitations to which organizations 
must adapt their processes” but education of them likewise is a means of 
overcoming the limits of cooperation. Education and training of this kind should 
not be limited to developing technical or managerial proficiency but should also 
provide opportunities to collectively foreground the moral elements that are at 
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stake or in question when carrying out a given task, taking a decision, or 
pursuing a stated purpose.  

 

The purposeful direction of the conduct of others comprises an ongoing process 
which is integrated into the daily work of the executive. As Barnard explains to 
Wolf (1973, pp. 7-8): 

You’re constantly preaching to the organization. An executive is a teacher; 
most people don’t think of him that way, but that’s what he is. He can’t do 
very much unless he can teach people. He does not do it by any formally 
organized classes or seminars, but that’s what he has all the time. He has 
conferences that are seminars in which either he or other people who are 
involved do the instruction and teach themselves. That’s absolutely essential. 
You can’t just pick out people and stick them in a job and say go ahead and do 
it. You’ve got to give them a philosophy to work against, you’ve got to state 
the goals, you’ve got to indicate the limitations and the methods. 

Although he adopts a multi-dimensional view of the nature of leadership, he 
upholds the effective exercise of moral creativity constituted by the active 
formation of organizational members in the direction of ‘organizational 
personality’ as a demonstration of the its final success.  

 

5.5.3.5 Executive responsibility for organization as a whole 

Returning us ‘back to ground’, Barnard stresses the need for a mutual 
recognition of the importance of structural aspects of organization – which 
much of his book elaborates – alongside the important role of leadership as a 
function engaged in directing the conduct of others. Although the function of 
leadership via persuasion is essential for securing the willingness to cooperate 
essential to organization, he cautions against the false comfort of taking “refuge” 
in the concept of leadership when the necessary features of formal organization 
or their operation seem elusive or obscure (see Barnard, 1968 [1938], pp. 258-
259). Leadership, though necessary, does not comprise the full scope of 
executive ability: 
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Executive ability is more than a capacity for leadership. It involves, as a 
fundamental, the capacity for determining the essential objectives which must 
be accomplished to carry out the main purposes for which the organization is 
maintained. This capacity for discriminating judgment… may be the principal 
qualification. The results of this capacity are usually stated as formulated 
policies or general programs of action. I would also call attention to the word 
‘organization’ in this definition. Ability such as is possessed by men of the 
evangelistic type, to stir large bodies of men into concerted action is not 
executive ability. Executive ability is the capacity for continuously leading and 
effectively managing a group of persons organized for a particular purpose 
(Barnard, 1925, pp. 1-2). 

Therefore, leadership must be considered alongside the ability to create and 
maintain the formal and technical aspects of organization. These features of the 
executive role are mutually dependent, and one cannot effectively maintain 
formal organization or meet organizational purpose purely through the means of 
one or the other. As Barnard argues: 

The limitations imposed by the physical environment and the biological 
constitution of human beings, the uncertainties of the outcome of 
cooperation, the difficulties of common understanding of purpose, the 
delicacy of the systems of communication essential to organization, the 
dispersive tendencies of individuals, the necessity of individual assent to 
establish the authority for coordination, the great role of persuasion in 
securing adherence to organization and submission to its requirements, the 
complexity and instability of motives, the never-ending burden of decision – 
all these elements of organization, in which the moral factor finds its concrete 
expression, spell the necessity of leadership… Nevertheless, to suppose that 
leadership, that the moral elements, are the only important or significant 
general factor in organization is as erroneous as to suppose that the structure 
and process of cooperation without leadership are sufficient… Purposeful 
cooperation is possible only within certain limits of a structural character, and 
it arises from forces derived from all who contribute to it. The work of 
cooperation is not a work of leadership, but of organization as a whole (Barnard, 
1968 [1938], p. 259, emphasis in original). 
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5.5.4 Barnard’s organizational persona 

 

The process of ‘giving form’ to a concrete set of circumstances and relationships 
comprising a ‘total situation’ through the exercise of the executive functions, or 
the exercise of executive responsibility in line with an ‘organizational 
personality’ is itself a paradigm of moral conduct.  To reiterate a passage from 
Chapter 4 for illustrative purposes,  

Inquiry in its very execution of selective interpretation of the possibilities of 
experience, of directing observation and anticipating possible outcomes, of 
modifying, qualifying, and controlling its respective subject matters so as to 
bring action to a specific issue is a paradigm of moral conduct (Thayer, 1982, pp. 
258-259, emphasis added).  

The individual who has effectively integrated this ‘organizational’ paradigm of 
moral conduct into their habits of mind, disposition, and comportment, and is 
likewise able to exercise this ‘stance’ in the context of formal organization, can 
be said to be in possession of an ‘organizational persona’.  

 

It has been my intention in the preceding analysis to demonstrate that Barnard 
was a deeply inquisitive man who was seriously engaged in an ongoing process 
of organizational inquiry through which he sought to reconcile and challenge his 
day-to-day executive experience with conceptualisations that were at once 
faithful to that experience and yet ultimately tested by the consequences they 
produced. This endeavour, the conceptual scheme it produced, and the 
organizational conduct that it inspired, are all thoroughly pragmatic in 
character.   

 

Barnard’s simultaneous ability to integrate and to produce formal organizational 
knowledge, to persistently decipher between this and the activity of undertaking 
concrete organization and test each against the other, his deeply held 
commitment to inquiring into the conditions of actuality of human relations and 



 

 

 
279 

organization in part through self-consciously expanding his own occasions for 
experience, and the continuous conditioning his own ‘sense’ of organization, 
leading to a capacity for situational judgement, organizational casuistry and 
executive responsibility under conditions of moral complexity, all indicate that 
Barnard was in clear possession of an organizational persona. That is, he 
embodied a disposition or comportment that was thoroughly shaped by the 
social, technical, and moral conditions and demands of effectively practicing 
organization, and likewise continuously modified and directed his own conduct 
in purposeful ways in order to nurture his capacity for executive responsibility 
that was called for by just that persona.  

 

In so doing, Barnard became adept at maintaining organizations as systems of 
cooperation, demanding attention to the formal, structural, technical, and 
relational aspects whilst also dignifying the informal and social aspects. Not only 
is his practical approach situational, contextual and concrete, but also demands 
that an executive can ‘feel’ or ‘sense’ the organization in its moral and aesthetic 
aspects. This sensing of the ‘whole of the organization’, deciphering the 
strategic factors within a complex total situation, and exercising situational 
judgement via an organizational casuistry in order to bring to fruition 
organizational purposes, does not operate in the realm of formal knowledge or 
strictly logical analysis, but rather is habituated over time through ongoing 
immersion in diverse organizational settings. It is likewise cultivated through an 
interested engagement in processes of organizational inquiry, whereby problems 
and interventions are continuously evaluated with respect to their consequences 
in-the-world and these experiences in turn actively furnish organizational 
understanding. The various executive functions – indicated most clearly in 
Barnard’s discussion of executive responsibility – entail processes of formation 
directed not only at the situation at hand, but also towards shaping the conduct 
of organizational members and of the executive. Barnard recognised that the 
process through which an executive gives form to organization and its associated 
structures and activities, including through the inculcation of organizational 
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members with a willingness to cooperate and a capacity for acting in line with an 
‘organizational personality’, is a paradigm of moral conduct.  

 

He was extremely perceptive about the dynamics and limitations of universal 
moral and ethical doctrines which were superimposed on organizational 
settings. Rather than subscribe to them in line with dogma or tradition, he 
sought to describe the actual conditions of morality as he witnessed them in 
formal organizations. He recognised that formal organizations are potent sites 
for the creation of moralities, but that these must be understood and evaluated 
within rather than from without the confines of directing and practicing 
organization. This was not a cynical effort to pillage other moral institutions. It 
was an effort to empirically describe what was already in operation in a society 
substantially and increasingly comprised of formal organizations, in order to 
understand the purposes that organizationally-derived moralities may uphold, 
and the conflicts that they provoke. In doing so, Barnard sought to establish a 
basis for better understanding the nature of business morality and what is 
required of leaders to uphold a comprehensive sense of organizational 
responsibility that is attuned to the moral aspects of organization. This includes a 
thorough consideration of the difficult and sophisticated, but also necessary, 
ability to successfully adjudicate between competing obligations under 
conditions of moral complexity, and also holds leaders accountable for the 
moral and organizational conduct they inspire in others. Barnard’s integration of 
executive responsibility in its moral aspects with the full range of technical, 
structural, and social elements of organization gives us a comprehensive theory 
of formal organization which respects its object, but also a textured account of 
the nature and experience of organizational practice. 

 

Taken together, we can see that not only is Barnard’s organizational theorising – 
including not only his resultant conceptual scheme but also the values, attitudes 
and commitments which guided its development - thoroughly rooted in a 
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pragmatic stance, but that this stance is also readily identifiable in his whole 
organizational conduct. 

 

With respect to organization,66 then, Barnard is in possession of what Dewey has 
termed ‘the scientific attitude’, the antithesis of which is a “metaphysical” 
attitude indicated by preoccupation with “problems which do not rise out of 
experience and for which solutions are sought outside experience”  (Dewey, 
1938c, p. 274). In Dewey’s view, while the scientific attitude and its associated 
methods precede the subject matter of formal science, the attitude is manifested 
primarily toward the objects and events of the ordinary world and only 
secondarily toward that which is already scientific subject matter. As a habit of 
mind, it is not confined only to those who are called scientists. He provides a 
concise explanation: 

In short, the scientific attitude… is a quality that is manifested in any walk of 
life. What, then, is it? On its negative side, it is freedom from control by 
routine, prejudice, dogma, unexamined tradition, sheer self-interest. 
Positively, it is the will to inquire, to examine, to discriminate, to draw 
conclusions only on the basis of evidence after taking pains to gather all 
available evidence. It is the intention to reach beliefs, and to test those that are 
entertained, on the basis of observed fact, recognizing also that facts are 
without meaning save as they point to ideas. It is, in turn, the experimental 
attitude which recognizes that while ideas are necessary to deal with facts, yet 
they are working hypotheses to be tested by the consequences they produce.  
 
Above all, it is the attitude which is rooted in the problems that are set and 
questions that are raised by the conditions of actuality. The unscientific 
attitude is that which shuns such problems, which runs away from them, or 
covers them up instead of facing them. And experience shows that this evasion 

 
66 Although Dewey’s hope is that through processes of education and cooperation, the 
scientific attitude can become a pervasive modus operandi for addressing all matter of 
human problems, he again recognises the possibility of a Weberian distinction of different 
‘life-orders’ when he asserts that it is possible, even for a scientist, to be quite unscientific 
in informing his beliefs outside his special subject. That said, I am not suggesting any clear 
disjuncture with respect to Barnard’s other personal attitudes. 
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is the counterpart of concern with artificial problems and alleged ready-made 
solutions. For all problems are artificial which do not grow, even if indirectly, 
out of the conditions under which life, included associating living, is carried 
on (Dewey, 1938c, p. 273). 

In adopting a ‘pragmatic stance’ towards organization, Barnard forged a 
synthesis between his practical organizational experience and his deeply held 
commitment to inquiring into formal organization that substantially configured 
not only the trajectory of his life and career, but the whole of his organizational 
conduct. It is because he is able to exercise this stance as part of his whole 
organizational persona that he so effectively traverses the worlds – so often 
separate – of organization theory and organization. It is for this reason that I 
contend he is an appropriate exemplar of a pragmatic stance for organization as I 
have conceived of it in this thesis, and that a pragmatic stance holds significant 
potential for reformulating how we understand and approach organization. 

I suppose a final word of justification is necessary for such ‘philosophy’ from a 
practical man to practical men. I have heard all my life of the power of ideas. I 
have learned that if men haven’t the ‘idea’ they cannot function well despite 
technic. I have observed that the most finished methods and the most arduous 
efforts are futile if they are directed to a purpose misconceived. I have seen 
indifferent men become useful ‘merely’ by change of ‘point of view’. 
Understanding of fundamentals is far more important than the details of 
practice… But I have also learned that understanding means incorporation, 
unconscious functioning, ‘second nature’, ‘part of the system’. A merely 
intellectual comprehension unassimilated by the system of personal internal 
interactions is at best interesting; but it will not shape the ten thousand 
subtleties of conduct and adjustments of technique that are essential to 
adequate conduct, especially in human relations… Hence, I think it rather 
useless to attempt to ‘apply’ such notions as I have set down here. They are 
not practical in that sense. I believe them, so far as they go, to be immensely 
important when they are incorporated into that broader field of personal 
being which is below the level thought. Their statement is best conceived as an 
awkward effort to promote that consummation (Barnard, 1986 [1937], p. 74). 
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5.6 Concluding remarks 

 

As Hunter (2007a, pp. 583-584) reminds us, “the persona of the philosopher is 
not arrived at via a quasi-transcendental deduction of norms and rules of reason 
deemed ‘necessary’ for philosophical understanding. Rather, it is approached via 
historical investigation of the manner and degree to which the acquisition of an 
ensemble of intellectual arts, through the formation of a special philosophical self, 
determines what counts as philosophical understanding for some historical milieu” 
(emphasis added). Through his organizational persona, Barnard (1968 [1938], p. 
xxxiv) cultivated a “sense of organization, the dramatic and aesthetic feeling that 
surpasses the possibilities of exposition, which derives chiefly from the intimate 
habitual interested experience”. As he rightfully observes, though, “It is evident 
that many lack an interest in the science of organization because they are 
oblivious to the arts of organizing, not perceiving the significant elements. They 
miss the structure of the symphony, the art of its composition, and the skill of 
its execution, because they cannot hear the tones”. In contrast to the 
‘metaphysical stance’ at home in the moment of theory, the demonstration of 
Barnard’s ‘pragmatic stance’, immanent to the canon of organization theory, 
says much about the promise of organization as a practical science in his time 
versus ours. In re-appraising Barnard, I hope to have inspired by way of 
contrast, a re-consideration of our own intellectual and indeed organizational 
‘arts’ and what has come to ‘count’ as organizational understanding for our own 
historical milieu.  

 

This is particularly relevant given the range of contemporary divisions that his 
pragmatic stance allows him to transgress. For instance, Barnard regards the 
‘full stream of events’ without relinquishing the formal. He is an abstract 
thinker without relinquishing the concrete. He is a theoretical thinker without 
relinquishing the practical and purposeful. He is a man of affairs but has not 
relinquished morality, ethics, citizenship, or the common good. He is an 
intellectual and a practitioner and has cultivated a practical-ethical comportment 
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relevant for both. It is not necessarily surprising in principle that these things 
can be held in tension. But given the tenor of so much public debate about the 
conduct of business, and the theoretical and ideological clashes that populate the 
pages of management and organizational research journals, Barnard emerges as 
an exemplary figure. I in no way suggest that Barnard is infallible, or that one 
could not scrutinize his concepts or his track record and come to diverse 
conclusions, as has been typical in the management literature. But I do suggest 
that in the various battles for scientific legitimacy, theoretical novelty, and 
epistemological superiority, the canon of management and organizational 
literature has substantially failed to interrogate, not least understand, the 
‘pragmatic’ stance of one of its greatest contributors. I hope this chapter makes 
some contribution in that direction. I also hope it can be seen to demonstrate 
what an analysis of stance may entail, and what a pragmatic stance specifically 
may look like. The final chapter will conclude the thesis by elaborating the 
various potentialities of adopting a pragmatic stance in the distinct though 
related domains of management and organizational research, education and 
practice. 
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Conclusion 
 
Reconstruction in Strategy  
and Organization 
 

 
“Certain problems, certain philosophical debates, have a 

real importance for mankind because the beliefs which they 
bring into play lead to very different modes of conduct”  

John Dewey (1931, p. 28) 

 

 

 

Recapitulation and discussion 

 

Part I of this thesis analysed the two main sub-fields of strategy in order to 
demonstrate that notwithstanding their institutional success within the academy, 
and in spite of the pervasiveness of strategy as a concept and practice – now 
taken for granted across the full scope of public, private and third-sector 
organizations, and rhetorically applied to much more besides – both of these 
sub-fields of management research have for a range of reasons been called into 
question on epistemological, methodological, theoretical, and practical grounds, 
and each are facing in one way or another calls for introspection and re-
examination.  

 

Likewise, although strategic management and SAP represent ostensibly 
contrasting perspectives towards strategy – the latter billed as a corrective to 
the former – the two chapters read together aimed to exemplify what they 
actually hold in common: conceptual incoherence and shared points of 
ambiguity surrounding their object of study, a conflicted relationship with 
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history tending towards a general neglect of the past, this despite the fact that 
both strategy and social practices are by definition temporal in character, a lack 
of regard for the activities of organization despite strategy’s irreducible 
relationship to the former, a mode of theory development oriented away from 
and increasingly unconcerned with concrete organization, leading to a general 
erosion of practical specificity despite stated aspirations to develop ‘practical 
wisdom’ and a capacity for substantive intervention, and a near complete lack of 
engagement with questions of ethics despite the consequential role of strategy in 
re-shaping organizational life and organizational outcomes through the 
application of means-ends rationale. It was later identified, in Chapter 3, that 
these commonalities are at least partly explained by the fact that despite 
epistemological, methodological and theoretical difference – different 
paradigms – both ‘schools’ are nonetheless subscribed to the same 
‘metaphysical’ stance. 

 

In contrast, according to Dewey (1931, p. 33), 

when we take the point of view of pragmatism we see that general ideas have a 
very different role to play than that of reporting and registering past 
experiences. They are the bases for organizing future observations and 
experiences. Whereas, for empiricism, in a world already constructed and 
determined, reason or general thought has no other meaning than that of 
summing up particular cases, in a world where the future is not a mere word, 
where theories, general notions, rational ideas have consequences for action, 
reason necessarily has a constructive function. 

Strategy per se is therefore eminently compatible with a pragmatic stance. It is by 
definition oriented towards achieving some purpose or end-in-view by 
intervening in action. Strategy’s future-orientation, the fact of uncertainty, and 
the goal of intervention all imply a ‘running stream of events’ in a world always 
‘in the making’, and where solutions to problems are deemed provisional and 
temporary, subject to evaluation based on their consequences. Unfortunately, 
neither academic sub-field devoted to strategy utilises appropriate intellectual 
equipment for dealing with this highly concrete, practical and contextual 
activity.  
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Strategic management first renders problems generic, and then applies blunt 
instruments as false solutions. This of course has consequences – as do all actions 
– but it does not in any way indicate a cultivated capacity for competent inquiry 
based in experience, which is oriented towards the appropriate application of 
situational judgement to the exigencies of particular situations. Instead, it 
imposes a restrictive rationalism, and in so doing disembodies the strategist, 
affording no role to experience, learning, judgement or conduct in considering 
how strategists actually adjudicate between competing alternatives. It also 
provides no means for connecting situations to one another, not least through an 
understanding of the continuity of experience and the dispositions, 
comportments, stances, or personae that enter into situations and come into 
being as a result. 

 

Strategy as practice, on the other hand, seems subject to Dewey’s description of 
empiricism, above. At least with respect to its concern with ‘micro-
isolationism’ it is clear that the instrumentalities of SAP result in the continual 
“summing up of particular cases” but with no commensurate means for 
intervention or influence. Despite its preoccupation with ‘action’, this leaves 
SAP unable to produce concepts that have any bearing on action. It is not future-
oriented and therefore neither is it constructive of action or consequences. 
Grasping for coherence and import in generalised, field-level, de-contextualised 
‘practices’ does not remedy this state of affairs, and in fact participates in its 
turning away from concrete and practical action.  

 

Both ‘schools’ are also characterised by a conspicuous absence of ethics. In a 
field explicitly concerned with directing organizations in some ways and not 
others, this is concerning to say the least. In contrast, the pragmatic stance I 
have articulated in this thesis, and the one to which Barnard was clearly 
committed, recognises that all processes of ‘giving form’ to situations carry with 
them ethical import and ethical consequences. Looking only at the conceptual 
tools and not the stances or personae of those practicing strategy, leaves us ill-
equipped to understand let alone modify the basis on which crucial judgements 
are made and made again. To rephrase in the parlance of strategic management, 
this also cuts us off from some of the most consequential and dynamic 
‘capabilities’ that an organization and its membership exercise. 
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It is the view of this thesis that there is much to gain from re-imagining strategy 
through a philosophy of pragmatism and understanding how a pragmatic stance 
could become operable among those performing strategy. One foundational 
strategist who may be instructive in this regard is Carl von Clausewitz. Rather 
than continuing in the current manner of strategic management, SAP or indeed 
a social theory inspired ‘critical’ strategy studies as has been suggested (Carter & 
Whittle, 2018), I find reason to endorse an alternative approach which has 
begun to excavate the persona of the strategist indicated by von Clausewitz and 
those similarly inclined (Kornberger, 2013; Kornberger & Engberg-Pedersen, 
2019; Strachan, 2013). 

 

Part II of the thesis developed a positive articulation of a pragmatic stance for 
strategy and organization and in doing so contributed to reconstruction of the 
field.  

 

Chapter 3 demonstrated that intellectual cultivation is an essential feature of the 
production and exercise of knowledge. It was shown that the performance of 
different theoretical programmes gives rise to distinct personae that are oriented 
by and fashioned to uphold certain purposes yet are unfit to uphold others. The 
notion of a ‘stance’ was introduced in order to show that in spite of 
paradigmatic and other differences, disparate theoretical programmes can 
nonetheless share similar values, attitudes and commitments towards inquiry 
itself. The stances indicated by the analyses in Part I, but which are shared by 
much of organization studies, were determined to be unfit for purpose with 
respect to the intractable field-level problems identified in the introduction to 
the thesis, in particular the difficulty of attaining a practical-ethical science of 
organizing. 

 

Chapter 4 responded to this diagnosis by articulating a positive argument for a 
pragmatic stance in strategy and organization. The chapter began by outlining 
the philosophical commitments that underly a pragmatic stance – anti-
foundationalism, contextualism, and a pragmatic conception of truth.  It 
furthermore established an understanding of plural personhood as not only  
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cultural-historical fact against an understanding of a unified ‘self’, but also as a 
necessary frame for understanding how personae and their requisite forms of 
conduct are conditioned within distinct ethical domains or life-orders which 
they are likewise fashioned to uphold. This fact was made dynamic by showing 
how habit and experience interact to form particular dispositions or 
comportments that are commensurate with given ethical domains but can 
likewise serve to modify them. It was argued that experiences differ in terms of 
their quality, and only experiences which are oriented towards further inquiry 
can be deemed educative in a proper sense. Finally, it was shown that the 
pursuit of inquiry serves to furnish a capacity for situational judgement, leading 
one in possession of a pragmatic stance to embody a practical-ethical 
comportment appropriately attuned to the activities constituting of a given life-
order, in this case that of organization. This chapter contributes a previously 
unarticulated ‘stance’ that has the capacity to inform research, practice and 
education in the domains of strategy and organization. In doing so this chapter 
also substantially contributes to the small but growing body of work in 
organization studies committed to a philosophy of pragmatism. 

 

Chapter 5 reappraised Chester I. Barnard as an exemplar of a pragmatic stance 
within the canon of organization theory. By analysing Barnard’s inquiry into 
formal organization, his organizational experience, his executive responsibility, 
and the whole of his organizational persona, this chapter demonstrated what we 
gain by adopting a pragmatic stance capable of maintaining strategy and 
organization as practical-ethical pursuits. In doing so, this analysis not only 
proves demonstrative of the argument developed in this thesis but also 
independently and substantively contributes to the ‘for formal organization’ and 
the ‘new history of management’ research agendas. 

 

The elaboration of a pragmatic stance is not an end-in-itself. Its analysis is 
intended to inform the manner in which we conceive of the activities 
constituting practice, education and research in strategy and organization such 
that they are seen to uphold and modify specific personae enacting distinct forms 
of practical-ethical conduct. It will have been successful if it has some formative 
effect on readers that encourages further inquiry in the direction of 
reconstruction in strategy and organization, or moreover, is used to inspire such 
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an effect in those with whom they engage, such that a pragmatic stance may be 
cultivated.  

 

Practice 

A consideration of the implications of a pragmatic stance for practitioners calls 
forth the full scope of characteristics indicated in the analysis of Barnard’s 
exemplary pragmatic stance presented in this thesis. This includes the manner in 
which practitioners may be inspired to inquire in and about organization, the 
nature of experience and its role in conditioning situational judgement, the 
exercise of responsibility and its relationship to the navigation of complex moral 
situations, and the manner in which all of this is comported in an organizational 
persona and manifested in practical-ethical conduct.  

 

Of course, there is no tabula rasa. Any effort to influence practice or 
practitioners enters into existing technical and normative regimes of conduct, 
populated with pre-formed beliefs, attitudes, norms and expectations. In a 
methodological sense, we may therefore focus attention on a reconsideration of 
what constitutes ‘practical experience’ and how this is conditioned, perpetuated 
and evaluated in different contexts. This may include the manner in which 
different concrete situations compose diverse occasions of experience, such that 
interaction with certain jargon, assumptions, ideas, injunctions, best practices, 
rules of thumb, technologies, processes, rules etc. in ‘practice’, are actually 
involved in conditioning present and future experience. Seen as an interaction 
between internal and environing conditions, all situations constitute occasions of 
experience that influence the habits and dispositions of a person. Experience is 
formative not only because of its substantive consequences but also because of 
the occasions of experience it leads one to seek out in the future.  

 

Both Dewey and Barnard recognized that not all experiences are of equal quality 
– they are not all equally educative even if they are formative. Therefore, the focus 
must be on the quality of experience that employees gain in different 
organizational situations and contexts, and whether these open up to further 
inquiry or indeed shut it down. To the extent to which ‘practical experience’ 
becomes abortive of further inquiry into organization and its consequences – 
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whether indicated by formal training, reflection, challenge, questioning, 
experimentation, problem-solving, moral reasoning or otherwise – we should 
not anticipate that practical-ethical conduct will proliferate in contemporary 
organizations. Therefore, rather than set up some tension between ‘theory’ and 
‘practice’, we should be looking at the diversity of ways in which organizational 
experiences interact with those predisposed towards different forms conduct, 
and how they condition new and different forms of situational judgement 
(whether free or limited, good or bad, appropriate or inappropriate, effective or 
ineffective).  

 

Taken together, a pragmatic stance encourages us to move on from limited 
notions of practical experience as only measured by time or tenure, and likewise 
challenges us to acknowledge that not all experience ‘in practice’ is necessarily 
‘practical’ in the sense of habituating an appropriate practical-ethical or indeed 
organizational persona. It demands that we view situations and organizations as 
always contextually subscripted, and likewise that we modify even what we may 
mean by ‘practical-ethical’ in accord with the problems and purposes of 
particular organizations. Finally, recognising the plurality of personae, a 
pragmatic stance implores us to remain attentive to the cultivation of specific 
organizational personae – as distinct from others – in order to understand the 
purposes towards which they are directed and the conduct they inspire. Only as 
we gain this understanding in specific contexts can we meaningfully evaluate 
what else is needed. Notwithstanding, for those who pass through our 
classrooms, this process begins in management education. 

 

Education 

A pragmatic stance informs an understanding of what education is and likewise 
indicates the kind of practical-ethical comportment we should be seeking to 
cultivate in the realm of management education. In an absence of a 
consideration of personhood and the effect of education on conduct, the effort 
to persuade or form students is often mistakenly seen as a crude and limited 
suggestion of indoctrination. When education is directed at getting students to 
adopt pre-formed views in such a way as to limit the desire or capacity to sustain 
further inquiry then this is fair assessment. Interestingly, though, finding 
discussion of forming persons somehow unsavoury does not negate the facts of 
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the matter, and indeed has the effect of keeping the manner and consequences of 
formation out of view. But, accepting the terms of this thesis, all experiences 
are formative, just not equally so. Not just what students know but what 
persona they are developing into becomes a topic for serious consideration, 
even more so given the concerns about future graduates’ practical-ethical 
conduct spanning education and work. It can therefore be seen as irresponsible 
and unethical to remain inattentive to the persons we are forming through our 
teaching.  

 

One bold example in our field which is directly aimed at modifying the 
professional conduct of MBA graduates is Khurana & Nohria’s (2008) 
Hippocratic Oath for Managers. In seeking to professionalise management, they  
articulate a professional code of conduct according to which managers, as 
society’s fiduciary, must make a series of pledges, vows and promises which are 
clearly formulated to directly counter what we know to be manifest failings in 
responsible managerial conduct, at least from a particular point of view. The 
oath appeals to upholding dimensions of legal compliance as well as the ‘spirit’ 
of the law, the need to balance stakeholder considerations with a long-term 
view of value for society, the maintenance of impartiality against discrimination 
and against narrow self-interest – whilst asserting nonetheless that self-interest 
remains the ‘vital engine’ of a capitalist economy, the operation of transparency, 
the conscientious application of judgement, and a recognition of the privileges 
bestowed to the managerial class and the need to support professional 
succession. While we can recognise the intention as admirable, it is important to 
subject the specific statement and the broader effort to scrutiny according to 
what we now understand to be the limitations of directing conduct according to 
what amounts to universal moral doctrine.  

 

Although crucial referents are lacking agreement or specificity – for instance the 
meaning and scope of ‘value for society’, the quality of the ‘best knowledge’ 
that should furnish judgement, or what ‘high standards’ in management may 
look like – and notwithstanding whether we agree with the substantive content 
of the specific commitments that the oath entails, the formulation of this oath 
clearly has in mind some model of a responsible ‘manager’. However, its 
statement does not on its own interrogate let alone disrupt the nature of the 
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person who takes the oath, the manner in which personae may be formed in the 
direction of specific purposes, nor whether the stated commitments are in fact 
commensurable with the taken-for-granted assumptions embedded in the model 
of the ‘manager as fiduciary’ that is kept intact. Neither does the statement of 
principle address the manner or the contexts in which ethics depart the realm of 
abstract statement to become habituated into conduct, in turn and overtime 
furnishing a capacity for the requisite situational judgement, including for when 
moral codes inevitably come into conflict. Finally, one may reasonably question 
whether these standards – any standards – are equally appropriate for 
encouraging responsible conduct in differentiated organizational contexts which 
uphold and are directed towards distinct purposes.67 Absent these features, and 
in keeping intact dogmatic beliefs and assumptions that many would agree have 
proven antithetical to the stated purposes of the oath, this statement remains 
profoundly anti-pragmatic. 

 

In contrast, if one furnishes education with the terms set out in this thesis, it 
becomes the business of an educator “to be on the alert to see what attitudes and 
habitual tendencies are being created. In this direction he must, if he is an 
educator, be able to judge what attitudes are actually conducive to continued 
growth and what are detrimental” (Dewey, 1938a, p. 21). This may come 
across as less grand than a singular oath, but it entails a far more difficult task. 
This is partly because “the greatest of all pedagogical fallacies is the notion that a 
person learns only the particular thing he is studying at the time”. Instead, the 
“formation of enduring attitudes…may be and often is much more important… 
for these attitudes are fundamentally what count in the future” (Dewey, 1938a, 
p. 29).  

 

It follows that the formation indicated by a pragmatic stance is oriented towards 
disposing students to further inquiry in the realm of organization. This is 
because the termination of a capacity for inquiry limits all future efforts to 
competently undertake the activities of organization, to extract meaning from 
experience, pose questions to problems, evaluate consequences, or adjudicate 

 
67 On the purposes of organization, I follow Barnard, who was adamant that economic value 
is an outcome of effective coordination via formal organization and not its orienting purpose. 
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self-consciously in situations of moral complexity. Becoming aware of the 
formation of attitudes, may on the negative side, mean reconsidering the 
assumptions about individuals, organizations, management, markets, 
environments and their configuration in society which may purposefully or 
unwittingly become distilled into unquestioned dogma. It may mean becoming 
aware of the messages being internalised through work on cases which likewise 
replicate those same assumptions. It may mean being particularly weary of 
propounding facts and findings of research as universal rules of thumb detached 
from the context of their production and without underlining their necessary 
provisionality. On the positive side, it may mean restoring historical, cultural 
and political context and contingency in our teaching about organizations in 
society. It may mean restoring focus to the specific and concrete tasks that 
constitute formal organization in order to consider their purposes and 
consequences in particular contexts. And it certainly entails new methods 
which, in recognising certain limits to replicating organizational experience, are 
nonetheless aimed at forming their comportment towards organization.68  

 

Despite these suggestions, Dewey (1938a, p. 15) was correct when he noted 
that: 

After the artificial and complex is once institutionally established and 
ingrained in custom and routine, it is easier to walk the paths that have been 

 
68 In fact, Dewey (1938a, pp. 29-30) believed that, “when preparation is made the 
controlling end, then the potentialities of the present are sacrificed to a supposititious 
future. When this happens, the actual preparation for the future is missed or distorted. The 
ideal of using the present simply to get ready for the future contradicts itself. It omits, and 
even shuts out, the very conditions by which a person can be prepared for the future… 
Only by extracting at each present time the full meaning of each present experience are we 
prepared for doing the same thing in the future. This is the only preparation which in the 
long run amounts to anything”. 
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beaten than it is, after taking a new point of view, to work out what is 
practically involved in the new point of view.69 

There are of course some existing if sporadic efforts to mobilise pragmatic 
philosophy in the service of management education. Extending this effort and 
bringing it to bear in actual business school classrooms is a clear area with 
significant scope for future development. This thesis can therefore be viewed as 
making a contribution to furthering inquiry in the direction of a more practical-
ethical management education that seeks purposefully to educate organizational 
conduct. 

 

Research 

Academics who subscribe to particular theories, schools or ideologies in advance 
of or in spite of empirical investigation, or who maintain recourse to particular 
explanations – whether mainstream, critical or otherwise – are foreclosing 
genuine opportunities for further inquiry. As I have hoped to show, this 
tendency is pervasive across a range of disciplines and sub-disciplines that 
otherwise disagree but that are nonetheless subscribed to a kind of metaphysical 
stance indicated by the moment of theory.  

 

When one accepts as part of their research certain immutable assumptions about 
‘human nature’, ‘the market’, ‘the environment’, or indeed ‘morals’ this is not 
only anti-pragmatic, but it is also anti-scientific, in the sense of Dewey’s 
scientific attitude. For example, when one stabilises the self-interested nature of 

 
69 Dewey was the major proponent of the progressive education movement in the United 
States, which turned away from traditional and passive modes of education, seeking to 
reimagine education in the terms laid out in this thesis. He not only advanced a new 
philosophy of progressive education but also set up and ran the Chicago Laboratory School. 
In this passage he is referring to actual practical decisions and concrete arrangements – 
designing the formal organization of the school, the architecture and layout of the school 
building and the classrooms, methods and modes of teaching, types of exercises which 
could precipitate high quality educative experiences, etc. One clearly pragmatist inspired 
mode of teaching is problem-based learning which may provide a substantive supplement or 
alternative to the case method, though this is a topic for future consideration. 
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human behaviour as pre-determined and settled fact, this is abortive of future 
inquiry. Whether pertaining to the diversity and possible means and ends of 
human conduct, past, present or future, or to all of the potential inquiries that 
may have otherwise arisen from seeing new questions in the vacuum of this 
assumption, or to an investigation of the consequences of making this 
assumption, and its performative effects, inquiry has ceased. Technique can 
prevail, and theories can be tweaked and refined, but as soon as the scientific 
enterprise is orientated away from concrete problems in the world it is trading 
in metaphysics rather than science. The above example may be taken as an easy 
target, but the same concept applies across all assumptions, concepts and 
theories which become removed from relevance to the specific concrete 
situations from which they arose and about which they claim to refer.  

 

Likewise, if in all circumstances analytical explanation turns towards 
power/knowledge hegemony, managerial domination or the need for employee 
emancipation, for example, we must be able to identify that this is inquiry in 
name only. Just as locating social ‘facts’ in a universal structure of knowledge 
‘out there’ provides escape from acknowledging empirical observation, 
contradiction, and change over time, so too does generalising all analyses from 
the local to the universal, or from the pathological case to the field. This 
tendency – alive and well in organization studies – blinds us to the full scope of 
actual consequences, contingent as they are on contextual particularities, 
purposes or ends-in-view, and therefore local modes of evaluation.  This is not 
to undermine the instances and patterns of conduct that indeed call for scrutiny 
or reform. It rather suggests that decontextualized or universalising hyperbole 
undermine our capacity to deal with actual states of affairs and is therefore an 
impotent means of critique. 

 

In contrast to both of these alternatives, a pragmatic stance recommends that we 
sustain a disciplined pursuit of knowledge, in part by retaining a focus on the 
object substantially constituting our field – organization. It recommends that we 
keep organizational problems and their solutions tethered to their contexts and 
concern ourselves with understanding the concrete activities which constitute 
organization and which give rise to its consequences.  And crucially, it entails 
that we seek to understand the manner in which normative, technical and ethical 
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norms and standards of research shape and reflect the attitudes, values and 
commitments we hold, and the personae we come to inhabit. With this 
understanding, it can be seen that upholding the attitudes of inquiry indicated by 
a pragmatic stance are not arbitrary, but on the contrary, substantially shape the 
knowledge that we produce and the practical-ethical conduct it facilitates or 
inspires in ourselves and others. 

 

Limitations and concluding remarks 

 

In a seminar at the University of Melbourne a number of years ago while I was 
an undergraduate honours student, visiting guest James Taylor was presenting 
provisional material from what became the book “When Organizations Fail: Why 
authority matters” (Taylor & Van Every, 2014). When he was asked by a (CMS-
leaning) member of the audience why he had chosen to refer to ‘authority’ 
rather than ‘power’, he responded with a striking retort: “because if I used the 
word ‘power’ you would presume to know what I’m talking about”. 
Pragmatism has long been subject to this fate. Charles S. Peirce first attempted 
to overcome it by abandoning his original word ‘pragmatism’ – which had 
gained “general recognition in a generalized sense that seems to argue power of 
growth and vitality”, obscuring the specific distinctiveness of his doctrine – in 
favour of ‘pragmaticism’ (Peirce, 1982 [1905], p. 105). Dewey was in fact 
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extremely reserved in his use of the term for much the same reason.70 
Pragmatism, more than other philosophical stances, seems to be subject to 
colloquial usage, selective interpretation, or serious misinterpretation. Those 
who think simply that pragmatism means being untethered to any specific set of 
commitments and instead ‘using whatever tools work’ for some expedient end 
or isolated personal interest, have precisely committed the error of thinking that 
pragmatism means a crude instrumentalism, keeping existing concepts of 
knowledge, ethics, and persons intact. Or else, pragmatism gets interpreted 
into other frames of reference, as simply one amongst many ‘perspectives’ 
about the world.  This is why I have tried to make very sparing use of the word 
‘epistemology’ in this thesis. Although pragmatism seemingly deploys a familiar 
lexicon of knowledge, ethics, experience, and so forth, this obscures both the 
manner and degree to which Pragmatism seriously upturns our existing 
configuration of these concepts. In fact, pragmatism eschews traditional 
epistemology, including empiricist epistemologies that see knowledge as a mere 
reflection of the natural or social worlds. Pragmatism thoroughly erodes dualisms 
between for instance, fact and value, mind and body, theory and practice, and 
the knowing subject and the external world. Reading pragmatism into the terms 

 
70 Dewey was also reserved in his use of ‘pragmatism’ as a defence against the tendency to 
fetishize and reify ‘isms’ at the expense of focus on the concrete problems which are their 
subject. For instance, when he presented his famous pamphlet Experience and Education 
(1938a), which recommends a shift from traditional to progressive education, he prefaces it 
with this warning: “Those who are looking ahead to a new movement in education, adapted 
to the existing need for a new social order, should think in terms of Education itself rather 
than in terms of some ‘ism about education, even such an ‘ism as ‘progressivism’. For in 
spite of itself any movement that thinks and acts in terms of an ‘ism becomes so involved in 
reaction against other ‘isms that it is unwittingly controlled by them. For it then forms its 
principles by reaction against them instead of by a comprehensive constructive survey of 
actual needs, problems, and possibilities” (pp. 3-4). Although I have made use of the term 
‘pragmatism’ in this thesis for the purposes of clarification and to point to its 
distinctiveness, taking Dewey’s advice would mean that even those advocating a pragmatic 
stance as part of an effort at ‘reconstruction’ must remain in service to ‘strategy’ and 
‘organization’ as specific and concrete activities with immanent needs and parameters. 
Barnard’s insistent focus on his object, organization, strongly indicated by his organizational 
persona, is instructive in this regard. On these terms we may also consider that the current 
state of strategy and organizational research is partly bound up with this attachment to ‘isms 
over and above the objects and problems they seek to understand and inform. 
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on which we typically think about epistemologies and theoretical programmes in 
organization studies is abortive to cultivating a pragmatic stance. 

 

The current state of affairs in the field, both with respect to its propensity for 
theory and its lack of regard for its core object, and the overriding neglect of 
and resistance to notions of ‘personhood’ rather than ‘subjective identity’, 
militate against reconstruction according to a pragmatic stance, even whilst 
reinforcing its need. Combined with the very real demands of contemporary 
academic careers, the pace with which organization studies seems to appropriate 
‘novel’ points of view, and the superficiality with which it treats the latter, I am 
aware that the likelihood of the points presented in this thesis becoming adopted 
in the manner of a ‘stance’ is slim. This remains a serious obstacle and limitation 
to this research. 

 

Nonetheless, I draw some solace from Barnard, who, himself drawing on the 
words of T.S. Eliot, said: 

This method of approach will surely try our patience and may be discouraging 
to some; but we shall be wise… not to give answers before we have found out 
what are the questions. The attitude that I think we may best have has been 
admirably stated by T.S. Eliot: ‘The fact that a problem will certainly take a 
long time to solve, and that it will demand the attention of many minds for 
several generations, is no justification for postponing the study. And, in times 
of emergency, it may prove in the long run that the problems we have 
postponed or ignored, rather than those we have failed to attack successfully, 
will return to plague us (Barnard, 1948, p. 83). 

There is no ‘silver bullet’ solution that will simultaneously assuage all of the 
field-level concerns discussed herein. Nonetheless, this thesis focuses on what I 
believe to be an underappreciated element that underlies the full scope of 
problems, which is always at stake, but rarely addressed explicitly. That is, the 
nature of personhood and the conditioning of practical-ethical conduct, whether 
in regard to the researcher, practitioner or student of organization. By giving 
form to a pragmatic stance, I hope to have made some contribution in the 
direction of reconstruction in strategy and organization. 
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Appendix I:  
 
Barnard’s personal and professional 
biography 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A1.1 Early life and education 

 

Chester Irving Barnard was born November 7, 1886 in Malden, Massachusetts. 
His mother, Mary Isabel Putnam, died in childbirth when he was only five years 
old, so he was brought up by his father, Charles Henry Barnard, a mechanic 
with only elementary education, and his maternal grandparents, who although 
lacking formal education, Barnard described as intellectually curious and 
musically talented. As he says, “I was raised in a family who were all poor 
people, but they were also quite intellectual. They used to argue, endless 
arguments for hours, on Herbert Spencer and other philosophers, so that at a 
very early age I was thrown into the mood of regarding such things as 
worthwhile - as meaning something, as being lines of thinking that were 
significant” (Wolf, 1973, p. 8). His familial environment, characterised by social 
and philosophical discussion, and a love for music, was formative for Barnard, 
and he continued to cultivate these interests throughout his life. Although his 
physical limitations prohibited any kind of athletic prowess, he says these drove 
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him towards more scholastic activities. He was a voracious reader, and read 
widely though not systematically in economics, law, philosophy, and literature, 
and likewise developed skill in languages, eventually teaching himself Italian, 
German, French and Greek. He explains, “when I was a student I concentrated 
on economics. At the same time I read Dante, and I read some of the German 
literati and the French, of course” (p. 3). His affiliation with the Congregational 
Church came largely with the territory of being a New Englander, but his family 
was not religious. The church at that time configured much of social life but he 
did not personally subscribe to any particular religious training or orientation. 
Rather, he credits his home environment, and particularly his early immersion 
in debate and discussion of philosophic ideas, for having furnished him with an 
appreciation for the complexity and nuance within the problems he would 
eventually confront professionally, and for enabling him to keep “the longer haul 
in view” (p. 8).  

 

After graduating from grammar school, and in the absence of financial means 
from his father, it became necessary for him to work in order to fund himself 
and his further education. He continued his own self-study alongside an 
apprenticeship at a piano factory in Lynn, Massachusetts, where he trained in the 
trade of piano tuning in order to make ends meet and save for tuition. He aced 
the entrance examinations for Mount Hermon School, a prestigious preparatory 
school outside of Boston, but just prior to the start of his first semester he fell ill 
and had to delay his matriculation. In the meantime he took up a job on the 
School’s 1200-acre farm, which paid salary and food, where he incidentally 
found that he derived immense satisfaction from physical work (see pp. 54-55). 
He eventually earned a scholarship to attend Harvard University where he 
undertook study towards a degree in Economics beginning in 1906, aged 20. 
Throughout his studies he continued to work in order to support himself, often 
in odd jobs with long but unreliable hours and remuneration, for instance by 
running a dance orchestra, and copyediting and typewriting student theses. 
Despite completing 4 years of study within 3 years, a missing science pre-
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requisite led him to drop out just shy of graduating because he was unable to 
complete his remaining credits alongside the working hours he maintained to eat 
and meet his basic expenses (see pp. 3-4). 

 

A1.2 The Bell Telephone Company 

 

After leaving Harvard in 1909, Barnard contacted his uncle, who worked as a 
controller for the American Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T) in the 
Southwest headquarters at Dallas, inquiring about potential employment there. 
The uncle responded favourably but said Barnard would be just as well to 
remain in the Northeast, and put him in touch with the newly-appointed chief 
statistician for AT&T at Boston, Walter Sherman Gifford,71 who, after a 
meeting, hired Barnard for $11.50 a week, a salary Barnard described as average 
for the time, but one which he recalled was also nearly four-times his takings 
from his piano-tuning days. Barnard worked for the foreign statistical section, 
which kept tabs on developments in international phone systems. His focus was 
initially in translating German, French and Italian, but the content of the work 
was highly technical and he eventually became expert in foreign telephone rate 
systems, before expanding that expertise to the United States’ rate system. In 
1915, during the First World War, he became a commercial engineer, and in 
this capacity acted as a technical adviser on rates to the state commission and 
operating board of the United States Telephone Administration, and to chief 
executives across the various Bell System subsidiaries ("Chester I. Barnard Dies 
at 74; Headed New Jersey Bell Telephone," 1961, June 8).  

 

 
71 In the following years, Walter Sherman Gifford became a significant figure at AT&T. 
According to Wolf (1973, p. 4), he remained chief statistician until 1916 when he became a 
vice-president. In 1923 he became executive vice-president and in 1925, president. In 1948 
he moved up to chairman of the Board of Directors and in 1950 was named honorary 
chairman. 
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His subsequent progression was rapid. In 1922 he was made assistant vice-
president and general manager of the Bell Telephone Company of Pennsylvania, 
then an organisation of about 25,000 employees. In 1926, he was further 
promoted to vice-president. Barnard took over during a period of consolidation 
within telephone utilities in the state, so it was his job to buy and sell properties 
to effectively merge disparate networks to create monopolistic service in each 
community. As he pointed out, “it’s just a false idea to have competition in a 
thing like telephone” (Wolf, 1973, p. 6). This amalgamation furnished Barnard 
with an intimate experience of organization, and as he explained, “I was very 
much engaged… in building and rearranging and readapting the organisation, 
which is an endless job - you never get away from it. Conditions change and 
they change quite rapidly; if you are properly alert you begin to mould the 
organisation to fit the conditions” (p. 6).  

 

When asked by Wolf if he could isolate any anecdotes or episodes from this 
early period that may have configured his later thinking about management 
theory, Barnard (1973, p. 5) responds, “No. That’s one of the things I can’t do; 
it’s one of the things that I think is irrelevant. Your background for that sort of 
thing is the full stream of events, not some particular critical episode that stands 
out in your mind. I can’t recall any”. This response is telling; throughout the 
interviews Barnard refutes invitations to offer simple singular episodes or ‘forks 
in the road’ as explanatory of his experience or outlook. He is insistent that it is 
the full course of one’s experience, in various concrete contexts and in various 
milieu, that trains one’s capacity for sound analysis and situational judgement. 
Nonetheless, although not inspired by a singular event, his writing elsewhere 
does indicate that his early experience at AT&T, and particularly his first 
promotion to management, occasioned a substantial shift in his understanding 
and consideration of organisation and the conditions of its accomplishment.  

 

In an address delivered to the Fourth Annual Economic Conference for 
Engineers at the Stevens Institute of Technology on August 11, 1934, in which 
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he was originally meant to provide an economic appraisal of Roosevelt’s New 
Deal, Barnard chose instead to discuss the more fundamental philosophical 
considerations configuring the problem as he saw it, in a talk titled “Collectivism 
and Individualism in Industrial Management” (1986 [1934]). Because the 
systems, programs and policies of the New Deal would have profound effects on 
his fellow human beings, and would precipitate radical changes and long-term 
consequences, Barnard felt taking this broader perspective was justified to help 
facilitate the “intelligent judgement” of his audience (p. 9). In service of this 
aim, Barnard begins by reflecting back on his early days of entering the 
telephone organization and provides an extended reflection about how his own 
self-conception and his notions of ‘individual’ and ‘society’ had been challenged 
and transformed. Barnard’s consideration of the basic paradox between 
individualism and collectivism which he outlines in this address recalls the 
beginning of his conscious thinking about matters of organization, and is an 
important precursor not only to his eventual analysis in The Functions, but also 
for understanding aspects of the personal philosophy that furnishes his stance.  
For these reasons it is worth taking a slight detour from his résumé to quote him 
at length. He begins:  

Over twenty-five years ago, I finished my work as a university student 
saturated with the conception that the individual was almost the sole factor in 
human progress and that systematised group activities, organisation, 
cooperation, collectivism were quite secondary, or of incidental importance. 
This conception was natural and quite logical in view of my experience up to 
that time… I had been taught by the reiteration of precept that individual 
initiative, individual effort, individual thrift, individual ambition, individual 
character, were the main elements in civilised life and progress. In those days 
the chief emphasis was still placed upon individualism in education, in 
economics and in politics, to the relative neglect of the facts and the problems 
of cooperation, organisation and collective effort (Barnard, 1986 [1934], p. 
10).  

Having been forced to become self-reliant at an early age, Barnard subscribed to 
a rugged individualism, which, it must be said, is still a prominent feature of the 
American self-conception today, particularly under the auspices of ‘conservative 
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values’ and the self-made ideal of the ’American dream’. Unsurprisingly, 
Barnard’s personal narrative was dominated by an understanding of his own 
efforts as the means by which he eventually selected institutions, funded and 
obtained secondary and college-level education, learned various livelihoods to 
make this financially possible, and undertook all of the personal administration 
required to conduct his affairs independently, while taking for granted the 
various social infrastructures which also constituted his experience. He says, “I 
looked upon the family, the social groups of which I was a part, the schools and 
universities, the railroads, the organisations of industry, the government, as 
things made available to me by nature rather than by the deliberate and largely 
conscious effort of men acting in cooperation” (p. 10).  

 

He continues,  

In this state of mind, I obtained employment in one of the greatest and most 
complex collective enterprises ever organized on a commercial basis – the Bell 
Telephone System. Its large capital was collectively supplied by hundreds of 
thousands of investors, its operations required the employment of hundreds of 
thousands of persons, its management was carried on by thousands carefully 
arranged in a hierarchy of positions and authorities; its legal existence was 
authorized by a collectivity called the State, and its conduct, its rights, its 
privileges were governed not only by an immense body of general law and 
custom, derived from collective action through many generations but also by 
specific statutes and regulatory authorities similarly evolved and created by 
society for the regulation of the business. Even the service itself depended 
upon a collective social condition so that it was not possible in general to sell 
to any individual the service unless many other individuals also were 
subscribers to it. I quickly learned that all of this collective operation both 
within and without the organization possessed tremendous power which 
transcended the sum of the efforts of the individuals directly concerned in it, 
and that it also accomplished many things impossible except by cooperation on 
a grand scale (pp. 10-11). 

 

Barnard (p. 11) grappled with how to understand the role and value of the 
individual within a collective system that was characterised by formal rules and 
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structures. Indeed he initially felt alienated by “constantly expressed phrases” 
such as ‘the good of the organisation’ and  ‘the service as a whole’, which, as he 
says, “seemed to be the real basis for what I at first felt to be repression of the 
individual who was becoming less and less significant”. Tellingly, Barnard 
locates the major tension not in the “specific directions concerning work to be 
done” but in “the inhibitions and prohibitions arising out of the intangible 
barriers of departments, grades and ranks, policies, appropriations, laws, 
prejudices and economic limitations of consumers”, or in other words, not in 
the work itself, but in the various constraints imposed by formal structure, role 
and hierarchy, rules, laws and custom, and finances, which existed to enable its 
accomplishment. Moving from one extreme to another, he experienced “a 
reaction away from the rugged individualism with which I entered the service, 
toward the conception that facts and principles and organisations and collective 
action were everything, and the individual was and could be nothing”. He soon 
attenuated this view:  

such a conception … [was] as destructive as that of extreme individualism; 
for, since I could not eliminate myself from myself - since my supervisors 
continued to regard me as an individual - since society continued to treat me 
for better or worse as an individual - I was in danger either of falling into a 
complete lethargy from my inability to reconcile two apparently contradictory 
states of affairs; or of attempting to treat myself either as a slightly conscious 
and unimportant cog in a gigantic machine, or as an anarchist determined to 
assert my individuality in destructive action. You can see all about you men 
and women whose escape from the dilemma due to the existence of individual 
life and the university of collective society has been through one of the three 
doors I have described (p. 11).  

 

In contrast, and owing to “the intelligence and patience of the supervisors under 
whose direction [he] had the good fortune to be placed”,  Barnard escaped from 
the dilemma through a “fourth door”, “that of directing [his] individual efforts 
not only in conformance with, but in furtherance of the objectives of the 
organization” (Barnard, 1986 [1934], p. 11; see also Smith, 1998).  In his 
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words, “I then gradually learned that properly understood and with intelligent 
adjustment the individual can secure from collective organization great 
expansion of individual opportunity for accomplishment and for self-expression” 
(Barnard, 1986 [1934], pp. 11-12). Propelled by his own volition, this 
commitment to organisation as a vocation did indeed come to characterise much 
of Barnard’s life and work. 

 

Although in a relationship of perpetual struggle, Barnard came to believe that 
the organization of cooperative effort provides a means for both individual and 
collective flourishing, and these, in his view, are in turn crucial to the effective 
functioning of organization. He acknowledges that he first attributed this 
problem to his own peculiar circumstances, and only came to recognise its 
broader relevance or indeed regard it philosophically when he entered the 
Pennsylvania company, where it became incumbent upon him to “solve this 
problem not for myself but both for an organisation and for the individuals who 
composed it” (p. 12).  Eventually, and after a deepening and broadening of his 
experience, this problem so captured Barnard’s interest that he came to 
“understand that one and perhaps the most vital of all problems of human life is 
how effectively to develop and how practically to harmonize two principles of 
life which in isolation seem to be utterly opposed – the one, systematic 
arrangements of human affairs, cooperation, organization, regimentation, 
collectivity; and the other, the dynamic individual” (p. 12). This broad 
preoccupation is evident throughout much of Barnard’s writing on organization 
and in his organizational practice, though fundamentally, his interest in this 
problem was in its concrete solution in any given situation, his philosophy only 
ever acting in support of this. Whether with respect to individual and social 
behaviour in cooperation, the elements of formal organization which could be 
operated to effectively elicit purposeful coordination, the dynamics of informal 
organization in relation to formal organization, or navigating executive 
functions, Barnard was interested in reconciling individual action with the 
achievement of collective – and impersonal – organizational purposes, while 
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ideally respecting the integrity of both. “Nevertheless” he says, “week after week 
there constantly arose and there still arise, the dilemmas which perhaps are best 
expressed as the conflict between one’s duty to one’s self and one’s duty to the 
ever present collectivities of which one is inescapably a part” (pp. 11-12, 
emphasis added). The notion of plural personhood – for example, that one must 
exercise an organisational personality that is differentiated from, and sometimes 
in tension with, an individual personality – is a theme that pervades his writing 
about organization, and one that is central to his most enlightened reflections 
about navigating executive responsibility morally and ethically. I elaborate this 
important point, alongside a further consideration of Barnard’s organizational 
persona in the main body of Chapter 5.  

 

From Barnard’s remarks one can glean some context for the organizational 
intrigue that would occupy him and gratify him, practically and intellectually, 
and in various roles and capacities, for the rest of life. This recollection also 
demonstrates Barnard’s propensity to think reflexively about his concrete 
experience and situate it in relation to complex problems calling for different 
levels and types of analysis. Importantly, it shows a man developing humanist 
convictions whilst eschewing the individual-collective dualism. Rather, in 
keeping with a voluntarist epistemology consistent with pragmatism, he arrives 
at a position that affords a central role to volition in his pursuit of organization as 
a vocation, the latter clearly bound up with the formation of his own practical-
ethical comportment as an executive, whilst simultaneously acting as a means 
for addressing concrete problems for individual and societal advancement. How 
Barnard’s approach to organization is constitutive of a pragmatic stance is 
elaborated in Chapter 5. But first, we shall return now to Barnard’s biography 
in order that we obtain a fuller picture of the multitude of experiences that 
informed and were in turn formed by Barnard’s stance. 

 

In 1927, aged 41, Barnard became the first President of the New Jersey Bell 
Telephone Company, the position he is most widely associated with in the 
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literature on management and organization. The company was established in 
order to operate a state-wide service in the state of New Jersey. Prior to this, 
the southern part of the state was owned by a subsidiary of the Pennsylvania 
organization which had previously been under Barnard’s operation, the 
Delaware and Atlantic Telegraph and Telephone Company, while the northern 
part of the state was operated by the New York Telephone Company. The 
newly established company became a vehicle to amalgamate the latter into the 
former, a task that involved not only the purchase of all of the property and 
infrastructure in the northern half of New Jersey, but also the integration of two 
disparate companies with differences in background, tradition, personality, 
training, and strategic and operational outlook (see Wolf, 1973, pp. 6-7). 
Barnard oversaw this process and remained President of New Jersey Bell for a 
further 21 years, until he was finally persuaded to take up another post as the 
President of the Rockefeller Foundation in 1948. 

 

Barnard’s position as President of New Jersey Bell situated him in the very 
upper echelons of American industry. During his tenure at The Bell Telephone 
Company, Barnard undertook in an exceptional array of additional public, 
private and third-sector responsibilities. It was also during this time that he 
made acquaintance with members of Harvard University, and came to publish 
The Functions of the Executive in 1938. These various engagements and their 
significance will now be discussed in turn.  

 

A1.3 Public service 

 

Barnard’s public service record was legendary. He made a concerted effort to 
undertake diverse roles and build his repertoire of experience, backed both by a 
sense of duty and a genuine commitment to service, and an intellectual curiosity 
about organization that demanded he observe and experiment in different 
contexts in order to further cultivate his own organizational sensibility and 
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conduct. I will return to this fundamental aspect of Barnard’s persona when 
discussing his stance. Here, first, I will focus on those posts which Barnard 
himself highlighted as having had the most significant effect on his thinking about 
organization and its cognates. 

 

In the autumn of 1931, in the midst of the Great Depression, Barnard was 
appointed by the Governor, A. Harry Moore, as the State Director of the 
newly-legislated model Emergency Relief Administration in New Jersey.72 In 
this capacity, Barnard helped draft necessary legislation and organised the state’s 
activity in providing public assistance and relief. The service assessed relief 
needs and conditions, coordinated state-funded stimulus projects, provided 
direct- and wage-based benefits, and interfaced with collectively organised 
leaders of the unemployed. His role gave him authority both over policymaking 
and over the administration and operation of the organisation, and required of 
him a substantial comprehension of community needs and concerns and an 
ability to broker with government officials in the State, Counties and 
Municipalities. He was instructed to make use of existing public service 
employees to carry out the work, and also relied on a substantial volunteer 
service. Having taken on the role whilst also heading the Bell Telephone 
Company, his service was similarly without compensation (State Relief Council 
- State of New Jersey Emergency Relief Administration, 1936, July 31). In 
March 1933, after approximately 18 months, and amidst the pressures of other 
commitments – not least as a Director of the United States Chamber of 
Commerce for New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania and Delaware, a role he 

 
72 Barnard’s inclination towards service - as well as duty and seriousness - is evident in his 
interview with William B. Wolf. About his appointment by the Governor, he recalls: 
“Politically, he thought they had to take some notice of the situation. Then subsequently, he 
asked me to head up the relief organization. He had absolutely no interest in it. What he 
expected was that I’d accept the job and then come down and play golf with him. I was 
taking on a job which I knew perfectly well was going to absorb most of my energies, and I 
still had a job in the telephone company to run. I was always disgusted about that, but that’s 
how it happened” (Wolf, 1973, p. 10). 
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held from 1931-1934 – he stepped down. His service was without scandal, 
public attitudes were favourable, and both the Governor and the legislature 
offered unanimous thanks for his services (see Barnard, 1948 [1935]-a, p. 59). 
Shortly after Barnard stepped down, the Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration was initiated, which substantively altered funding arrangements 
and administration in the states. In early 1935, under a new Governor and 
legislature, the governance of the relief work was revised, and Barnard was 
recalled to join a new ten-member board of directors, which he accepted. He 
was elected Chairman of that board, and it was also decided that he should 
dually serve as the temporary executive head of the relief organization in order 
to analyse its organisation and facilitate its effective re-structuring (State Relief 
Council - State of New Jersey Emergency Relief Administration, 1936, July 31, 
pp. 24-25). After this work was complete, he once again resigned on account of 
pressing business affairs. The official record on Emergency Relief in New Jersey 
(October 12, 1931-April 15, 1936), published as the Final Report to the 
Governor, Senate and General Assembly, pays tribute to Barnard’s combined 2-
plus years volunteer contribution as ‘directing spirit’ of the administration, and 
his notable record of public service. Barnard recorded some of his experiences 
at the Relief Administration in clinical detail for a case he developed for teaching 
and training purposes at Harvard and within the Bell Corporation. It is revealing 
both for its method and for the level of insight it offers about Barnard’s 
processes of executive reasoning, both of which I discuss under the heading of 
‘Organizational Casuistry’ in Chapter 5. 

 

Between 1942 and 1945, Barnard was the President of the United Service 
Organisation, Inc. (USO), the congressionally chartered non-governmental 
civilian volunteer organization that aided the military-backed war effort. The 
organization coordinated domestic service and maintained community cohesion 
and support at home and implemented an extensive array of programmes aimed 
at maintaining military morale abroad. Established in 1941, the USO comprised 
six separate agencies - the Salvation Army, Young Men’s Christian Association 
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(YMCA), Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), National Catholic 
Community Services, National Travelers Aid Association, and the national 
Jewish Welfare Board - all but one of which was religiously affiliated. 
Collectively, it coordinated a small paid staff, and approximately 600,000 
volunteers across 3,000 local clubs. The organization remains active today. For 
his service as President of the USO, Barnard was awarded the Presidential 
Medal for Merit, the highest civilian decoration of the United States at the time. 
The decoration was awarded very selectively by the President “for extraordinary 
fidelity and exceptionally meritorious conduct” to those who had distinguished 
themselves through a long-term “course of conduct”, “characterized by being 
outstanding and essential to our national defense” and of demonstrating 
“sufficiently high character”, “as distinguished from a specific [heroic or 
courageous] act or service” (Schlegel, 2012, pp. 4, 19, 24, 32). 

 

On more than one occasion, Barnard (1948, pp. vi-vii) cited his work at the 
USO as “the most difficult single organization and management task in my 
experience”. Speaking to Wolf, he describes it as “one of the toughest jobs I have 
had, and one from which I learned a great deal… It was a very difficult job and I 
was at it for three years. It turned out very successfully, though after I’d been in 
for a few months I thought it was going to be a complete failure” (Wolf, 1973, 
p. 33).  It vindicated his concept of organization as a networked system of 
coordinated activities rather than an entity composed of individuals. 
Furthermore, being a volunteer organization, the mechanisms typically at the 
executive’s disposal for eliciting capable performance, and their repercussions, 
including the use of incentives, were substantially frustrated. The experience 
also altered his understanding of authority and its relationship to responsibility, 
and greatly expanded his conscious reflection about the role of moral 
commitment in delegating responsibility, and the use of moral persuasion in 
organization broadly. As he recalled, “My experience at USO really developed 
my present concepts! It’s a case where the full organisation really operated on a 
moral basis. There was no economic accomplishment involved at all” (Wolf, 
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1973, p. 34).73 Having emphasised the nature and role of his unique notion of 
authority in The Functions, his conceptual foci shifted significantly towards the 
primacy of responsibility in his subsequent writings. “If I were active and had the 
mood to do it, what I would do next would be to deal with the subject of 
responsibility: what we mean by it and who’s involved in it, the importance of 
delegation, why the delegation has to precede the question of authority” (p. 23). 
A theoretical elaboration of his notion of responsibility and its relationship to 
moral commitment and authority can be found in a few writings at the end of his 
career, though Barnard knew these ideas warranted a major project of their 
own. The ideas that would animate such a project clearly occupied much of his 
private thought towards the end of his life, though unfortunately for us, he died 
leaving this as his major unfinished project (see also Dubnick & Justice, 2014). 

 

In January, 1946, shortly after the war ended, Barnard was appointed to the 
Board of Consultants advising the Secretary of State’s Committee on Atomic 
Energy, which was tasked with formulating recommendations for the basis of an 
effective security regime for development and use of atomic energy in the 
United States, and for adoption by the United Nations, which would authorise 
technological innovation and non-militarised uses of atomic energy whilst 
providing necessary safeguards, protections and regulations needed to stymie its 
development for global conflict. The committee comprised Mr. Dean Acheson, 
Under Secretary of State, Mr. James Conant, President of Harvard University, 
Dr. Vannevar Bush, President of the Carnegie Institute of Washington, Major 
General Groves, who was in charge of the Manhattan Project, and Mr. John 
McCloy, a prominent New York lawyer and Assistant Secretary of War during 
World War II. In addition to Barnard, who was then President of New Jersey 
Bell, the associated Board of Consultants comprised Mr. David Lilienthal, 

 
73 The main economic factor involved was the raising of money to support its activities, 
though this was very much the minor challenge. The sum eventually reached 60 million 
dollars a year, modest given the scale of the activities undertaken (Wolf, 1973, p. 35). 
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Chairman of the Tennessee Valley Authority, Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer of the 
California Institute of Technology at the University of California, Dr. Charles 
Allen Thomas, Vice President and Technical Director at Monsanto Chemical 
Company, and Mr. Harry A. Winne, Vice-President of Engineering at General 
Electric. The output the Board delivered to the Committee was titled “A Report 
on the International Control of Atomic Energy” (Barnard, Oppenheimer, 
Thomas, Winne, & Lilienthal, 1946, March 16), and underlined the domestic 
and international policy adopted for the control of atomic energy in the post-
war period. The broad contours of the organizational recommendations, 
focussed on an atomic energy commission with affirmative powers and functions 
coupled with powers of inspection and supervision, in contrast to an agency 
merely with police-like powers over otherwise autonomous national agencies, 
remain intact today.  

 

The report was praised for its scrupulous consideration and reconciliation of the 
technical facts with commercial, political, and organizational aspects of the 
problem, outlining the role of an international agency imbued with control of 
only those aspects of the problem which posed dangers to international safety 
and security, whilst retaining freedom for the pursuit of national and private 
nuclear research and application. For these reasons, we can recognise Barnard’s 
role as having global historical significance. More specifically, though, Barnard 
narrates his experiences over the 8-weeks this board was commissioned in 
minute detail for another of the cases he delivered at Harvard. It provides a 
useful touchpoint, once again, for understanding Barnard’s engagement in social 
introspection, his capacity for collaboration, his skill in navigating interpersonal 
personalities and politics, his process of inquiry into a socio-technical problem, 
and his contribution of organizational reasoning and insight, both to the 
temporary organization that comprised the committee, and the problem at hand 
towards which it was addressed (see Barnard, 1946a). 
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A1.4 The Rockefeller Foundation 

 

Having already served as a member on the board of trustees and the executive 
committee of the Rockefeller Foundation since 1940, Barnard was eventually 
persuaded to step down at New Jersey Bell in order to accept the Presidency of 
the Rockefeller Foundation in 1948, a post he remained in until his retirement 
in 1952 (Officer: Chester I. Barnard, 1948 August 18-1952 May 29). He 
succeeded Raymond B. Fosdick and was himself succeeded by Dean Rusk, who 
eventually became Secretary of State of the United States. The Rockefeller 
Foundation’s chartered purpose was to advance the welfare of mankind around 
the world, in large part through scientific philanthropy. During Barnard’s 
tenure, he helped implement an internal reorganisation, partly in response to 
new federal funding arrangements that enabled the Foundation to divest from 
certain activities and reorient funding towards new problems during the post-
war era of reconstruction. Although its efforts continued to span the full scope 
of academic sciences, during the 1940s and 50s there was particular focus placed 
on epidemiology, population studies, refugee resettlement, agriculture, 
international relations, legal and political philosophy, historical research, and 
institutional support for the arts. The foundation operated primarily via funding 
expert others to conduct promising projects through grants and partnerships, 
including, but by no means exclusively, with universities (see Wolf, 1973, pp. 
38-39). During his time at the Rockefeller Foundation, an organisation he 
described as “entirely different” (p. 10) from his previous experience, Barnard 
became fascinated by the dynamics between different types of stakeholders. He 
was particularly aware of how the ways of thinking - indeed the ways of life - 
exercised by scientists, whose work and esteem were bound to scientific 
methods and modes of scholarly evaluation, differed from other stakeholders 
such as governments, politicians, and communities, who operated in different 
life-orders with commensurate modes of conduct. Both with respect to the 
public problems at hand, and with respect to management and organisation of 
the foundation, Barnard was interested in how to practically reconcile these 
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differences without collapsing them into one another or stifling their respective 
functions and purposes. He personally undertook an historical-empirical study 
of malariology in an effort to grasp this nexus and its navigation in the concrete 
terms of a public health problem. 

 

During Barnard’s tenure, he also, somewhat serendipitously, approved funding 
for a series of sociological studies by the National Council of Churches in the 
United States, which was a multi-denominational council that sought to unite 
Christian denominations “in service rather than through unity about points of 
theology or polity” (Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America & 
National Council of Churches of Christ USA, 1908-current). Barnard, in the 
course of his engagements, and at the request of John Foster Dulles,74 had 
attended the Commission on Durable Peace at Cleveland (January 16-19, 
1945), where, amidst the largely theological crowd, he took it upon himself to 
point out that their discussions - of the economic system, the business system, 
he social system - were unrealistic and empirically uninformed. Recollecting his 
intervention, he said, “I listened to this discussion, and you’re talking about a 
world I don’t know anything about. I live in this world that you are talking 
about, but it isn’t at all like what you say it is” (Wolf, 1973, p. 40). At least in 
part on this basis the council decided to commission independent experts to 
study various aspects of American society on a range of topics of interest to their 
activities, though Barnard had no direct influence on their choice of personnel. 
Barnard encouraged the council to seek as much funding as possible from 
foundations, which were seen as ideologically or doctrinally ’neutral’. By the 
time their application for funds had arrived, Barnard was elected President of 
the Rockefeller Foundation. Despite the precedent of the foundation to avoid 
any work with religious organisations, Barnard, having some faith in his own 

 
74 John Foster Dulles was a trustee and later president of the Rockefeller Foundation. He 
was chairman of the National Council of Church’s Commission on a Just and Durable 
Peace. In 1952 he was appointed Secretary of State of the United States. 
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prior advice, took the unprecedented step to approve two appropriations of 
funding for the research. Collectively described as a comprehensive study of 
ethics in relation to modern economic life, the studies had the stated purpose of 
formulating ethical principles for economic life that cohered with Christian 
doctrine, were realistic with respect to present-day conditions, and helpful for 
guiding individuals and groups in making economic decisions, though the 
National Council of Churches took no official position nor accepted 
responsibility for the content or findings of the studies themselves. The studies 
were published by Harper & Brothers in a number of volumes comprising the 
“Series on the Ethics and Economics of Society” and came to have a substantial 
influence on conceptions of American economy and society in the mid-century 
period (see review by Van Bortel, 1955). Although Barnard’s key role in the 
series coming to fruition is scantly recognised, the texts themselves are. Indeed, 
a number of the texts are still to this day considered seminal contributions for 
whole fields of research, including organisation theory, corporate social 
responsibility, and consumer culture, among others. The series comprised The 
Organizational Revolution (1953) by Kenneth E. Boulding,75 Social 
Responsibilities of the Business Man (1953) by Howard R. Bowen,76 Social 
Responsibilities and Strikes (1953) by prominent industrial relations scholar 
Neil W. Chamberlain, Goals of Economic Life (1953) by Alfred Dudley Ward 
and John Maurice Clark, American Income and Its Uses (1954) by Elizabeth E. 
Hoyt, Margaret G. Reid, Joseph L. McConnell, and Janet M. Hooks, Christian 
Values and Economic Life (1954) by John C. Bennett, Howard R. Bowen, 

 
75 The Organizational Revolution: A study in the ethics of economic organization (Boulding, 1953) 
is a major touchpoint for the historical description of the rise of the ‘organisational society’ 
and happens also to cite Barnard’s Functions as a major influence. 
76 Social Responsibilities of the Business Man (Bowen, 1953) has been widely upheld within 
contemporary corporate social responsibility research to be the original treatise in this area 
(see for instance Acquier & Gond, 2011; Carroll, 1999). It was recently re-printed in 
English [2013], and newly translated in French. More than 65 years after its original 
publication, its year-by-year citations are currently on the rise, its rediscovery having been 
branded the ‘unearthing [of] a treasure’ (Acquier & Gond, 2011, p. 608). 
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William A. Brown, Jr., and G. Bromley Oxnam, The American Economy, 
Attitudes and Opinions (1955) by Alfred Dudley Ward, and Social 
Responsibilities in Farm Leadership (1956) by the agricultural economist Walter 
William Wilcox.  According to Barnard, the series also had a direct influence on 
the thinking of prominent theologian and public philosopher Reinhold 
Niebuhr,77 who has been cited as a key influence by American politicians on the 
left and the right, up to and including Barack Obama.78 It is fair to say, then, 
that Barnard’s direct and indirect legacy at the Rockefeller Foundation has been 
profound. 

  

In addition to these major undertakings, Barnard served in an advisory capacity 
for numerous additional public committees, commissions, and task-forces, and 
as a director in both public and private affairs, spanning organisations engaged in 
scientific research, medicine, insurance, economic policy, civil obedience and 
national security. In the 1930s he served on committees appointed by the 
Secretary of Labor to study the problems of older workers in industry; he was a 
director of the Regional Planning Association, and of the National Probation 
Association; he was vice-president and a member of the board of managers of 
the New Jersey Reformatory at Rahway. In 1941, during WWII, he was special 
assistant to the Secretary of the Treasury. He received the Navy’s Meritorious 
Civilian Service Award in 1944 in recognition of outstanding service on the 

 
77 Reinhold Niebuhr was a prominent theologian and public philosopher, and a 
contemporary and sometimes adversary of John Dewey. Although he declared himself in 
the tradition of William James, and accepted the social ethos of pragmatism, he 
(paradoxically) advanced an essentialist doctrine of human nature that is contra to 
pragmatist philosophy. He likewise maintained an ultimate commitment to transcendent 
Christian ‘truth’ that is antithetical to Dewey’s secular position outlined in A Common Faith 
(1934). His so-called Christian Pragmatism, and his clashes with John Dewey have been 
usefully analysed by Mark Douglas (2001) and Rice (1993, 2012). Nonetheless, he 
occupied a significant public role in mid-century America and his thought has had an untold 
significance on generations of America’s public figures. 
78 See David Brooks’ (2007) piece “Obama, Gospel and Verse”; See also Holder and Josephson 
(2016). 
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Third Naval District Manpower Committee, as well as the Navy’s Certificate of 
Appreciation for services to Naval personnel. In 1946 he served on the 
Presidential Special Commission on Integration of Medical Services in the U.S. 
Government. He was also a member of the advisory committee studying 
hospital administration under a program set up by the Sloan Foundation. While 
at the Rockefeller Foundation, he was also head of its General Education Board, 
and served as chairman of the National Science Foundation ("Chester I. Barnard 
Dies at 74; Headed New Jersey Bell Telephone," 1961, June 8).  

 

Even after his retirement, Barnard continued his service. In 1957, he was 
appointed by former Mayor of the City of New York, Robert F. Wagner, to the 
Board of Heath, in which post he helped to establish the city’s new health code, 
implemented in 1959, which was hailed by the New York Times as “a 
monument to dedicated and cooperative effort in a free society” which would 
“protect, better than ever before, the health and welfare of millions of people - 
those who live and work here and those who visit the city” ("The City’s New 
Health Code," 1959, March 25). He held corporate directorships at the 
Prudential Insurance Company of America, the American Insurance Company 
and the Fidelity Union Trust Company of Newark. He was a Fellow of the 
American Association for the Advancement of Science and of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, a member of the American Philosophical Society 
and the Institute of World Affairs, and a director of the National Bureau of 
Economic Research.  

 

He held honorary law degrees from Brown, Princeton and Newark Universities, 
and honorary degrees in science from Rutgers University and the University of 
Pennsylvania. He also turned down many additional (15-20) honorary degrees, 
including from the University of California and the University of Chicago. His 
hobby throughout his life remained music, the influence of which can been seen 
in the many musical metaphors he makes use of in his writings. He was a 
founding member and patron of the Bach Society of New Jersey and the Newark 
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Art Theatre. He also maintained numerous personal affiliations; his clubs 
included the Essex of Newark, the Harvard Club of New Jersey, the Union 
League, the Century Association and the Cosmos in Washington. He was 
married to his wife, Grace, with whom he had one daughter, Frances. The 
latter’s early death as a young mother was the great tragedy of Barnard’s 
otherwise decorated life. When he died in 1961 he was survived by his wife and 
their three grandchildren ("Chester I. Barnard Dies at 74; Headed New Jersey 
Bell Telephone," 1961, June 8). 

 

A1.5 Harvard connections 

 

In parallel with his extensive and diverse practitioner experience outlined 
above, and especially during the 1930s and early 1940s, Barnard was part of an 
academic milieu at Harvard, amongst whom he engaged in academic exercises 
that were both informed by and in turn sought to inform his executive practice. 
He never held any permanent faculty or teaching positions at Harvard,79 but his 
ongoing connections with the institution and its members helped encourage his 
intellectual development and his philosophic orientation towards his executive 
work, and practically facilitated the exposition of his ideas and the publication of 
his major book, The Functions of the Executive, in 1938. Formally, Barnard was 
tethered to Harvard via his voluntary participation in a number of its visiting 
committees,80 of which he recalls sitting on 15-18 of them in total (Wolf, 1973, 
p. 3), and some other meetings, but in the main, his most important 

 
79 Insert footnote about the post that he declined and his reasoning about his contribution to 
concrete affairs. 
80 The visitation process at Harvard is a governance mechanism stipulated in its institutional 
charter, and provides periodic external review of the quality and direction of the 
University’s schools, departments, and selected other programs and activities via the 
operation of numerous visiting committees, whose work is overseen by and reported to an 
elected Board of Overseers (as distinct from the President and Fellows of Harvard College, 
also known as the Corporation)(see The President and Fellows of Harvard College, 2020). 
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connections were via a number of engagements facilitated by his personal 
acquaintance with Lawrence J. Henderson. 

 

Barnard was a very close friend of Henderson, who was a Professor in 
biochemistry at Harvard, to whom he was introduced by Wallace Donham, 
Dean of the Harvard School of Business Administration (pp. 2-3). Although few 
would now recognise Henderson’s name for his direct contributions to 
scholarship, he was among the first proponents of a history and sociology of 
science, and eventually developed an anti-positivist position that sought to 
expand our understanding of human relations beyond the purely rational and 
logical (see Barber, 1970, pp. 23-26). He was profoundly influential as a 
‘roving’ Professor at Harvard who acted as an intellectual and institutional 
bridge between the biomedical sciences in particular, and the still weakly 
professionalised human and social sciences. Through leveraging his institutional 
significance in service of his own intellectual agenda which had become focused 
on the work of Italian sociologist Vilfredo Pareto, Henderson became 
responsible for introducing and promoting systems thinking to a generation of 
scholars who would go on to become profoundly influential household names in 
the disciplines of American sociology, psychology, anthropology, and 
management.  

 

Scholars have tended to rely on a series of disparate references and biographies 
to cobble together the full scope of activities orchestrated and championed by 
Henderson, the collective attendees of which were memorialised as the ‘Pareto 
Circle’ by Heyl (1968), of which Barnard was a recognised, albeit somewhat 
peripheral member. This was not a stable and formalised grouping, but rather 
operated in what Isaac (2012, pp. 23-34) has termed the ‘interstitial academy’ at 
Harvard, by which he refers to “the realms of intellectual engagement that 
existed between more established or specialised discipline-based departments or 
schools”, “a cluster of clubs, societies, seminars, and inchoate disciplinary 
ventures”, which provided “[t]he principal vehicles for the Harvard faculty’s and 
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student body’s repeated engagements with scientific philosophy” during the 
1930s through to the mid-century period. These were extra-disciplinary, 
preprofessional, or avocational academic structures” that nonetheless came to 
substantially influence twentieth-century social science. That a trained 
biochemist would come to yield so much sway, and be able to act with so much 
latitude, seems surprising from today’s vantage point, and would have perhaps 
also been strange to contemporaneous scholars located outside of Harvard. 
Although this story is beyond the scope of this dissertation, the conditions which 
enabled Henderson to be an arbiter of cross-disciplinary exchange during this 
vital time at Harvard, and how and why he came to peddle Pareto’s work 
specifically, is part of an intricate institutional and intellectual history that has 
been well-documented elsewhere.8182 

 

The ‘Pareto Circle’ initially coalesced in the autumn of 1932 for a weekly 
seminar which ran under the name “Pareto and Methods of Scientific 
Investigation”, in which a heterodox group of Harvard faculty and students 
convened to read and discuss the French translation of Vilfredo Pareto’s (1917 
[1916]) Trattato di Sociologia Generale (see Isaac, 2012, p. 63). The attendees 
now read as a who’s who of twentieth century human and social sciences: 
Harvard faculty members included Joseph Schumpeter, Pitirim Sorokin, 
Thomas North Whitehead, Fritz Roethlisberger, Hans Zinsser, Clyde 
Kluckhohn, W. Lloyd Warner, Henry Murray, Elton Mayo, Crane Brinton, 
Bernard DeVoto and Talcott Parsons, while student participants included 
Robert K. Merton, William Foote Whyte, Kingsley Davis, George C. Homans, 
and James Grier Miller. As Isaac notes, “[i]n addition to the leaders of the 

 
81 Joel Isaac (2012) provides a detailed intellectual history of the changing University 
structure at Harvard and the various ‘interstitial’ activities that had a disproportionate 
influence over the trajectory of the social sciences in the mid-twentieth century. See also 
Barber (1970) and Munoz (2014). 
82 Barnard’s personal recollection of the events that led Henderson to become enamoured 
with the work of Pareto can be found in Wolf (1973, pp. 16-17).  
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Hawthorne experiments at the Western Electric Company (Mayo, 
Roethlisberger, and Whitehead) and one of America’s rising men of letters 
(DeVoto), the group included five future presidents of the American 
Sociological Association, and one each of the American Historical Association, 
the American Anthropological Association, and the American Economic 
Association” (p. 63). A comprehensive list of all participants does not exist, but 
given Barnard was at this time the President of New Jersey Bell, and also 
engaged with the Relief Administration, it is unlikely he would have had time to 
attend the official gatherings. Nonetheless, he was already familiar with Pareto, 
having read the French edition prior to its translation into English. This 
common ground provided a bond of interest between he and Henderson, who 
certainly recognised Barnard as a valuable interlocutor83 as he contended with 
Pareto’s ideas (Wolf, 1973, p. 2). During this time, then, Barnard was 
somewhat adjacent to the more entrenched academic grouping of the circle; he 
was privy to some of their discussions, and in turn contributed, but this 
intellectual reciprocity was principally mediated by his personal relationship and 
correspondence with Henderson (archived in Chester I. Barnard Papers, Baker 
Library, Harvard). 

 

During the same period these Paretian ideas were circulating at Harvard, 
Henderson unwittingly set in motion the series of events that would also lead 
Barnard to eventually publish The Functions of the Executive. As Barnard explains:  

Lawrence Henderson was a very close friend of A. Lawrence Lowell. Lowell 
was president of Harvard. He and Henderson used to walk back from Boston 
to Cambridge from the medical school and the college… Well, Lawrence 
Lowell was the sole trustee of the Lowell Foundation, and [he] had to arrange 
for this lecture series… Of course, Lowell was always looking for suggestions 
as to whom they could get, and Henderson suggested that he get me. He gave 

 
83 This should not be misconstrued as Barnard affording Pareto the same pedestal that 
Henderson did – indeed, Barnard confides in Wolf that he thought Henderson had become 
‘evangelical’ and his position ‘polemical’. 
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me complete freedom as to what I should talk about and whether I should take 
six lectures or eight. When I was a boy in Boston I used to go to the Lowell 
Institute lectures. They were open to the public, and they were very popular 
then. By the time I gave my lectures they were not popular at all. Nobody 
ever attended Lowell lectures. I don’t believe there were more than fifty 
people ever in my audience and half of them were my friends and relatives. So 
I agreed to do it; I picked out the functions of the executive and took eight 
lectures to do it. I had to travel back and forth every week from New York to 
Boston (Wolf, 1973, pp. 14-15). 

Barnard delivered the lectures extemporaneously, with only skeleton notes 
prepared in advance. It was through the delivery of the lectures that he began a 
comprehensive treatment of organization and codified his thinking according to 
a conceptual scheme. As he recalls, “I discussed many organization problems all 
the time, in the organisation and sometimes outside. I did a number of papers… 
on this topic or that, but I had no idea of a comprehensive treatment of the 
subject; that is, I was just sucked into that” (p. 45). He had never intended to 
publish his lectures, or indeed to write a book, until Dumas Malone, the head of 
Harvard Press approached him: 

He knew nothing about the lectures, but he thought maybe the Press ought to 
be doing something with Lowell Institute lectures. He asked Arthur Page, 
who was then a vice-president of AT&T and a friend of mine and was on what 
they called the Syndic of the Harvard Press, a board of directors, if he would 
introduce me - which he did. Malone convinced me to convert these lectures 
into a book (p. 15). 

It was only at this point that Barnard embarked on the writing process. He 
admits it was a gargantuan task, completed during a sustained run of long hours 
and limited sleep alongside his executive work. Despite its analytical structure 
and tone, he insists it was more an exercise in elaborating what he intuitively 
understood through experience, clearly seeking fidelity between his experience, 
his concepts, and their presentation. He wrote and re-wrote the manuscript 
eighteen or twenty times in a manner which itself seems to have been part of his 
process of inquiry, though it was not undertaken as a theoretical study as an end 
in itself. As I will discuss in more detail when discussing Barnard’s conceptual 
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scheme and indeed his stance, both the process and the product encapsulated in 
The Functions were part of his own self-formation, seeking both to describe and 
inform his organisational conduct. In this sense the text can be considered a 
protreptic directed both at Barnard himself and his audience. By all objective 
counts the book was highly successful, achieving a status and distribution that 
was certainly beyond any expectation. Because of its originality and its rigour, 
but also undoubtedly bolstered by his professional status and embeddedness in 
Henderson’s influential millieu, it became one of the most foundational texts in 
organization theory. It is my contention that The Functions remains a fertile 
source of organizational wisdom, of a kind as desperately needed as it is in short 
supply today. Even despite this, and as demonstrated in Chapter 5, although 
Barnard’s thinking was immortalised in a single published treatise at a single 
point in time, his engagement with the activity of organization and its associated 
discourse was an ongoing and dynamic process that never ceased to captivate 
him, and indeed substantively constituted his way of life.  

 

The Pareto Circle was sustained not only by the Pareto seminar, but by the 
complimentary enterprises of the Society of Fellows,84 Henderson’s work in the 
Graduate School of Business Administration85 where he held an office, and most 
directly relevant to Barnard’s involvement, Henderson’s course on ‘Concrete 
Sociology’ (Isaac, 2012, p. 69). Although the Pareto Circle has sometimes been 

 
84 The Society of Fellows was an academic project launched in 1933 with a gift from A. 
Lawrence Lowell, then President Emeritus at Harvard, whose aim was to create a cross-
disciplinary group composed of the most elite and promising members of the student body 
and junior faculty, that transcended institutional departmentalisation. Fellows are 
considered to represent the highest calibre of academic achievement and are given complete 
academic and organisational freedom over the conduct of their research and their use of 
University resources. 
85 Henderson administered the Industrial Hazards Project, the Rockefeller Foundation 
funded initiative that joined Mayo’s program on the Western Electric Studies with 
Henderson’s program at The Fatigue Laboratory. His involvement with the affairs of the 
Harvard Business School, and the field of business administration, ran deep (Isaac, 2012, 
pp. 72-73). 
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characterised as a politically conservative ‘anti-marxist’ counter-point to new-
deal social democracy,86 “it was Pareto’s theory of scientific knowledge, not his 
critique of social democracy, that mattered [most] to Henderson and his 
associates” (Isaac, 2012, p. 64). As Isaac convincingly demonstrates, the 
‘harvard complex’ of the day was engaged in “a [now] largely forgotten 
conversation concerning the sources and validity of knowledge in the human 
sciences” whereby the language of epistemology which circulated cast “practices 
of scientific research, regimes of professional training, and the theory of 
knowledge” as “intricately related and mutually reinforcing enterprises” (p. 6). 
Pedagogy was not a peripheral concern, but rather, was seen to be central to the 
problem of knowledge. This is clearly exemplified by Henderson’s decision to 
compliment the theoretical debate of the Pareto Seminar by embedding the 
study of Pareto in the undergraduate curriculum of Harvard beginning in the 
Spring of 1938. Initially entitled “Seminary in Methods and Results of Certain 
Sociological Investigations”, and later renamed “Concrete Sociology: A Study of 
Cases” the now infamous Sociology 23 course engendered Henderson’s effort to 
demonstrate the applicability of the Paretian framework to the study of human 
relations.  

 

The broad aim of the course, in Henderson’s words, was “to analyse and 
describe some of the more important elements, factors, and elements of the 
interactions of men”. For, he continued, it “seems to be that such things as 
personal integrity, the bonds of family, discipline, decorum, loyalty, friendship, 
religious devotion, and, in general, all the simple virtues are far more important 
in the social process than other things which have often been the chief concern 

 
86 A number of scholars have focused on the political implications of Pareto’s work and 
surmised the impact of the Pareto circle’s supposed embrace of it on twentieth-century 
American sociological thought (see for instance Cot, 2011; Fuller, 2000, pp. 163-169; 
Heyl, 1968; Keller, 1984). In contrast, the intellectual historian Joel Isaac (2008, 2012) has 
explicitly sought to overturn much of this politicisation by demonstrating that these 
accounts, which trade in philosophical history, are not supported empirically. 
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of intellectuals… it seems desirable that some persons, at least, should try to 
study them as they are” (Henderson as quoted in Barber, 1970, p. 58). Towards 
this end, the course was structured around a theoretical introduction to Pareto 
which Henderson would deliver over three sessions, followed by a series of 
individual cases, each delivered by an invited lecturer, some of whom were also 
members of the Pareto Seminar, including Brinton, Homans, Parsons, Mayo, 
Roethlisberger, Whitehead, DeVoto, and Kluckhohn. Henderson also invited 
close associates including Wallace Donham, Melvin Copeland, David Dill, Arlie 
Bock, and Dean Wilson, all from the Business School, the anthropologists 
Conrad Arensberg and Eliot Chapple, Harvard professors Arthur Darby Nock 
and Edwin B. Wilson, president emeritus Abbott Lawrence Lowell, and of 
course Barnard, then President of New Jersey Bell (see Barber, 1970, p. 41 for 
a full list of speakers and their topics).  As Roethlisberger later recalled, these 
men had in common that they had met a threshold of comprehension which 
satisfied Henderson: “the property which determined who was included in this 
set of persons was ‘Did you get the point of Henderson’s seminar on Pareto?’ If 
you had, you were in; if you had not, you were out” (as quoted in Isaac, 2012, 
pp. 70-71).87  

 

Whether scholars, scientists, physicians, or men of affairs, Henderson’s aim was 
for the speakers to apply Pareto’s conceptual scheme of the generalised social 
system to a practical concrete case dealing with some problem or situation 
which they were intuitively familiar, so that they could give a clinical exposition 

 
87 According to Isaac (2012, pp. 70-71): “Henderson did not soft -peddle these 
commitments. Each year, he circulated to his lecturers his opening remarks for Sociology 
23 on Pareto’s ‘conceptual scheme’—a tactic designed to solicit comments from, and to 
encourage doctrinal consistency among, the speakers”. Preparations were made to publish 
these lectures with a biographical introduction by Dr. Henderson, but the project never 
materialised. This task was later carried out and published by Bernard Barber (1970) under 
the title L. J. Henderson on the Social System: Selected Writings. Barber was a student of 
Henderson’s in Sociology 23 who became known for his contributions to the sociology of 
science.   



 

 

 
329 

of their reasoning, experience and method in dealing with concrete human 
affairs, not accessible through academic study alone (Barber, 1970, pp. 40, 57). 
Sociology 23 was a pedagogical programme based on the case method of 
teaching. Initially developed in the Harvard Law School by Christopher Langdell 
as a way to address professionalisation in the study of law (see Donham, 1922; 
see also Isaac, 2012, pp. 75-76), the case method, as a mode of instruction and 
as a form of inquiry, aimed to merge what scholars claimed to know, with what 
they did in acquiring knowledge and how they taught their subject. In other 
words, epistemology, research practice and pedagogy were deemed reflections 
of one another. This reflexive style of thinking was appropriated and adapted by 
Harvard’s psychologists, philosophers, sociologists, anthropologists, 
methodologists of science, and management theorists (Isaac, 2012, p. 65). The 
cases in Sociology 23 were not fabricated to preconfigure the students’ thinking 
about a circumscribed problem or to answer pre-set questions, but rather to 
observe and scrutinise the tacit, intuitive mode of analysis and judgement born 
of accumulated clinical or practical experience by a practitioner in their area of 
expertise. As Henderson noted, the purpose was “professional formation, not 
discovery” (Barber, 1970, pp. 39, 106). 

 

Barnard’s contribution to the course was the presentation of his case titled “Riot 
of the Unemployed at Trenton, N.J.”, in which he chronicles his experience, 
while State Director of the New Jersey Relief Administration, of negotiating 
with leaders representing unemployed recipients of relief before, during and 
after a serious riot. Barnard presented the case to Sociology 23 in 1938, 1939, 
1940 and twice in 1941. He gave the same lecture in 1941 at the Harvard 
Medical School in a similar course intended to orient the students to the social 
context for the practice of medics, and to a New York meeting of the chief 
executives of the Bell Telephone System, for which he translated the case’s 
exposition using ‘shop language’ (Barnard, 1948 [1935]-a, p. 51). Barnard 
eventually made the case available in printed pamphlet form in 1945, and it was 
reproduced with a new introduction in his edited collection of essays published 
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in 1948 under the title Organization and Management: Selected Papers (1948). 
Confirming Henderson’s vision, Barnard explains by way of introduction to the 
published version of the case that “[t]he conceptual scheme, ‘the effective way of 
thinking about things’, taught in the introductory lectures was largely based on 
Pareto’s sociology as presented in the English translation under the title The 
Mind and Society. I had for several years been a student of Pareto’s work. I had 
also collaborated very extensively with Dr. Henderson in developing the 
introductory lectures, so that I was thoroughly familiar with them. The manner 
of presentation of my case was determined thereby” (Barnard, 1948 [1935]-a, p. 
55). Nonetheless, he also clarifies that “the emphasis here is not on a special 
method but upon acquiring familiarity with material by working in or with it” 
(p. 55n). Barnard’s case is insightful for both reasons. Not only does his 
substantive description of events provide a window into Barnard’s handling of a 
complex, controversial, multiply interested and politically sensitive concrete 
situation, but more so with respect to his stance, because it provides an outlet in 
which Barnard feels it necessary to make explicit his own beliefs about the 
relationship between intellectual concepts, training, experience, and intuitive 
judgement. I examine his remarks thoroughly as I discuss Barnard’s broader 
engagement in exercises of organizational inquiry, the development of 
situational judgement through experience, and his organizational casuistry in 
Chapter 5.  

 

Like Barnard, many of the scholars comprising the ‘Pareto Circle’ 
acknowledged Henderson’s role in their professional formation, however as 
Barber (1970, pp. 42-43) rightly points out, we must be somewhat cautious in 
making specific attributions of his intellectual influence, lest we risk overstating 
their acceptance of Paretian ideas. Acknowledgement of intellectual exchange 
by no means proves intellectual debts, and even if there is some debt, 
intellectual products are by no means the result of single or exclusive sources. It 
is also important to decipher debts resulting from social or moral support, from 
substantive intellectual matters. Many of the participants are indebted to 
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Henderson, but not all endorse his intellectual project in their work. Others 
borrow terminology, not always with full fidelity to Pareto’s concepts. In 
Barnard’s case, it is clear that The Functions is influenced by certain terms and 
concepts derived from Pareto’s general sociology, and Henderson’s 
proselytizing of it, including at its most basic, his effort to produce a general 
conceptual scheme of organization. Likewise, Barnard’s experience of 
organization predisposed him to share in Pareto’s realisation that the calculative 
rationality supposed of economic agents fell far short of human and social reality 
and was in turn primed to agree an alternative understanding of human 
relations. Both men felt that an erroneous or fallacious view of human relations 
rendered otherwise practical men ill-equipped to deal realistically and 
effectively with concrete affairs, with particular contempt directed at 
economists. Pareto’s focus on non-logical processes and sentiments in human 
relations clearly found traction with Barnard, who borrows the terminology of 
the former in his elaboration of organizational experience, in particular. 
Furthermore, the central notions of equilibrium of cooperative systems, and 
crucially, the interdependence of elements, clearly help configure his 
understanding of organization as a system of cooperation and the executive’s 
role within it (see e.g. Barnard, 1968 [1938], p. 78n). The theoretical mode of 
both Henderson and Pareto, who were engaged in asserting ideas of system, 
equilibrium, and a generalized social system as the conceptual scheme for 
scientifically analysing all human and social interaction, are inherently anti-
pragmatic (Barber, 1970, pp. 30, 33). In spite of this, Henderson’s imagined 
utility of this conceptual scheme for ‘men of affairs’, whom he venerated for 
their ability to be practical and approximate in dealing with the complexity of 
reality, is arguably brought to fruition in Barnard’s own translation and use of 
these concepts with specific regard to formal organisation and executive conduct 
- as distinguished from all social organisation. 

 

Notwithstanding, Barnard was widely read and academically heterodox; he 
explicitly resists affording Pareto any greater credit than he does the countless 
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other authors with whose work he was engaged (Wolf, 1973, p. 3). He is 
candid about his belief that Henderson’s zeal for Pareto was overblown and 
undeserved. In his observation,  

[n]obody that I know of at Harvard ever fell for Pareto as hard as Henderson 
did. He got way out of balance on that. Pareto was very stimulating and 
worthwhile and had things to say, but he was nowhere near the fellow that 
Henderson thought he was. That’s an interesting psychological history… He 
got himself into a polemic position where he was fighting everybody all the 
time on behalf of Pareto… In his ardor of behaviour regarding Pareto, he was 
off balance considerably, there’s no question (pp. 16-17).   

Although Pareto may have been one intellectual influence, he was by no means 
the only one, nor even the most important when considering the whole of 
Barnard’s professional conduct.  And in any case, Barnard was categorically not 
in the business of edifying individual theorists, or even theory itself. When it 
came to his own work, Barnard’s ideas were first and foremost fashioned by his 
concrete experience, the test of which not only inflects his evaluations of others’ 
intellectual contributions, but also informs and modifies his own. This will 
become clearer in the examination of his stance. 

 

Barnard sustained personal correspondence throughout the 1940s with a 
number of the academics he met at Harvard during Henderson’s heyday (for 
instance, Talcott Parsons, George Homans, and a young Robert Merton, 
amongst others), and returned sporadically for teaching and other engagements, 
but his connections with Harvard weakened after Henderson’s death in 1942, at 
which point Sociology 23 ceased running, and the broader ‘Pareto Circle’ 
likewise disbanded. This coincided with World War II, the social and 
intellectual disruption of which led to significant reconfiguration of the 
intellectual currents and institutional landscapes at Harvard and in the broader 
social sciences (Heyl, 1968, p. 334). 
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As Wolf and Iino (1986, p. 2) have noted, “[f]ew students of management know 
much about Chester Barnard as an individual”. His more widely known 
accomplishments “give some understanding of the man” but they “fall far short 
of that intimate understanding which allows one to see a man and his work in 
total perspective”. As I hope the above summary of his professional 
accomplishments makes clear, Barnard’s “active mind and numerous 
contributions to public service serve as a model of a full and useful life” (Wolf, 
1973, p. v). He “was not only a philosopher, a practitioner, and scholar; he was 
also an economist, a statesman, and a person who ha[s] significantly influenced 
American life” (Wolf, 1974, p. viii).  
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Appendix II:  
 
The Functions of the Executive (1938) 
 

PART I: Preliminary considerations concerning cooperative systems 
 
Introduction 
The individual and organization 
Physical and biological limitations in cooperative systems 
Psychological and social factors in systems of cooperation 
The principles of cooperative action 
 
PART II: The theory and structure of formal organizations 
 
The definition of formal organization 
The theory of formal organization 
The structure of complex formal organizations 
Informal organizations and their relation to formal organizations 
 
PART III: The elements of formal organizations 
 
The bases and kinds of specializations 
The economy of incentives 
The theory of authority 
The environment of decision 
The theory of opportunism 
 
PART IV: The functions of organizations in cooperative systems 
 
The executive functions 
The executive process 
The nature of executive responsibility 
Conclusion 
 
APPENDIX: Mind in Everyday Affairs (1936) 
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