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<+ Introduction to the Series

he title of this series, Foundations for Organizational Science

(FOS), denotes a distinctive focus. FOS books are educational aids
for mastering the core theories, essential tools, and emerging per-
spectives that constitute the field of organizational science (broadly
conceived to include organizational behavior, organizational theory,
human resource management, and business strategy). Our ambitious
goal is to assemble the “essential library” for members of our profes-
sional community.

The vision for the series emerged from conversations with several
colleagues, including Peter Frost, Anne Huff, Rick Mowday, Benjamin
Schneider, Susan Taylor, and Andy Van de Ven. Many common interests
emerged from these sympathetic encounters, including enhancing the
quality of doctoral education by providing broader access to the master
teachers in our field, “bottling” the experience and insights of some of
the founding scholars in our field before they retire, and providing pro-
fessional development opportunities for colleagues seeking to broaden
their understanding of the rapidly expanding subfields within organi-
zational science.

ix
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Our unique learning objectives are reflected in an unusual set of
instructions to FOS authors. They are encouraged to (a) “write the way
they teach,” framing their book as an extension of their teaching notes
rather than as the expansion of a handbook chapter; (b) pass on their
“craft knowledge” to the next generation of scholars, making them
wiser and not just smarter; (c) share with their “virtual students and
colleagues” the insider tips and best bets for research that are normally
reserved for one-on-one mentoring sessions; and (d) make the com-
plexity of their subject matter comprehensible to nonexperts so that
readers can share their puzzlement, fascination, and intrigue.

We are proud of the group of highly qualified authors who have em-
braced the unique educational perspective of our “Foundations” series.
We encourage your suggestions for how these books can better satisfy
your learning needs—as a newcomer to the field preparing for prelims
or developing a dissertation proposal or as an established scholar seek-
ing to broaden your knowledge and proficiency.

DAVID A. WHETTEN
SERIES EDITOR



- Acknowledgments

Any lengthy book gets written with much help. An exceptionally
generous group of friends and anonymous reviewers undertook
the gargantuan task of critiquing an early draft of the manuscript. Peter
Frost offered, as always, a mix of support and keen insight. Dave
Whetton, the editor of the Foundations for Organizational Science
series, did as I asked and challenged my assumptions and assertions as
hard as he could. He did so with panache and cogency, and even after my
greatest efforts to respond fully, his arguments continue to ring in my
ears. Ralph Stablein and Walter Nord helped me to maintain a criti-
cal perspective and sharpened my discussion of qualitative methods.
Gideon Kunda spent hours reading and arguing about the ideas in this
book, increasing my awareness, and making it very difficult for me to
settle for easy answers to tough problems. Deb Meyerson, coauthor
of articles that were the genesis of the three-perspective view of cul-
ture, was again a partner in this endeavor. She found what I had not
said, what I should have said, and what I should not say. A second group
of helpful friends gave detailed critiques of chapters in their areas
of expertise: Mary Jo Hatch, Hazel Markus, Michael Morris, Denise
Rousseau, and Majken Schultz. The diversity of views that these critics
offered made this a much better book, although perhaps to their credit
they might disown some of the views I express.

xi



xii ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

This book was also written with the help of people who never saw the
manuscript but whose intellectual ghosts sat on my shoulders as I
wrote. Linda Smircich and Marta Calas, through their work and
through memories of the long talks we have had throughout the years,
constantly pulled me toward more radical theories and methods. This
was exceptionally valuable because I am usually surrounded by more
conservative intellectual influences. John Van Maanen’s work has
taught me that it is essential that a cultural portrait capture the complex
diversity of views held by lower-level employees. John also writes like an
angel, albeit an angel with an eye for irony, an ear for what is not said,
and a voice unlike any other. Although I did not attain his grace with
words, his work encouraged me to try. Ed Schein, one of the fathers
of organizational culture research, has taught me with patience and
persistence to honor his ideas with the depth of understanding they
deserve. In addition to these guiding ghosts, I thank the doctoral
student-collaborators who worked with me on the studies that form the
empirical backbone of the cultural theory presented in this book: Alan
Wilkins, who first introduced me to the topic of culture; Caren Siehl,
Melanie Powers, Michael Boehm, Sim Sitkin, Martha Feldman, Mary Jo
Hatch, Kathy Knopoff, and Christine Beckman; and Deb Meyerson, my
most frequent coauthor, co-conspirator, and friend. These people have
been my teachers.

The references section at the end of this volume is long enough tobe a
book in itself. Lea Richards, my faculty assistant, spent long days track-
ing down disappearing citations and doing all the unrewarding, picky
work involved in constructing such a reference list. Linda Bethel typed
and drew the most difficult figures and tables and also gave Lea much
needed help when the references needed proofing. The Graduate
School of Business at Stanford University has been consistently gener-
ous in its support of my research and writing, not in the least by attract-
ing such fine doctoral students.

On a more personal note, I have two Beaux to thank. The younger
one, Beau M. Sheil, is my son. His love of life and fine sense of humor
are a pleasure and a reminder of what is important. For decades, my
husband, the other Beau Sheil, has been a constant source of love and
encouragement (including much appreciated computer expertise and
proofreading for this manuscript). He is the rock that supports all else
in my life, including this book. Thank you all.



To Beau A. Sheil, my husband,
and Beau M. Sheil, my son,
who constantly remind me of what is important.






I
Mapping the Cultural Terrain






.
+ Introduction and Overview

When organizations are examined from a cultural viewpoint, atten-
tion is drawn to aspects of organizational life that historically
have often been ignored or understudied, such as the stories people tell
to newcomers to explain “how things are done around here,” the ways in
which offices are arranged and personal items are or are not displayed,
jokes people tell, the working atmosphere (hushed and luxurious or
dirtyand noisy), the relations among people (affectionate in some areas
of an office and obviously angry and perhaps competitive in another
place), and so on. Cultural observers also often attend to aspects of
working life that other researchers study, such as the organization’s offi-
cial policies, the amounts of money different employees earn, reporting
relationships, and so on. A cultural observer is interested in the surfaces
of these cultural manifestations because details can be informative, but
he or she also seeks an in-depth understanding of the patterns of mean-
ings that link these manifestations together, sometimes in harmony,
sometimes in bitter conflicts between groups, and sometimes in webs of
ambiguity, paradox, and contradiction.
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Culture as a Metaphor and Culture as a Variable

The long-winded definition of culture in the prior paragraph takes
positions on some of the issues that divide cultural researchers. One of
the most important is Smircich’s (1983a) distinction between studies
of culture as a metaphor for organizational life and studies of culture
as a variable. Studies that assume culture can be treated as a variable
are usually assuming a functionalist viewpoint. Functionalist studies
of culture offer the promise, to the delight of many managers, that a
“strong” culture (one that generates much consensus among employees
of an organization) will lead to outcomes most top executives desire to
maximize, such as greater productivity and profitability. Functionalist
studies bring a kind of cultural research into the mainstream of organi-
zational behavior, where research streams that fail to establish a causal
link to performance-related outcomes have seldom managed to achieve
long-term prominence. Critics of functional cultural research react
with dismay at the intrusion of mainstream preoccupations into “their”
cultural domain. For example, Calds and Smircich (1987) declared that
cultural research had, by the end of the 1980s, become “dominant, but
dead.” Although this death knell was premature, many cultural re-
searchers continue to oppose a functionalist approach to the study of
culture. Cultural studies that eschew functionalism generally prefer a
symbolic approach (Alvesson & Berg, 1992; Pondy, Frost, Morgan, &
Dandridge, 1983; Schultz & Hatch, 1996), focusing on the symbolic
meanings associated with cultural forms such as rituals and physical ar-
rangements (Schultz, 1995). Although functional approaches often
treat culture as a variable, used to predict outcomes, symbolic ap-
proaches tend to view culture as a lens for studying organizational life
(Smircich, 1983b).

The definition I previously offered assumes that culture is a meta-
phor, a lens for examining organizational life. That does not mean that
culture encompasses and eclipses all other ways of studying organiza-
tions. It does mean that, along with many others, I believe a cultural
study should include detailed accounts of a wide range of familiar
and unfamiliar aspects of organizational life in a “thick description” (a
phrase coined by Geertz [1973] that means an account full of detailed
observations). What distinguishes a cultural study from an inventory,
however, is a willingness to look beneath the surface, to gain an in-depth
understanding of how people interpret the meanings of these manifes-
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tations and how these interpretations form patterns of clarity, incon-
sistency, and ambiguity that can be used to characterize understandings
of working lives.

In this book, I also include cultural studies that define culture differ-
ently—as a variable that can be conceptually distinguished and mea-
sured separately from other more familiar organizational variables.
Culture-as-a-variable studies usually focus on a single cultural mani-
festation, such as top executives’ espoused values or employees’ self-
reports of the informal norms. As will be shown, these different ap-
proaches to defining culture—as a metaphor for organizational life and
as a variable—are only the first of a long list of issues about which cul-
tural researchers vehemently disagree.

Focus of the Book:
Cultures in Organizations as a Vortex

When culture is defined as a way of studying everyday life in orga-
nizations, the question of scope quickly arises. What is not culture? Is
culture just another word for organization? Does cultural theory and
research encompass all organizational theory and research? The scope
of cultural studies of organizations is much narrower than these ques-
tions imply. Cultural theory and research is just one of many organi-
zational domains, and it certainly does not encompass all the others.
People cannot learn all they need to know about organizations by
studying culture. Simultaneously, however, cultural theory and re-
search is a broad area of organizational inquiry. The field has become a
vortex, drawing in people who are studying culture for very different
reasons and working from very different scholarly assumptions.

Some people have been drawn to the study of culture in organizations
because they find noncultural studies of organizations—for example,
those that focus on variables such as size, structure, technology, and
demography—dry and narrowly focused. These researchers revel in the
kinds of topics—rituals, symbolic meanings, and humor—that some
cultural studies examine. Some researchers have been drawn to cul-
tural studies because this domain has been open to qualitative meth-
ods, such as long-term participant observation, discourse analysis, and
textual deconstruction, that have not readily been accepted in many
mainstream organizational topic domains. These qualitative methods
seemed to offer particularly useful ways to deepen understanding of
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cultural phenomena. For some, cultural research fills a void—offering
the promise of clarity and unity in a confusing and ambiguous world.
For others, culture offers a way to capture and express complexities cen-
tral to everyday life in organizations. Many applied researchers have
been excited by the potential of culture research to provide some solu-
tions for managers searching for new ways to motivate and control em-
ployees, using values to generate commitment and increase productiv-
ity and perhaps even profitability. These are not the only reasons for
studying culture, but they are representative.

Because of the range of reasons why organizational researchers have
been drawn to cultural studies, the major controversies that have polar-
ized and sometimes revolutionized disciplines in the humanities and
other social sciences are represented within the field of organizational
culture studies as well. Neopositivist cultural research (like much of
mainstream organizational research) uses the scientific method to de-
velop and test theory, working from deductively derived hypotheses
that can be empirically tested and potentially proven false. Therefore, a
neopositivist cultural study’s empirically based conclusions are usually
described as objectively true (“Our study demonstrated that . . ”), with
the goal of developing generalizable theory. In contrast, interpretive
studies of culture describe a context in great detail, usually seeking to
develop context-specific understandings rather than generalizable the-
ory. Interpretive studies focus on socially constructed knowledge—
how people interpret what happens to them. Some interpretive studies
frame their conclusions in terms that implicitly claim to be the best
available or even an objectively true representation of the culture stud-
ied. Other interpretive studies of culture, including those written from
a postmodern position, implicitly or explicitly challenge any objective
truth claim, explaining that other subjective interpretations are always
possible. Postmodern cultural studies, for example, use deconstruction
to show how a study’s textual rhetoric hides its own inevitable weak-
nesses if it attempts to claim an inviolable place from which objective
truth can be presented. Such postmodern analysis attempts to show that
literally any argument contains the seeds of its own destruction. Intel-
lectual traditions, such as neopositivism, interpretive approaches, and
postmodernism, all have contributed to cultural studies of organiza-
tions and to other domains of organizational research.

Because of the range of scholarly assumptions these researchers hold,
the body of literature that focuses on organizational culture is large and
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diverse, crossing disciplinary and methodological barriers. Also, given
that the field of organizational culture research has become a vortex,
drawing in scholars who take differing positions on the controversies
that have polarized the humanities and social sciences during the past
few decades, it can sometimes be difficult to discern which disputes per-
tain only to the study of culture and which pertain, more broadly, to the
study of organizations. Therefore, readers familiar with other volumes
in this Foundations for Organizational Science series will find that the
domain of this book is necessarily broader.

In this book, my focus, unless stated otherwise, is on cultural issues at
the organizational level of analysis. (Many of these ideas will also be
of relevance to work group and national cultures, and when this rele-
vance becomes salient I discuss it usually in footnotes.) When I discuss
broader issues that have application to all organizational studies, not
just studies of cultures in organizations, I signal this change of focus.
For example, Chapter 2 examines a range of epistemological, method-
ological, and theoretical issues that are of particular interest to cultural
researchers but that have applicability to all organizational theory and
research.

Managerial Fads,
Seductive Promises, and Where I Stand

Given the range of reasons for studying culture, and the range of in-
tellectual traditions represented in organizational culture research, it is
no wonder that there is little agreement about what culture is, what it is
not, how to study it, and what we know and do not know about it. In this
book, my goal is to represent the complexity of this body of literature,
capturing the range of conflicting assumptions about what theories,
political interests, methods, and styles of writing are most appropriate
for studying cultures in organizations. Before proceeding, however, it is
important to acknowledge that although I attempt to offer a balanced
portrait of opposing views, my opinions and biases will come through,
whether I want them to or not. Although I am more comfortable with
the usual impersonal academic writing style, I believe it will help you as
a reader to distinguish what I believe from what others believe if I am
honest and explicit about where I stand on some of these issues. I do this
here, and again whenever I view it as necessary. This kind of discussion
of the preferences and opinions of an author is reflexivity, and it is
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particularly important in cultural studies, in which so many divergent
assumptions are often left unsaid or asserted as truth.

Beginning in the early 1980s, when I first began to do cultural re-
search, some cultural studies offered companies a soothing promise:
Organizations could supposedly develop “strong” cultures, becoming
havens of harmony in which employees shared their leader’s beliefs,
assumptions, and vision for the company. Sometimes, this “strong” cul-
ture argument went one step further, offering the holy grail: If an orga-
nization could build a sufficiently “strong” culture, improved produc-
tivity and profitability would result. This was a seductive promise for
managers, particularly those who held high-ranking positions in large,
internally diverse organizations. It offered a leader-focused way to
achieve agreement, on issues where it mattered most, in organizational
domains that seemed riddled with misunderstanding, confusion, un-
spoken dissent, and, sometimes, overt conflict. Not surprisingly, many
organizations invested considerable sums of money trying to build a
“strong” culture (seeking organizational consensus regarding values
and goals of top executives) and capture the competitive advantages of
this new route to profitability.

Unfortunately, many of these cultural claims were oversimplified—
yet another managerial fad that failed to deliver on its promises. For
example, many of the “strong” culture companies of the early 1980s
encountered severe financial problems shortly after their praises had
been sung. Eager advocates of cultural solutions suddenly began asking
culture researchers pointed questions about missing control and com-
parison groups: Were there equally profitable companies that lacked
“strong” cultures? Did other “strong” culture organizations have trou-
bled financial histories? Organizational consensus, across hierarchical
ranks and functional divisions, is very difficult to achieve except with
regard to values and goals (such as “quality” or “customer satisfaction”)
that are relatively abstract and as controversial as apple pie. Many prac-
titioners who had invested time and money in cultural change inter-
ventions became disillusioned. “Strong” culture claims had been over-
simplified and ultimately were less than useful—an expensive mistake
for many companies.

Despite these failings, the promise of a leader-centered, unified cul-
ture as a key to financial performance has kept its allure, particularly but
not exclusively in the United States. This is a Lazarus of an idea; it ap-
pears to die and then is resurrected. In every decade, organizations face
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new problems and become enamored of what appear to be new solu-
tions. In the 1990s, hierarchies were flattened, downsizing and restruc-
turing thinned managerial and other ranks, and boundaries between
functional divisions (“silos”) were breached. Also, as women and other
underrepresented groups have entered the labor market in unprece-
dented numbers and attempted to rise through the ranks, discord
and complaint have often ensued because rules designed by and for
members of one group may place others at a subtle, or not so subtle,
disadvantage. The Internet has revolutionized, at least temporarily,
presumptions about finance, marketing, labor markets, and compensa-
tion. A global economy, new organizational forms, the Internet, and a
more diverse workforce have left complex problems and unanswered
questions in their wake. The new cultural answers to these dilemmas are
too often variants of the old: With the right corporate vision, mission
statement, or leader, an organization can build a highly committed, uni-
fied culture that fosters productivity and profitability.

I have no fondness for this Lazarus of a cultural “theory.” For reasons |
discuss later, I believe that the evidence on balance does not support
these contentions. Furthermore, the purpose of a social science theory
is not to comfort managers with promises of relatively easy solutions
but to capture and perhaps even construct organizational experiences,
in all their discomforting complexity, conflict, ambiguity, and flux. I be-
lieve that only a small part of an organization’s culture consists of issues
and perceptions that people see clearly and agree on. The rest is charac-
terized by incompletely understood conflicts between groups; inconsis-
tencies between, for example, what people say they value and what they
do; ambiguities about what frequently used phrases and goal state-
ments actually mean; and irreconcilable paradoxes and contradictions.
An oversimplified theory, however comforting and appealing, is not
likely to be useful if it ignores important complexities in the world it
attempts, imperfectly, to represent. Application of an oversimplified
theory is not only a potential waste of organizational resources; it can
also undermine society’s shaky commitments to the academic enter-
prises of education and research.

Fortunately, cultural theory and research have more to offer than easy
promises of culture as a key to profitability. For example, offering an
understanding of a culture, or cultures, is a worthy goal in its own
right. Studies of organizational culture have proliferated in the past two
decades. At first, this literature seems to offer a confusing morass of
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conflicting findings. This book dissects and sifts through cultural stud-
ies based on very different intellectual traditions and shows how, taken
in combination, these cultural studies reveal insights not available from
other types of organizational research. The key to this argument is the
phrase “taken in combination.” If cultural studies are to offer more than
easy answers that do not live up to their promise, cultural researchers
will need to learn to understand, value, and use highly divergent ap-
proaches to the study of culture.

Occam’s Razor:
The Case for and Against Simple Theories

To understand culture using divergent approaches taken in combi-
nation will inevitably produce complexity. It is tempting, therefore, to
offer an overarching, highly abstract scheme that combines these diver-
gent approaches in some integrative theoretical model, ideally one that
permits (as in the usual review of a body of literature) a linear tale of
progress toward enlightenment to be told. Major differences cannot be
ignored, however, if the various approaches to culture are to be fully un-
derstood and their potential contributions fully valued. For this reason,
the phrase “taken in combination”is a difficult project. It does not entail
a flight to unifying abstraction or a “blender” approach that pulverizes
difference. Instead, the field of cultural studies requires that partici-
pants learn to evaluate, knowledgeably and open-mindedly, studies that
are based on theories, political assumptions, methods, and epistemolo-
gies that are vastly different from each other. Only then can we make
sense of the morass of contradictory empirical results and theoretical
conclusions that characterizes the organizational culture literature.

At this point, some will say, “Stop. This sounds unnecessarily or un-
desirably complicated. What happened to Occam’s razor?” William of
Occam was the fourteenth-century English philosopher who argued
that the best theory is the one that makes no more assumptions than
necessary. Occam’s razor, then, pares away all that is extraneous, leaving
behind a theory that is elegant because it is parsimonious.! The danger,
however, lies in going too far in the direction of parsimony, leaving a
theory that is so oversimplified that it distorts or misrepresents the phe-
nomenon it is trying to explain. The theoretical approach taken in this
book is complex, reluctantly, because simpler theories do not suffice. A
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certain amount of complexity (or requisite variety) is necessary to
capture the scope of the contributions that cultural approaches can
offer to organizational studies.

Is this theoretical hair-splitting of interest only to ivory tower aca-
demics? Not if a theory needs complexity to acknowledge and explain
important aspects of cultural dynamics, essential for understanding
culture and for taking action in organizations. For example, if people
experience their lives in organizations as ambiguous, paradoxical,
ironic, or in constant flux, then any theory of culture that ignores these
complexities is incomplete and oversimplified. Lewin’s famous dictum
“There is nothing so useful as a good theory” also implies that a bad
theory may be useless—or worse.

Complex ideas, in contrast, may be quite useful. For example, sup-
pose that in one company managers want to encourage employees to
increase productivity. From the viewpoints of those employees called
on to produce more, this call to productivity may seem to be unfair ex-
ploitation of those who are already working hard. A theory that in-
cludes these silenced or softer voices is more complex than a theory that
includes only the views of top management, but it may be more useful
than a simpler vision of culture because it permits people to anticipate
who will resist the productivity initiative and why. Indeed, I agree with
Rousseau (personal communication, July 26, 1999) that one of the most
critical contributions of cultural research has been to give voice to the
perceptions and opinions of those who are less powerful or margin-
alized. When research includes the subjective experiences that main-
stream organizational research has underemphasized, that research
shakes loose our preconceptions, expands the categories we use to think
about organizations, and offers new alternatives for action. This is, after
all, what theories are supposed to do.

It is difficult to move from an intellectual acknowledgment of the
value of theoretical complexity to an active appreciation of it. Re-
searchers are usually exposed to a limited number of theoretical and
methodological approaches, even in the best of universities. By the time
a doctoral student picks a thesis topic and a committee of faculty read-
ers, he or she is usually urged to use the one “right way” or “best way” to
approach that topic. In contrast, this book and the work it cites require
that we attempt to understand studies based on political assumptions,
epistemologies, methods, and/or theoretical orientations markedly dif-
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ferent from our own. Cultural work that is initially the most unfamiliar
can become the most illuminating.

This does not mean cultural researchers have to adopt unfamiliar
approaches in our own research, although this may happen. We do,
however, have to make a commitment to learn enough about unfamiliar
approaches to theory building and research so that we can understand
what these scholars are attempting to do. Without this commitment to
understanding the unfamiliar, we run the risk of dismissing insights
that would otherwise be inaccessible. For example, cultural researchers
often have strong preferences for either qualitative or quantitative re-
search. Thus, whole bodies of cultural research are dismissed as un-
worthy: for example, “That’s an ethnography—just anecdotes about a
single organization. A journalist could have written it. For example is
no proof” or, equally dismissive, “No one can capture the complexity
and richness of a culture in a sequence of numbers.” This kind of dog-
matism in the cultural arena severely limits the range of studies thatare
viewed as able to contribute to understanding. This can be seen, for
example, in the narrow body of culture studies cited in most journal
articles; authors cite (and maybe even read) primarily those studies that
agree with their own theoretical and methodological preconceptions. I
would know writing this book had achieved one of its purposes if, after
reading it, researchers and teachers appreciated, drew on, assigned, and
cited a broader variety of cultural studies. This is not the only goal of
this book, so a discussion of the audience and objectives of this book
might be useful at this point.

Goals of the Book

I wrote this book primarily for graduate students, junior scholars,
and maybe even some seasoned researchers who wish to grapple with
the body of literature that explores cultures in organizations. Some
readers will simply want a guided tour of this literature; others will con-
tribute to it. Because this body of literature requires learning about ap-
proaches to scholarship and methods not generally used in mainstream
organizational research, this book might be useful even for those whose
interests lie in theoretical domains other than culture. For example, the
discussion of rationales behind various quantitative and qualitative
methods in Chapter 2 might make useful reading for a methods course
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for sociological or organizational doctoral students. This is not a “how-
to” book for professionals, such as managers and consultants, who do
cultural work in organizations, and discussion of applied issues is mini-
mal. Anyone, however, might find ideas that can spark interesting cul-
tural research or applied cultural diagnosis or change projects.

The primary goal of the book is to open readers’ minds about new
ways to think about and study cultures so that culture can be under-
stood in different and deeper ways. Ultimately, I hope that a book such
as this might help improve the range and quality of cultural research
that is done by organizational scholars. For readers new to the study of
culture, I hope to introduce various ways of approaching this topic, in
clear terms, so that it is understandable why people disagree so vehe-
mently about these issues. I discuss these disagreements frankly, while
explaining, in a contagious way, my enthusiasm for this domain of
scholarly work so I do not discourage others who are thinking of en-
tering the fray. I hope to entice readers to learn from the work of
researchers whose premises they do not share. Being open to the po-
tential contributions of unfamiliar approaches is not the same as sus-
pending judgments of quality. For example, there are good and bad
ethnographies and good and bad quantitative studies. We have to learn
a fair amount about an alternative approach to scholarship before we
are knowledgeable enough to make such quality assessments. This book
aims to be helpful in that regard so that readers feel able to draw their
own conclusions about the benefits and demerits of a wide variety of
theoretical and methodological viewpoints.

On a more pragmatic level, I discuss, openly and honestly, the practi-
cal and political issues that influence the publication of cultural work,
particularly in peer-reviewed journals. I will be frank about how some
approaches to cultural research, particularly unfamiliar epistemologies
and methods, have been misinterpreted and devalued, hampering the
development of cultural studies and hurting the careers of some schol-
ars. Finally—and this may be relevant to those who are not contemplat-
ing becoming cultural researchers themselves—I highlight the ways in
which choosing a research topic and a method involves taking a posi-
tion regarding the political interests your research will serve, the meth-
ods of persuasion you will use to get your views across to readers, and
the boundaries of the phenomenon you wish to explain. These are am-
bitious goals for any one book, so let’s begin.
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Dragons and Dilemmas

This book offers a summary of what we know, and would like to
know, about cultures in organizations. It is a bit like those old-
fashioned maps of the world, drawn by hand long before the days of
Mercator projections and satellite photographs. The center of those old
maps usually contains the known world, drawn with highly detailed
outlines and clear borderlines. Travel routes cross, diverge, and, as they
move away from the center of the map, eventually fade and disappear. In
the corners of those old maps, borderlines become fuzzy, signposts ap-
pear, and unexplored territories are marked with phrases such as “Terra
Incognita” and “Dragons Lurk Here.” This book presents a map of the
terrain of cultures in organizations, complete with borders, pathways,
forks in the road, and signposts to unexplored territories, some of
which may contain intellectual gold and others, more likely, the career
equivalent of dragons.

There are many ways to map a terrain. I have chosen to do it by dis-
cussing several dilemmas that face any cultural researcher as he or she
works on a cultural research project. Each of these dilemmas consists of
a series of related questions that a cultural researcher must answer.
These questions pose a dilemma because they have no single right
answer. Unfortunately, too often we resolve these dilemmas automati-
cally, giving accustomed or easy answers. My objective in this book is to
problematize each of these dilemmas by laying out a variety of plausi-
ble solutions and showing how each solves some problems while creat-
ing others. Any choice entails not choosing other alternatives. What we
exclude often determines what we can see and what conclusions we
therefore draw.

These dilemmas are not meant to be mutually exclusive categories.
They overlap and intersect. Each dilemma creates a need to rethink or to
have a deeper understanding of the dilemmas discussed previously.
Some issues resurface, again and again, appearing in a different light as
the argument proceeds. Single preferred resolutions to these dilemmas
will not be forthcoming. This is why they are labeled dilemmas. By the
end of this book, however, the implications of choices, and nonchoices,
will seem more complex, and each dilemma should be more fully un-
derstood so that more informed choices can be made.

These are not the only dilemmas that are relevant to the study of
culture. Other authors undoubtedly would draw the map, and choose
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dilemmas, differently. Although there are other ways to summarize
what explorers of this territory have learned, these particular dilemmas
do trigger discussion of a wide range of problems and, together, offer
one way to think through the options and, ultimately, make informed
choices of your own. In the following, each of the dilemmas is intro-
duced with enough detail so you can understand why each is important.
Because these dilemmas are discussed in separate chapters, the follow-
ing sections of this chapter provide an overview of the book.

PartI:
Mapping the Cultural Terrain

Chapter 1: Introduction and Overview

The first part of the book consists of Chapters 1 through 6. These
chapters introduce the book and offer an overview of its contents; out-
line several important disputes that have polarized the humanities and
social sciences, with particular relevance for cultural studies; offer vari-
ous approaches to defining the contents of organizational cultures;
explore the relationship of three of the most prominent theories of
culture; and examine power questions that surface in cultural studies,
asking “In whose interest is this research done?”

Dilemma: Why do cultural researchers disagree
so vehemently with each other? Where do I stand
with regard to these disputes?

Chapter 2: The Culture Wars

Some of the fiercest and most intractable intellectual disputes in the
humanities and social sciences have surfaced, relatively recently, in the
interdisciplinary field of organizational studies. Within this field, some
have reacted to these differences of opinion with antagonism, arguing
that the field should focus its efforts and resources on just a few research
topics. Others argue that creativity and insight flourish best when “a
thousand flowers bloom,” while still others claim that these differences
are “an empirical question” that can be settled definitively by fine re-
search. Although these intellectual disputes about fundamental matters
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are not unique to studies of organizational culture, these fights have
been particularly acute in the cultural domain, leading some to find a
new meaning for the term culture wars. For this reason, understanding
the assumptions that underlie these disputes is essential for anyone who
wants to understand the body of cultural literature that has emerged in
the past few decades. These disputes sustain some of the most impor-
tant debates about the appropriate or “best” approaches to studying
cultures in organizations.

Chapter 2 reframes these disputes as a difference of opinion regard-
ing five questions as they pertain to cultural research: Is culture an ob-
jective or subjective phenomenon? Should a culture be understood
from an insider (emic) or outsider (etic) point of view? Are generaliza-
tions from a cultural study possible and desirable or should cultural un-
derstanding be context specific? Must a broad variety of cultural mani-
festations be studied or can a narrow focus offer sufficient insight into
the whole? and Is depth of interpretation the most important indicator
of a study’s quality or can this criterion be sacrificed to increase the
numbers of cultures studied?

There are alternative, plausible answers to these questions. Disentan-
gling these arguments, separating the actual differences from the mis-
understandings, is a complex task. Each of these fundamental intellec-
tual disputes affects what cultural theories a researcher chooses to
examine, what interests that research serves, what methods are used,
what writing style is used to present the results, and how that research is
therefore received and evaluated. These issues are discussed, with an
exclusive focus on organizational culture research, in the next few chap-
ters of the book.

Dilemma: What is culture and what is not culture?

Chapter 3: Pieces of the Puzzle:
What Is Culture? What Is Not Culture?

Any cultural study needs to be based on a definition of culture, but
there are no commonly agreed on definitions. At first glance, organi-
zational culture researchers seem to agree with each other: Culture is
usually defined as that which cultural members share. The common
use of the word “shared,” however, masks profound disagreement
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about exactly what is shared. Analysis of a wide range of definitions
of culture shows that cultural researchers do not agree about what
culture is, about what should be excluded from the concept of culture,
and whether their perceptions and opinions are indeed shared.

To complicate matters further, researchers’ definitions of culture
often bear little relationship to what they actually study when they
claim to be studying culture; cultural definitions and operationali-
zations (how culture is measured in a given study) are often only loosely
coupled. For example, although cultural researchers usually define cul-
ture as that which is shared, often their data include hints or overt state-
ments that some things are not shared. Furthermore, studies that do
focus on the shared often do so because they have tautologically justi-
fied excluding, via their definition of culture, any aspect of their data
that is not shared by many or most people studied. Also, although the
focus of these studies is often “organizational” culture, most studies
stop far short of studying a full range of organizational employees—
usually stopping at the managerial and professional ranks. For all these
reasons, theoretical definitions of culture should be regarded with a
great deal of skepticism.

Chapter 3 addresses the dilemma regarding how culture is defined by
(a) examining the content of what researchers actually study when they
claim to be studying culture (their “operational” definitions of culture)
and then (b) analyzing the theoretical implications of these choices, ex-
plaining the advantages and limitations associated with a range of com-
mon choices. Because each way of operationally defining culture limits
what a study can conclude and what it cannot see or say, this first di-
lemma (like the others discussed later) has no single correct resolution.
A range of ways to define culture, operationally, are offered and ana-
lyzed so the reader can make an informed choice. It is important to
make definitions and operationalizations of culture consistent within a
single study so that it is clear what theoretical conclusions can and can-
not be drawn. In the process of discussing the limitations associated
with various ways of defining culture, examples of a wide range of cul-
tural manifestations, such as stories and rituals, are presented, illus-
trated, and interpreted. In this way, researchers will be exposed to vivid
examples drawn from a wide range of cultural studies and will see
what can be learned from studying each of a wide range of cultural
manifestations.
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Dilemma: Which theoretical perspectives
should be used to study culture?

Chapter 4: Single-Perspective Theories of Culture

Cultural theories disagree about fundamental principles, making the
choice of a theoretical perspective an important and difficult dilemma.
Chapter 4 distinguishes three theories of culture that have dominated
organizational culture research to date. I call these theories the integra-
tion, differentiation, and fragmentation perspectives. Most of this re-
search has used only one, or at most two, of these perspectives in a single
study. Historically, advocates of these three cultural theories have either
been antagonistic to or ignored each other’s work. To illustrate howand
why advocates of these three perspectives disagree strongly with each
other regarding what culture is, I present these theoretical conflicts as a
vehement argument among three hypothetical scholars. The issues that
generate discord in this hypothetical argument have created misunder-
standings and conflicts in the cultural literature. Although there is little
about which these theoretical perspectives agree, each has generated an
impressive body of empirical support, suggesting (to those of a neo-
positivist persuasion) that none of these three perspectives can be easily
dismissed. Chapter 4 provides a review of contemporary cultural re-
search, showing what studies, using each of these single perspectives,
have concluded. These theoretical distinctions are also used to show
how organizational culture is distinguishable from related concepts,
such as organizational climate, identity, and image.

Chapter 5: A Three-Perspective Theory of Culture

Chapter 5 advocates using the three divergent theoretical points of
view, introduced in Chapter 4, to study a single culture. To explain why
this three-perspective approach is preferable, at least in my view, this
chapter begins with an example—a description of an academic culture,
written to illustrate a single theoretical perspective. Deeper analysis re-
veals that two other cultural perspectives illuminate aspects of this aca-
demic culture that are not salient from the first point of view. I then
argue that if a context is studied using all three perspectives in some se-
quence, such a three-perspective study will give a more complex and
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fuller view of a culture. Many studies supporting this contention are
summarized and cited.

Such a three-perspective view of culture is controversial in that it
defines culture as including not only that which is shared in an
organization-wide consensus but also “the patterns of meanings that
link these manifestations together, sometimes in harmony, sometimes
in bitter conflicts between groups, and sometimes in webs of ambigu-
ity, paradox, and contradiction” (page 3, this volume). This three-
perspective view is also controversial because it takes a subjective ap-
proach, arguing that any culture can be usefully viewed, from all three
perspectives, at any point in time. Thus, it is not the case that one per-
spective provides an objectively more accurate description of a given
culture at a given point in time; all three perspectives will be useful at
any point in time. These controversies are critical to the study of cul-
ture. Many find it difficult to abandon the conviction that culture con-
sists of that which is shared. Also, many mainstream organizational re-
searchers are neopositivists who find it difficult to see phenomena from
asubjective rather than objective vantage point. For these reasons, these
two controversies are explored in-depth so that readers are exposed to
strong arguments on both sides of both issues.

Dilemma: Whose interests are served by this research study?
In whose interests do I want to write?

Chapter 6: Interests and Claims of Neutrality

Chapter 6 takes on the issue of power—specificaily the interests
served by different kinds of cultural research. A theory or an empirical
paper might, at first, seem to be apolitical—an objective portrayal of re-
search results. Many researchers assume that an empirically based social
science is “value free” or “value neutral”—that differences in ideology
can and should have no impact on empirical results or their interpreta-
tion. As a result, normative differences in orientation to power are often
elided, minimized, or ignored in cultural research. Chapter 6 argues
that power is often, perhaps always, implicit in cultural research, even if
itis not explicitly discussed. To try to ignore the political implications of
a cultural study is to be blind to the workings of power in that research.
This chapter examines how power-related interests are explicitly exam-
ined in various kinds of cultural research. It also follows implicit hints,
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reading silences (what is not said and who is not studied) to reveal blind
spots in theory and omissions in empirical work that express or favor
the interests of one group over another. In this way, Chapter 6 shows
how to access a study’s assumptions about where power lies and, nor-
matively, what can be done about it.

Chapter 6 includes an argument among the three hypothetical re-
searchers who disagreed so vehemently about theoretical issues in
Chapter 4. In this chapter, they focus on the question of whose interests
should be served by cultural work, and again their views conflict. When
the issues underlying this argument are analyzed, three different ap-
proaches to power are distinguished. Some research is clearly done in
the managerial interest. Other research is critical and focuses on the in-
terests of groups of people with less power, such as labor, minorities, or
women. Finally, some studies seem to be purely descriptive, with no evi-
dent (although it may be hidden) commitment to furthering the inter-
ests of either the powerful or the powerless.

After reading Chapters 4 through 6, the reasons for clashes of theoret-
ical assumptions, and sometimes hidden orientations toward questions
of power, should be easier to understand and anticipate. The reader is
left with a dilemma: What is my own normative orientation toward
power in organizations? How does it affect my research? What theo-
retical and normative blind spots, then, can I anticipate in my own
thinking about culture? Do I want to learn from the cultural research
conducted within each of these traditions now that its normative power
orientation is revealed? How might I reinterpret the findings of a given
study to take into account its normative orientation? Some readers
will decide to refrain from examining the work in some of these tra-
ditions because their personal normative preferences are different.
At least the normative implications of that choice, and the theoretical
blind spots that are likely to result, will have been clearly and con-
sciously considered.

Part II
Doing Cultural Research

The second part of the book consists of three chapters that address is-
sues that any cultural researcher must face: “What methods should 1
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use?” “How will the quality of this research be evaluated?” and “What
writing style will best describe what I found?”

Dilemma: What are the premises, strengths, and
weaknesses of the various methods used to study culture?
Which methods do I prefer and what are the implications
of that decision?

Chapter 7: To Count or Not to Count?

Cultural researchers have vehement methodological disputes. Quan-
titative culture researchers often disdain qualitative studies and vice
versa. Quantitative researchers also dispute among themselves, arguing,
for example, about the kinds of inferences that can be drawn from cor-
relations between cultural variables and measures of firm profitability.
Qualitative researchers also quarrel among themselves, usually about
whether a researcher has spent enough time to gain a deep understand-
ing of a culture.

Chapter 7 takes these arguments seriously and reviews some of the
most important debates that create and sustain disagreements about
the appropriate or “best” methods for studying culture. This chapter
reframes these arguments as differences of opinion regarding the five
intellectual disputes introduced in Chapter 2: Is culture an objective or
subjective phenomenon? Should a culture be understood from an in-
sider (emic) or outsider (etic) point of view? Are generalizations from a
cultural study possible and desirable or should cultural understanding
be context specific? Is the breadth of cultural manifestations studied
unimportant or essential? Is depth of interpretation the most impor-
tant indicator of a study’s quality or are other criteria (such as studying
alarge number of cultures) more important? To ground this discussion,
I show how these debates could affect the choice of methods to study a
particular question (whether a multinational company should adapt to
local cultural contexts or impose standardized policies and practices
from headquarters).

These five intellectual disputes are used as a framework to discuss a
range of quantitative and qualitative methods that have been used to
study culture. I also discuss and illustrate the strengths and weaknesses
of hybrid methods that bridge the qualitative-quantitative divide.



22 MAPPING THE CULTURAL TERRAIN

Correlations among methods choices, theoretical perspectives, and
interests are outlined. These correlations create blind spots—types of
contexts that are never studied, theoretical questions that are never ad-
dressed, and so on. To alleviate this shortcoming, I argue that cultural
research would benefit from the use of a wider range of theoretical,
ideological, and method combinations. Such a varied approach, how-
ever, does not mean that questions of methodological adequacy should
be sidelined. Chapter 7 outlines (different) criteria for assessing the
quality of quantitative, qualitative, and hybrid study designs.

Although Chapter 7 is addressed to those who simply want to read
cultural literature, it also should be useful for cultural researchers who
repeatedly must answer the following kinds of questions: Do I want to
maximize objectivity or subjectivity in my own cultural research? Do I
want an insider or outsider approach to the culture? How many of a
given study’s results are context specific? Do I believe generalization is
appropriate or desirable? If so, does my study design permit that kind of
generalization? How important is it, from my perspective, to under-
stand a given culture in-depth? What criteria are appropriate for evalu-
ating the method I have chosen? and Looking ahead, what set of meth-
ods skills do I need to develop, given the kinds of cultural issues I want
to understand? In raising these questions, and delineating the strengths
and limitations of a wide range of methods, Chapter 7 should help cul-
tural researchers and readers assess inherent limitations and theoretical
implications associated with the choice of any method.

Dilemma: Can I anticipate how a cultural study
will be evaluated? What criteria will I use when
I evaluate my own or others’ cultural research?

Chapter 8: Putting It All Together:
Reviews of Sample Studies

Criticisms of cultural studies often have a shrill and intolerant tone,
particularly in informal conversations and blind peer reviews for jour-
nal publication. Researchers new to the cultural domain may not be
prepared for the intensity of these critiques, especially when it is their
own work that is being criticized. As the previous chapters show, in the
cultural domain assumptions about theoretical perspectives, inter-
ests, and methods differ profoundly. Although such assumptions often
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remain tacit in published work, they do surface in reviews of refereed
journal articles. Particularly when those reviews are blind (i.e., un-
signed), a reviewer’s theoretical and methodological preferences may
implicitly or explicitly affect how a manuscript is evaluated. Such as-
sumptions can determine whether a paper is accepted, whether a study
or body of cultural work is generally respected, or whether a given re-
searcher gets promoted. Although problems in the reviewing process
arise in all fields, the vehement disagreements among organizational
culture researchers can make this process particularly difficult.

To help researchers anticipate the reactions of colleagues, and to
make the material presented in prior chapters come to life in a situation
that is both concrete and important, Chapter 8 offers hypothetical re-
views of several actual studies. The studies reviewed represent many of
the theories and interests discussed in Chapters 3 through 6 and include
a variety of the methods discussed in Chapter 7. These “reviews” are
brief and oversimplified, usually taking either a strongly positive or
strongly negative position. After each set of reviews, I offer my opinion,
tying it into the material presented in earlier chapters. Chapter 8 brings
together many of the issues raised earlier in the book and encourages
the reader to anticipate how he or she might use these ideas during the
revision process. The hypothetical reviews should help a researcher an-
ticipate what kinds of criticisms of a particular method are likely to be
made and, of these, which are appropriate and which can and should be
disputed. Some desensitization to criticism, especially criticism that
might seem unfair, may also be useful so that cultural researchers do not
become discouraged during the review process, but researchers must
enter it with a well-honed sense of the strengths, as well as the inevitable
limitations, of the choices they have made.

Dilemma: Why are new ways of writing about culture
being adopted and which, if any, of these approaches
might enrich my own work?

Chapter 9: Writing About Cultures:
A Crisis of Representation?

In an empirical study, the researcher is faced with a dilemma: how to
write a description of a culture or cultures. At first, this seems an easy
problem to resolve. Most study authors simply follow journal norms
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that usually require the scientific writing style favored by quantitative
researchers, in which a literature review and hypotheses precede data
presentation. In contrast, qualitative researchers often prefer to let the-
ory emerge from data in what is called “grounded theory” development.
This requires a different writing style. Usually, qualitative researchers
choose a style that implies that the cultural description is accurate, real-
istic, factual, and certain. This writing style is what Van Maanen (1991)
labeled a realistic tale. Recently, the use of such scientific or realistic
writing styles has been challenged, creating what some have called a cri-
sis regarding representation. A brief discussion of the reasons for this
alarmist language shows why cultural writing poses a dilemma for
which there are no longer any easy answers.

Anauthor has to do more than self-consciously choose a writing style
if the difficulties inherent in writing about culture are to be grappled
with. These difficulties are particularly salient for qualitative culture
researchers. To glimpse these difficulties, consider the problems asso-
ciated with the word “represent.” It matters whose eye is doing the be-
holding, whose voice is allowed to speak in quotations on the page, and
whose mind is selecting which words to quote. The researcher, like a
filmmaker, directs his or her eye toward some things and therefore away
from other things that are happening at the same time, perhaps elimi-
nating some things so as not to overwhelm the story line. To what extent
canan individual author or informant claim to represent others? Even if
two people are looking at the same thing, what one person sees, and the
meaning he or she attaches to that perception, may not be the same as
what another might see. Furthermore, when an author makes editorial
decisions about what to include or exclude in a text, he or she is engag-
ing in a complex power game that draws attention to some viewpoints
while silencing others. Therefore, to what extent can the words in a par-
agraph of prose, or a clip of videotape, be considered an “accurate” rep-
resentation of what was perceived? Once questions such as these are
raised, the comforting certainties of a realist tale seem to evade funda-
mental difficulties that merit serious consideration. How can one write
about a culture and include, without textual incoherence, the complex
relationship between what is perceived and the perceiver? How can a
culture be described if members and researchers each may view events
and experiences in that culture differently? How can one or many (how
selected?) perceivers represent a culture? How should the quotations
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from informants, and the observations of the author, be selected for
inclusion and exclusion? How can disagreements, uncertainties, and
ambiguities, not to mention the layered effects of cultural change, be
represented in linear prose? Should the author ever adopt a realistic
style? What are the alternatives?

Chapter 9 summarizes critiques of realistic cultural descriptions. A
variety of alternative styles of writing about culture are illustrated, with
citations to exemplars for those who wish to read about or try an alter-
native approach. For example, the author can confess his or her own re-
actions to the culture, as the process of socialization and, it is hoped,
cultural acceptance proceeds. Alternatively, the author can offer dy-
namic and vivid “snapshot tales” that capture what it was like to be a
participant-observer in a particular culture. Or, instead of the author
speaking for (less powerful) informants, the informants can author
parts or all of a cultural description. Multivocal accounts, written by re-
searcher and informant coauthors, can represent different views from
inside and outside a culture. Quotations from informants can represent
different groups’ views of a culture, with the author joining the conver-
sation as an equal, or less than equal, participant. Each of these writing
styles has produced cultural accounts that are exceptionally informa-
tive in ways that could not be achieved using traditional scientific or re-
alistic approaches. No matter how an individual researcher resolves the
writing dilemma in a given study, self-conscious consideration of the is-
sues raised by the process of writing about culture in Chapter 9 should
deepen awareness of the complexity inherent in studying cultures. For
cultural researchers, these new writing styles present an opportunity to
have fun experimenting, with serious intent.

Part III:
Exploring the Edges of Cultural Theory

Chapters 10 and 11 focus on the future of cultural research. Chapter
10 focuses exclusively on the issue of how cultural boundaries have been
defined, suggesting that a more sophisticated approach to boundary
drawing would require that we rethink many of the basic premises of
cultural theory and research in intriguing ways. Chapter 11 outlines
several important—but as yet undone—research projects.
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Dilemma: Should we reassess the ways in which we
have drawn cultural boundaries? Would this suggest
we should reevaluate some of the premises of cultural theory?

Chapter 10: Cultural Boundaries: Moveable,
Fluctuating, Permeable, Blurred, and Dangerous

What defines what is inside or outside a culture? At first, this seems an
easy question to answer. Most studies pick a context to study and simply
assume that all people in that context are members of the culture. Con-
sider all the assumptions that are implicit in this approach, however:
Individuals embody, or carry, a culture, or culture is carried by job or
task assignments, so that all members of a particular job classification
are assumed to share a culture. Such an approach implies that people in
a given set of jobs might be replaced and the culture would still remain
intact. Furthermore, if a culture is carried in physical bodies or in job or
task assignments, the physical or legal boundaries of a context consti-
tute the edges of its culture. In such a conceptualization, boundaries are
firm, clearly understood, and impermeable. Either one is in the culture
or one is out.

Now, consider variations on these assumptions about boundaries.
For example, allow for variations in intensity of membership in a cul-
ture so that some bodies are more fully members than others. To further
complicate matters, what if culture is defined in ideational rather than
material terms so that culture is seen as consisting of ideas and mean-
ings rather than particular people or jobs? In ideational conceptions of
culture, borders become permeable because ideas or interpersonal con-
tacts can be imported or exported from the larger society or surround-
ing community into or out of an organizational context. Now the idea
that a context, such as an organization, can have a unique culture seems
less likely because at least some parts of a culture are likely to be shared
with a surrounding cultural context. Where, then, are the boundaries of
an “organizational” culture? Once intensity of membership in a culture
is a possibility, culture can more easily be seen as a subjectively rather
than an objectively defined concept. An organizational member can re-
frain from being a member of its culture or can be less of a member than
another employee with the same job assignment. Even boundaries—
what is in and out of the culture—can be seen as a subjectively created
product of culture; edges can be socially constructed and those social
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constructions can change. Furthermore, if cultural membership is a
subjective phenomenon, it lies in the eye of the beholder. One cultural
member may view boundaries (and other cultural products) differently
than another; researchers may also differ, even regarding the same cul-
tural context.

As these examples indicate, decisions about where to draw bound-
aries pose tough questions with fundamental theoretical implications.
There are no easy answers to these boundary-defining dilemmas. Deal-
ing with these complexities requires a new language for talking about
culture, one that does not assume that membership in the context being
studied is the same as membership in a culture. Here, the map analogy
can be helpful. On those old maps of the world, boundaries sometimes
are fuzzy or dissolve into dotted lines. Cultural researchers need a map
drawer’s ability to allow boundaries to be uncertain in their location,
permeable, fluctuating, and ambiguous, to allow for the possibility that
cultural membership may not be conferred automatically by physical
location, a paycheck, or a job assignment. Dragons lurk at the edges of a
cultural map, raising fundamental theoretical questions. It is in this
sense that boundaries are dangerous. Where a boundary is drawn re-
flects how a study is defining culture and what assumptions about
power are explicitly or tacitly being made. Revisiting these issues, in the
context of deciding where the edges of a culture lie, reveals the inescap-
able difficulties of assessing what is, and what is not, culture in a given
context. Chapter 10 problematizes the boundary issue, making it clear
that where edges are drawn must be congruent with what theoretical
position is chosen and what normative position on questions of power
is preferred.

Dilemma: Of all the possible cultural studies to be performed,
which might be the most important?

Chapter 11: Terra Incognita:
Ideas for Future Research

Chapter 11 offers several ideas for future research. These research
projects can be thought of, in terms of the map of the cultural terrain, as
spots where the map is marked “terra incognita.” It is my hope that,ina
few cases, intellectual treasure might be buried here. In other cases,
these research ideas might serve as a stimulus for brainstorming ideas I
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have not thought of so that, in another decade, our understanding of
cultures in organizations may be enriched in unexpected ways. We be-
gin, then, at the well-explored center of the map of the terrain of culture
and end, in Chapter 11, at its less explored edges.

Note

1. lam indebted to Bill Starbuck, who first raised the issue of Occam and the value of theoreti-
cal simplicity and parsimony in the book jacket notes of my first book about culture (Martin,
1992a). What he thinks of this volume remains to be seen.
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To see a world in a grain of sand,
And a heaven in a wild flower,
Hold infinity in the palm of your hand,
And eternity in an hour.
—Blake (1863/2000, p. 285)

ome researchers choose to study a single cultural context in great
detail and depth, in effect seeing the world in a grain of sand—that
is, they study culture with a sample size of one cultural context. Other
researchers react with disdain to such case studies and prefer to study
many cultures, even if that means understanding less about each one.
Such differences in methods choices occur because cultural research-
ers make radically different assumptions regarding fundamental is-
sues. To further complicate matters, some cultural researchers (myself
included) have changed their positions on these issues as they have be-
come familiar with opposing points of view. To understand the contem-
porary state of cultural theory and research, it is necessary to grapple
with some of the major intellectual disputes that have swept through
the humanities and social sciences in recent years. Although these dis-
putes may be familiar to some readers, for others this introduction may
be a first exposure.
Here, a few of these disputes, of particular importance to cultural
studies, are discussed. These disputes concern objectivity and subjec-
tivity, etic (outsider) and emic (insider) research, generalizable and

29
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context-specific research, focus and breadth, and level of depth. These
five issues are introduced here in terms relevant to all organizational
studies; their particular application to cultural studies is then discussed
in this and subsequent chapters. These disputes are struggles between
opposing terms—dichotomies such as “objectivity and subjectivity”
and “eticand emic.” I use the word “and” between these opposing terms
to signal that these dichotomies are overdrawn, exaggerating differ-
ences at the expense of understanding the ways in which these oppo-
sitions blur and merge.

Ontology and Epistemology: Background

As a prelude to discussing objective and subjective approaches to
studying culture, a very brief and simplified introduction to ontology
and epistemology may be useful for some readers. In this brief intro-
duction, I draw heavily on the work of Chia (1996) because his clear and
cogent introduction to these issues is of particular usefulness to cultural
researchers. Ontology is a set of assumptions about the nature of real-
ity—how things are. In contrast, epistemology concerns theories about
how we know about the nature of reality—that is, how we know about
how things are. Of course, epistemology entails some assumptions
about the nature of reality, making it difficult to disentangle it from on-
tology. Chia usefully distinguishes two kinds of ontology that he calls
being-realism and becoming-realism, both of which will be helpful in
framing the material in this book.

Being-Realism

Chia (1996) argues that in being-realism,

There is a fundamental split between the word and the world [italics added]
(Harré, 1986) and that the world is made up of discrete and identifiable
material and social entities (Whitehead, 1926/1985, p. 58) which can be
faithfully documented using precise literal concepts and categories. . . . To
know means to be able to represent accurately in our minds using linguistic
or visual forms what the world “out there” is really like. . . . Combinations of
words, from which theories are built, somehow match up with pieces of the
“real” world. (p. 36)
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According to being-realism, reality “preexists independently of obser-
vation” (Chia, 1996, p. 33), enabling organizational scientists to treat
ideas, such as “organizations” or “cultures,” as unproblematic objects of
analysis—as if “their ontological status were not a critical issue in its
own right” (p. 33).

Unlike some other researchers discussed later, Chia believes that on-
tology and epistemology are tightly coupled. He argues that being-
realism is congruent with representational epistemologies so that lan-
guage can be used, unproblematically, to represent reality, accurately
communicating what is “out there.” For example, whenever we write
about culture, our language is related to our representational epis-
temology. Chia (1996) explains it as follows:

The grammatical structures of language organize our consciousness and
thought processes, making it then possible for us to think about our experi-
ences retrospectively in a discrete, differentiated, linear and sequential man-
ner. As an epistemological posture, therefore, representationalism entails
the systematic filtration of our concrete experiences into the precast mould-
ing of the grammatical logic of language. In this abstractive manner, we
selectively reduce and make more comprehensively manageable our lived
experiences in the very act of recounting them. (p. 39)

Representational epistemology is invoked, implicitly, when a critic
observes thata particular study “reifies culture.” Reification means writ-
ing about culture as if it could be accurately known and as if that knowl-
edge could be represented in language, unproblematically. For example,
this book has sometimes described culture research supporting the
three theoretical perspectives in being-realism terms. In Chapter 1, I
stated, “Although there is little that these three theoretical perspectives
agree about, each has generated an impressive body of empirical sup-
port, suggesting (to those of a neopositivist persuasion) that none of
these three perspectives can be easily dismissed.” If and only if one
disregards the parenthetical remark alluding to neopositivism, this
“being-realism” language treats the three theoretical perspectives as
if they were reified things “out there,” whose existence could not be
challenged because of the volume of empirical evidence that supports
their existence. In contrast, as described in the following section, a
becoming-realism ontology would ask how these concepts came to be
created as categories, perhaps drawing attention to what other concep-
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tual approaches represent—“paths not taken” that could have been
used.

Becoming-Realism

Becoming-realism focuses on the process of becoming so that how
things come to be, defines what they are. According to Chia (1996, p.
34), becoming-realism directs the attention of organizational research-
ers to processes: how we order, codify, frame, and classify our percep-
tions, our data, and our theoretical abstractions. These processes create
apparently stable and reified ideas, such as truth claims about what is
known about abstractions such as “individuals,” “organizations,” and
“cultures.” Thus, processes of ordering and classifying, and so on are in-
timately intertwined with the ways we use language in our texts to sum-
marize data and build theories about how reality is socially structured.
Chia is an advocate of becoming-realism. He argues that the problem
with being-realism ontology and representational epistemologies is
that they gloss over important shortcomings in our knowledge base—
shortcomings that are inescapably tied to the inherent limitations of
language and the ways those limitations shape our perceptions and con-
ceptualizations. As Chia explains,

Asan academic ideology for directing research and inquiry, [representation-
alism] suppresses the problematical nature of its own truth claims by
unreflexively concentrating attention onto the “outcomes” of research,
thereby ignoring the philosophical problems underpinning its own epis-
temological stance. In so doing it conveniently ignores the paradoxes and
contradictions surrounding its knowledge claims. (p. 39)

Chia (1996) argues that we can know only what we can put into lan-
guage, but if we use representational writing strategies we are not ex-
pressing awareness of the ways language is shaping what we can think.
Thus, whether we want to or not, when researchers write or speak about
culture, we use words, categories, and concepts to alter meanings, hide
ambiguities, and circumvent problematic contradictions and uncer-
tainties. As discussed in Chapter 9, there are ways to highlight the inevi-
table uncertainties of the conceptualization and writing processes, in
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accord with becoming-realism, to better capture the ambiguities inher-
ent in the study and representation of cultural material.

Some challenges to Chia’s arguments are relevant here. Chia views
ontology and epistemology (and methods choices and writing strate-
gies) as tightly coupled. (Among the many books available, Burrell and
Morgan [1979] provide an overview of these issues, one that also views
epistemological and methodological choices as correlated.) Others (in-
cluding myself) view methods and epistemology as being much more
loosely coupled. Some take the position that the problem for cultural
research lies not in being-realism but in representational epistemolo-
gies. From this point of view, one can accept the being-realism view of
reality but endorse epistemologies that eschew representationalism.
For example, assuming we are all limitedly rational knowers, we may
construct knowledge within the constraints of language and do so in
a way that captures elements of differing viewpoints. Cultural descrip-
tions written in this manner can eschew, to some extent, represen-
tational epistemologies, as discussed in Chapter 9. Despite these
differences of opinion, Chia’s ideas, particularly regarding representa-
tional epistemology, will be useful background for the material that
follows.

Objectivity and Subjectivity

Much of the organizational literature, like most fields of social sci-
ence, reads as if scholars could discover and accurately represent the
objectively “true” nature of the empirical world, in accord with being-
realism and representational epistemology. Certainly, this is the writing
style expected in most mainstream organizational journals. In accord
with this emphasis on objectivity, many social science doctoral students
are taught to do research according to the scientific method, using de-
duction and induction to prove or falsify hypotheses. Most researchers,
however, when pressed, would agree that purist claims of objectivity
(sometimes labeled “naive realism”) are overblown (e.g., Bogdan &
Taylor, 1975; Cook & Reichardt, 1979; Gephart, 1988; Van Maanen,
1979). As H. Markus (personal communication, August, 2000) notes,
“Counting pond scum or stars requires categorization, and is therefore
subjective and problematic.”
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This modesty about objectivity is appropriate. Philosophers of sci-
ence have repeatedly undermined claims of objectivity, challenging the
logical foundations of the fundamentals of the scientific method, such
as induction, deduction, and falsification (for accessible introductions,
see Chalmers, 1982; Nord & Connell, 1998). Even “hard” scientists such
as physicists struggle with the implications of data suggesting that the
act of perceiving or measuring transforms whatever is being assessed. In
addition, what may seem objectively true at one time is subject to revi-
sion as it changes and as apparent understandings change. What may
seem to be objective fact, such as an experience or a body of data, is sub-
jectively perceived by humans and processed by human sense making.
For example, even an apparently objective stimulus, such as the set of
sounds in a language, may be heard differently by speakers of different
languages because their preconceptions influence the sound distinc-
tions they can perceive (Boas, 1901). In a psychological experiment,
subjects identified slides of ordinary playing cards; the addition of
anomalous cards, such as red spades or black hearts, was misperceived
to fit subjects’ preconceptions (Bruner, Goodnow, & Austin, 1956). For
similar reasons, eyewitness testimony is notoriously unreliable because
different people observing the same event recall it differently (e.g.,
Yarmey & Yarmey, 1997).

This brief and simplified discussion of objectivity and subjectivity
has implications for cultural research. Some cultural researchers treat
culture as a reified object, a “thing” “out there” that can be objectively
perceived and measured, the same way, by anyone who views it. This is,
in part, what is meant by the criticism that a study “reifies” culture, in
accord with being-realism and representational epistemologies. In
contrast, most cultural researchers argue, in accord with becoming-
realism, that researchers and cultural members subjectively interpret
and represent what they observe rather than perceiving an objective
reality. For example, the taste of some foods, such as dog meat, is not
objectively determined. There is considerable variation in people’s
subjective reactions: Americans deem dogs inedible and esteem beef,
whereas some Indians refuse to eat beef and some Africans consider dog
meat a delicacy (Sahlins, 1995). As these examples indicate, the same
material conditions can produce a variety of perceived and enacted cul-
tural “realities.” Indeed, Sahlins advocates a strong version of the sub-
jective position, arguing that the cultural cannot be derived directly
from experience or event because experiences occur in a world already
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symbolized, and thus meanings are always arbitrary in relation to the
object being signified.

Many cultural researchers do not go so far as Sahlins (1995), prefer-
ring instead to view perceptions as constrained by what is being per-
ceived. As Stablein (1996) argues, subjectivity does not mean “anything
goes.” Subjectivity is constrained by aspects of the stimulus being per-
ceived, and this process of perception, memory, and interpretation is
notjust an individual phenomenon. Observation occurs in a collective,
social context in which the social construction of reality (Berger &
Luckmann, 1967) constrains and influences judgments. If reality is sub-
jectively constructed even in this limited way, then a cultural researcher
must focus attention on the subjective frameworks of cultural members
in addition to the apparently objective “facts” and material conditions
of their lives.

Although some of the studies cited in this book take a purely
objectivist or subjectivist approach, I view culture as both objectively
and subjectively constrained. This approach implies that cultural de-
scriptions should include physical manifestations of a culture, such as
dress norms and the noise and dirt or the quiet and luxury of a work-
place, as well as observable formal practices and structures, such as the
amounts of money different employees earn or to whom they report. In
addition, the subjective meanings associated with these observable
manifestations must be gathered and interpreted. In other words, I be-
lieve that culture has both material and ideational aspects, and both
must be studied. It is important to note that subjectivity does not imply
consensus. Interpretations need not be consensual because the same
manifestation may carry different meanings for different perceivers.
For example, if an oil company gives women managers a 9% pay raise,
the management may believe that this pay increase is quite generous,
whereas the women managers may be discontent because comparable
male managers still earn considerably more money (Martin, Brickman,
& Murray, 1984). A ritualized event, such as an award banquet, a com-
pany junket, or a planned change intervention, may be perceived dif-
ferently by different participants, who may react variously with skep-
ticism, ambivalence, or enthusiastic endorsement (e.g., Bartunek &
Moch, 1991; Rosen, 1991; Van Maanen & Kunda, 1989). When cultural
studies include meanings and interpretations of material or observable
cultural manifestations, their authors are tacitly or explicitly assuming
that the social meanings of an object, event, or experience are subjec-
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tively experienced and interpreted and cannot be inferred directly from
their material or physical characteristics.

Etic (Outsider) and Emic (Insider) Research

To explore the relevance of the objective and subjective distinctions
to cultural research, the etic versus emic distinction will be helpful (for
an introduction to this concept and to anthropological methods, see
Agar, 1986; Morris, Leung, Ames, & Lickel, 1999). Most organizational
research outside the cultural arena takes an etic stance, assuming that a
researcher can adequately, and perhaps even accurately, decide what
categories and questions are appropriate for investigating a particular
context or set of theoretical questions. Usually, in etic research, cate-
gories are deduced from prior theory and research, not from material
gathered during a study.

To give a quantitative example of an etic approach used in cultural
studies, a researcher might decide (drawing on prior research) which
dimensions are important aspects of culture in organizations. This re-
searcher might then construct a questionnaire, asking respondents to
report cultural norms along these dimensions. For example, members
might be asked to rate, on a 9-point Likert scale, whether their group is
cooperative or competitive, individualist or collective, or autocratic or
participative. These kinds of self-report data are etic in that the re-
searcher who chooses the dimension categories does so while maintain-
ing an outsider position with regard to the cultures being studied.
Responses to these kinds of questionnaires can be factor analyzed. Here,
too, the researcher etically determines the labels assigned to those fac-
tors, naming the relevant dimensions of cultural comparison. A good
example of this kind of research is Hofstede’s multidimensional classifi-
cation of national cultures in terms of power distance, masculinity-
femininity, individualism-collectivism, and so on (see also dimensional
studies of organizational culture by Kilmann, Saxton, Serpa, & Associ-
ates [1985)] and Rousseau [1990b]). Etic cultural research includes any
study, quantitative or qualitative, in which the conceptual categories are
imposed by the researcher rather than initiated by the cultural member
who is being studied. The key, for an etic study, is to explain cogently
why these particular concepts and operationalizations were chosen,
usually with reference to both reliability and validity.
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In contrast, most organizational studies of culture follow the lead of
many sociocultural anthropologists who have argued with great con-
viction that it is essential that a researcher learn, as far as is humanly
possible, to view things from an emic or insider point of view. One of
the first to articulate this approach was Malinowski (1922, 1961, p. 25),
who claimed (although he also kept scandalous, racist research diaries)
that he sought to “grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to
realize his vision of his world.” Geertz (1983, p. 58) described the emic
approach in more colloquial language: “The trick is to figure out what
the devil they think they are up to.” The emic approach is particularly
useful when a researcher is trying to understand cultural practices, such
as headhunting or mass layoffs, that may be quite unfamiliar to the re-
searcher. For example, Evans-Pritchard (1937, p. 69) studied Azande
beliefs in witchcraft: “A group of people were sitting beneath a granary
which, unknown to them, had been weakened by termites. The granary
collapsed, causing injury, and witchcraft was blamed.” As Hatch (1973)
rephrases Evans-Pritchard’s observations,

The Azande were aware that the natural cause of the granary’s collapse was
the action of termites, but to the people this merely explained how, and not
why, the structure fell. Why was it this granary which happened to collapse,
and why did it do so precisely when these persons were beneath it? (p. 249)

To reach the level of understanding required to phrase the question in
this way, especially when trying to understand an unfamiliar or dis-
tasteful cultural practice, a researcher needs to learn enough about a
culture to get inside the minds of cultural members—to “think like a
native.” Among anthropologists, Boas is sometimes given credit for be-
ing among the first to pack his bag, pitch his tent in the middle of a vil-
lage, and attempt to get “behind the veil” that stood between him and
the thoughts of the people he wished to understand. How does a re-
searcher achieve this kind of empathetic understanding? Boas (1901)
advised,

The student must endeavor to divest himself entirely of opinions and emo-
tions based on the peculiar social environment into which he [sic] is born.
He must adapt his own mind, so far as it is feasible, to that of the people
whom he is studying. The more successful he is in freeing himself from the
bias based on the group of ideas that constitute the civilization in which he
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lives, the more successful he will be in interpreting the beliefs and actions of
man {sic]. (p. 1)

This is an idealized description, implying that a cultural researcher
must have a corner on the empathy market—“some sort of extraordi-
nary sensitivity, an almost preternatural capacity to think, feel, and per-
ceive like a native . . . some unique form of psychological closeness, a
sort of transcultural identification” {Geertz, 1983, p. 56). Instead,
Geertz offers a more attainable vision of the process of developing emic
understanding: “Understanding the form and pressure of . .. natives’in-
ner lives is more like grasping a proverb, catching an allusion, seeing
a joke—or . . . reading a poem—than it is like achieving communion”
(p. 70). Geertz describes the anthropologist’s task as that of a translator
(rather than being an empathizer) from the native’s emic into the trans-
lator’s community’s etic, blurring boundaries between emic and etic:

“Translation,” here, is not a simple recasting of others’ ways of putting things
in terms of our own ways of putting them (that is the kind in which things
get lost), but displaying the logic of their ways of putting them in the locu-
tions of ours; a conception which again brings it rather close to what a critic
does to illumine a poem than what an astronomer does to account for a
star. (p. 10)

Implicitly, Geertz’s (1983) description of research as a translation
task draws attention to the difficulty of making a clear distinction be-
tween the etic and emic approaches, a point explored in more depth in
critiques of social science research (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). Emic
analysis inevitably incorporates the etic (and vice versa), at least insofar
as the researcher’s emic perspective is etic to the situation being studied.
Geertz (1973, p. 9) describes this problem in simpler terms: “What we
call our data are really our own constructions of other people’s con-
structions of what they and their compatriots are up to.” For example,
Boas (1901) refers, in the quotation cited previously, to the researcher as
“he” and the subject of study as “man.” This language choice prefigures
the criticisms of feminist anthropologists, who have found that male
anthropologists mostly study men, in part because it is easier for male
anthropologists to establish close relationships and build emic under-
standings of members of their own sex. To the extent that male and
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female experiences of a culture differ, such studies are incomplete (e.g.,
Rosaldo & Lamphere, 1974).

There are many different versions of what it means to adopt an emic
perspective, but most acknowledge that the identity of the ethnogra-
pher inevitably creates an objectifying distance between researcher and
informants. In contrast, reflexive ethnography seeks to characterize the
relationship between the ethnographer and the informant in more
equal terms (Bruni & Gherardi, in press):

A relation of reciprocal implication and participation: While the researcher
observes, s/he is observed, so that ethnography can be viewed as the result of
a textual collaboration, as the outcome of this dual hermeneutic process.
The ethnographer is considered to be engaged in a symmetrical reflective
exercise (Linstead, 1993) and, far from being an “alien,” the ethnographer
conveys cultural assumptions and preconceptions, and enjoys an active
presence which makes his/her role different from that of the “professional
stranger” (Agar, 1980) as an “uncontaminated expert” (Tedlock, 1991; Van
Maanen, 1988).

Acknowledging the difficulty of attaining an emic position uncontami-
nated by etic distancing, Geertz (1973) suggests a more modest goal—
that the researcher’s task is to find a balance between emic and etic van-
tage points

so as to produce an interpretation of the way a people lives which is neither
imprisoned within their own mental horizons, an ethnography of witchcraft
written by a witch, nor systematically deaf to the distinctive tonalities of
their existence, an ethnography of witchcraft written by a geometer.! (p.57)

Organizational researchers who seek an emic-etic balance have an ex-
tremely difficult task to perform because they do not study tribes living
on isolated Pacific islands or deep in the jungles of Brazil. In most cases,
the cultures we study are microcosms of the cultures we live in or, if not,
they are at least more familiar to us than the witches of Azande were to
Evans-Pritchard. The difficulty of finding an etic-emic balance is exac-
erbated for those of us who do “halfie research”—that is “research con-
ducted by aresearcher who comes from the culture she studies, but who,
during the work, is a member of another culture, that ‘commissioned’
the research project” (Czarniawska, 1998, p. 4). This kind of study is
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more common now as anthropologists return home from exotic islands
to study their own cultures and immigrants study the cultures of their
origins. In such circumstances, as Czarniawska (p. 5) notes, researchers
and actors in the field keep alternating between “She is like us/I am like
them” and “She is . . . /I am different,” making misunderstandings
multiply.

For many organizational researchers, whether or not we are “halfies,”
it is as difficult to maintain sufficient distance from what we observe—
to free ourselves from strong preconceptions—as it is to translate “what
the devil they think they are up to” with sufficient empathy. The illusion
that we may have attained an emic view may come too easily to us, un-
less we deliberately select organizations that seem, at first, to be odd,
distasteful, or simply unusual. Also, if the sites we study are outliers in
some way, then how can we think about moving from our data to some
kind of generalizable theory? Of course, as outlined in the next section,
many cultural researchers do not seek to build generalizable theory—a
stance that is inconceivable to many researchers trained in the quantita-
tive tradition.

Generalizable and Context-Specific Knowledge

Geertz’s (1973, p. 57) words, quoted previously, reveal an important
assumption: The task of an anthropologist is to produce “an [italics
added] interpretation of the way a [italics added] people lives.” Geertz is
assuming that the task of a cultural researcher is to study a singular way
of life and not to produce abstractions that can be used to generalize
across cultures. He seeks to describe a single culture, richly and deeply
(Geertz, 1973) or to contrast a very small number of cultures, mostly to
highlight their differences (Geertz, 1983), or both. Many ethnographers
and other researchers share Geertz’s focus on the concrete details of
particular contexts. For example, Van Maanen and Barley (1985) state
their distrust of theoretical abstractions quite openly:

Theorists of the social world deal with the most ephemeral, delicate, and elu-
sive of matters. It is easy to slip away and start granting theoretical entities
(like culture, rules, deviants, organizations, etc.) status as iconic significa-
tions, They are always metaphoric. From my perspective, the only effective
antidote for the air sickness caused by theoretical flight is periodic returns to
the field. (p. 35)
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One reason given for preferring to avoid generalization is the as-
sumption that every culture is unique. Boas (1901) explained this view-
point by arguing that historical accidents, such as a hostile attack from a
neighboring tribe, produce a singular cultural configuration, much as a
boulder tumbling down a mountainside produces an erosion pattern
unmatched anywhere else. Particularly if people place great value on in-
dividual distinctiveness (which is less often the case in collectivist soci-
eties such as China) (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991, 1994; Morris &
Peng, 1994), it may be socially desirable to belong to a collectivity that is
(objectively) or that views itself (subjectively) as unique. Organizations
often seek to define themselves as unique to have a distinctive niche in a
market or to attract and retain employees. Some—but by no means
all—organizational studies of culture assume cultural uniqueness.
Others make a softer claim: that specific kinds of knowledge may be
context specific, such as when copier repair technicians give advice in
the form of context-specific reccommendations rather than general,
abstract rules (Brown & Duguid, 1991).

Another way to justify the study of a unique, or at least single, culture
is to argue that any one culture is not the only one conceivable in a par-
ticular context. The same circumstances could have led to a multiplicity
of possible outcomes (e.g., Sahlins, 1985; Sebag, 1964, pp. 166-167).
From this point of view, the study of a single case is possible; the study of
generalizable principles is a dead-end road. The objective of a single
case study, then, is an appreciation of contextually specific knowledge
rather than an understanding that emerges from the process of abstrac-
tion and generalization across cases. Geertz (1983, p- 232) admits that
this approach is “rather entranced with the diversity of things.” He
(1973) concludes that

the notion that the essence of what it means to be human is most clearly
revealed in those features of human culture that are universal, rather than
those that are distinctive to this people or that, is a prejudice that we are not
necessarily obligated to share. (p. 43)

For other researchers, trained to appreciate large sample sizes, ran-
dom sampling procedures, reliability and validity measures, and statis-
tical tests, a disdain for generalization is difficult to comprehend: Isn’t
building theory, they ask, the goal of empirical research? What use is a
study unless the goal is to understand what causes a phenomenon and
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to use that knowledge to predict, under appropriate conditions, what
effects will occur? At the very least, shouldn’t one seek multiple, system-
atic comparisons to build generalizations within and across case studies
of culture? Such concerns for generalization, for example, led Hodson
(1998) to code organizational and workplace characteristics (approxi-
mate indicators of culture) in 108 English-language ethnographic case
studies, seeking generalizations.

In contrast, ethnographers argue that their goal is to understand a
context deeply and to provide an interpretative frame for its under-
standing. They do not seek to make predictions, discover generalizable
laws, or build theories of causality:

A characteristic of scientific explanation is that it allows predictions, since it
attempts to supply the causal factors behind a phenomenon so that when
appropriate conditions exist, the phenomenon can be expected. By contrast,
[ethnography] attempts to make a phenomenon intelligible, and the issue of
prediction does not arise. (Hatch, 1973, p. 336)

Conceptualization {in ethnography] is directed toward the task of generat-
ing interpretations of matters already in hand, not toward projecting out-
comes of experimental manipulations or deducing future states of a
determined system. (Geertz, 1973, p. 26)

This disagreement, regarding contextually specific versus generalizable
knowledge, underlies a conflict in the cultural literature. Studies that
treat culture as a variable and seek to predict outcomes (such as com-
mitment or profitability) usually are trying to build generalizations,
whereas studies that define culture as a metaphor, a way of looking at
life within a collectivity, usually focus on context-specific knowledge
(Smircich, 1983b) and eschew most generalizations.

If ethnographies do not seek to build generalizable theories, then
what is the purpose of ethnography? Is there any role for abstraction or
for theory in context-specific cultural research? Geertz (1973) ad-
dresses this issue:

The major theoretical contributions not only lie in specific studies—that is
true in any field—but they are very difficult to abstract from and integrate
into anything one might call “culture theory” as such. Theoretical formula-
tions hover so low over the interpretations they govern that they don’t make
much sense or hold much interest apart from them. . .. The essential task of
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theory building here is not to codify abstract regularities but to make thick
description, not to generalize across cases but to generalize within them.

[Cultural theory is] inseparable from the immediacies thick description
presents. . .. What generality it contrives to achieve grows out of the delicacy
of its distinctions, not the sweep of its abstractions. (pp. 25-26)

Thick descriptions are richly detailed accounts of single cultures. Echo-
ing the quotation from the poet Blake (1863/2000), with which this
chapter began, such case descriptions give readers an ability to “see a
world in a grain of sand”—that is, to see an entire culture in a single,
sharply focused description. Such a description is based on information
from multiple informants and other sources of information, such as
conversational analysis (Tulin, 1997). The objective of such accounts is
not to build generalizations from a sample size of one (context). From
this point of view, an abhorrence of generalization or abstraction is
more comprehensible because these conceptual activities gloss over the
richly textured detail that is the content and the goal of ethnographies.
For example, Alvesson (1998) challenges Hofstede’s classification of
national cultures according to power distance, drawing on ethno-
graphic evidence that suggests such categories are misleading. Alvesson
concludes,

The rich interpretive capacities of culture can only be utilized if the study is
open-minded, careful, locally oriented, and close to social practices and
meanings in organizations. This is then the opposite from questionnaire-
based, generalization-oriented research, which cannot go beyond “thin
description” (to reverse Geertz’s concept of thick description). (p. 15)

This debate about the desirability of generalizability echoes the old
dispute between ideographic research (interpretation of a single case)
and nomothetic research (developing generalizable laws from the study
of many cases) (see Morrill & Fine, 1997). Nomothetic researchers, such
as experimental psychologists and quantitative sociologists, often dis-
dain the ideographic approaches of their case study-oriented forebears,
echoing the old Talmudic saying, “For example is no proof.” In con-
trast, ideographic researchers, such as those who do ethnographic case
studies, are also often disdainful of abstraction. They are especially crit-
ical of those who would develop an abstract theory from a single
case study, as can be seen in Geertz’s (1973, p. 21) dismissal of the
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“Jonesville-is-the-USA microcosmic model” or “the Easter-Island-is-
a-testing-case ‘natural experiment’ model.”

Such expressions of disdain for opposing points of view regarding
generalization should be regarded with some skepticism. Itis a rare eth-
nographer who does not fall into some kind of generalizing language.
Even Geertz (1983) argued that he did not study the culture of a village;
rather, he studied the culture of a larger collectivity in a village. His
claim can be seen as a variant of the whole/part fallacy—generalizing
about a whole culture from the study of a smaller unit within it. Thus,
the dichotomies evident in any discussion of generalizability tend to
mask a more complex reality (Weick, 1999). In any discussion of meth-
odology, rhetoric is often more dichotomous than what people actually
do, at least when they study cultures.

Focus and Breadth

Cultural research shows great variation in what is studied, when re-
searchers claim to be studying culture. Some studies focus narrowly on
one or more cultural manifestations. Thus, for example, O’Reilly,
Chatman, and Caldwell (1991), using a Q-sort task, asked study partici-
pants to sort cards, with each card containing an adjective, into piles of
words that did and did not describe the cultures of the organizations in
which they worked. Kilmann et al. (1985) and Rousseau (1990b) used
questionnaires, much like those described previously as etic research, to
get study participants to report the behavioral norms of their organiza-
tional cultures. These are narrowly focused or specialist studies of cul-
ture. They use one kind of cultural manifestation, such as self-reports of
behavioral norms, to operationally define a culture. Implicitly, nar-
rowly focused studies assume that it is sufficient to study a single cul-
tural manifestation or a very few manifestations because if a wider
range of manifestations were studied, the results would be largely the
same. Implicitly, then, such studies assume that study participants’ an-
swers would be consistent across manifestations.

In contrast, other cultural studies emphasize breadth by examining a
variety of cultural manifestations. In these studies, researchers need not
assume that interpretations of these manifestations are consistent with
each other. For example, Botti’s (1995) study of a Japanese-Italian effort
at collaboration in a manufacturing plant, Kondo’s (1990) examination
of a family-owned food-processing company in Japan, and Kunda’s
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(1992) ethnography of a U.S. engineering company all include interpre-
tations of formal policies, structures, informal practices, rituals, and
organizational stories, as well as extensive descriptions of the physical
environments in which people worked. In Geertz’s terms, these are
thick descriptions. This breadth in the range of cultural manifestations
studied is characteristic of ethnographic research and is more difficult
to achieve when quantitative measures are used. Because it takes time to
build a rich understanding of the relationships among a wide variety of
cultural manifestations, breadth is achieved at the cost of being able to
study only one or a very few cultural contexts, thus making generaliza-
tion across contexts, even if it were desired, very difficult to attain. Thus,
trade-offs between focus and breadth constrain the kinds of theoretical
conclusions that can be drawn from a study. This dichotomy between
focus and breadth, like many of the other dichotomies discussed in this
chapter, is overdrawn. Just how much breadth is enough? Isn’t any
study, to some extent, a narrowly focused view?

Level of Depth

Sociocultural anthropologists advocate that researchers learn the
language of cultural members and then spend 1 or 2 years as a partici-
pant-observer, living and working with the people being studied. Even-
tually, it is hoped, the researcher will come to be accepted as a cultural
member. In ideal circumstances, the researcher might even be invited to
undergo a formal, ritualized initiation into membership status. This is a
first step toward emic understanding, which is predicated on the re-
searcher being able to “penetrate the front” of public, polite behavior
and gain the insights that come when people relax the constraints ex-
pected in interactions with outsiders. Psychologists make similar points
when they argue that social desirability concerns affect how people be-
have, for example, when they try to control the impression they make
on others. Only when facades are penetrated can a researcher hope to
gain depth of understanding.

Recent ethnographic accounts are often skeptical about the difficul-
ties of aresearcher ever being accepted as an insider or ever being able to
see a culture from an emic perspective. On the cover of Clifford and
Marcus’s (1986) book, which critiques such claims of privileged cul-
tural acceptance, a photograph shows an ethnographer. He is pictured
bent over his notes, with a cloth over his head shielding him from the
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sun and blinding him to his surroundings. “Natives” stand in the shad-
ows watching with various indecipherable expressions. Granted, this
ethnographer’s notes may contain deeply empathetic, emic under-
standing of the natives, but the photograph suggests otherwise. Even
skeptical views regarding the ability of ethnographers to develop emic
understandings, such as those in Clifford and Marcus’s book, retain the
conviction that the insights available from a long-term participant ob-
servation study offer greater depth of understanding than other, more
superficial approaches to understanding, such as the use of quantitative
survey instruments.

Schein (1985, 1996, 1999) and Rousseau (1990a) stress the theoretical
importance of depth of understanding. Schein (1985) distinguished
three levels of depth in cultures, beginning with the most superficial:
artifacts such as stories, rituals, dress, and décor; values (attitudes that
can be articulated with relative ease); and basic assumptions (that are
usually tacit and difficult to determine because they are taken for
granted). According to Schein (1987), the best method for gaining an
in-depth understanding of a culture is to enter a discussion (with thera-
peutic undertones) with cultural members, using the interview goals
and techniques of a clinical psychologist to tap unconscious and pre-
conscious assumptions. Schein argued that within a collectivity such as
an organization, if a researcher attains in-depth understanding, he or
she can ascertain if most members of the collectivity share the same
assumptions. Basic assumptions tend to be quite abstract, such as
whether people can be trusted or whether concerns about an organiza-
tion’s well-being should focus on short- or long-term considerations.
This emphasis on depth in cultural studies has been crucially impor-
tant, in part because the methods most easily able to create in-depth un-
derstanding, such as ethnography and clinical interviews, had become
unfashionable in the years when quantitative methods gained domi-
nance in organizational studies.

Perhaps an example will help make this depth argument come alive.
When Ouchi (1981) studied a particular electronics company, employ-
ees told a “second-chance” story about an employee who made a disas-
trous mistake. When the culprit was called to his boss’s office, he feared
he would be fired. Instead, his boss expressed faith that the employee
would never make another such mistake and gave him a very tough as-
signment. This assignment was a testimony of the boss’s faith that the
employee could redeem himself because a second mistake would have
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done the company grievous harm. This story ended happily: The em-
ployee succeeded beyond his boss’s fondest dreams and was thereafter
one of the company’s most loyal employees. A second and superficially
unrelated manifestation of the culture at this firm was the company’s
promotion policy, sometimes labeled the spiral staircase. Before being
promoted up a level, employees were moved laterally so they had a vari-
ety of functional experiences. In this way, all the high-level employees of
the firm had extensive exposure to the problems of marketing, engi-
neering, finance, human resources, and so on, giving them a broad per-
spective of the firm as a whole. Although these two manifestations (the
story and the spiral staircase promotion policy) may seem unrelated,
Schein might argue that they appear unrelated because this analysis so
far has been relatively superficial, focusing on the level of artifacts. If the
interpretation were to go deeper, as Schein argues it should, the re-
searcher might conclude that both manifestations illustrate a tacit,
basic assumption about the benefits—to individual employees and to
the company as a whole—of taking a long-term perspective.

Not everyone (including myself) agrees that artifacts and values are
necessarily superficial. A cultural artifact, such as a story or a ritual, is
important because of how people interpret its meanings. Those mean-
ings need not be superficial; they may reflect deep assumptions. In this
way, [ argue that artifacts, values, and assumptions do not necessarily
reflect separable, varying levels of depth. A cultural researcher should
seek deep meanings associated with each type of cultural manifestation.
In a superficial cultural study, interpretations and meanings can reflect,
for example, formulaic expressions of espoused values in a “corporate
values” statement. Alternatively, interpretations may reflect deeply held
personal values that take the form of basic assumptions, sometimes so
taken for granted that they are difficult to articulate. Such basic as-
sumptions may include “walking the talk”—values inferred from, and
congruent with, behavior. Other kinds of interpretations of events and
artifacts are less value laden and more like cognitive conclusions, or be-
liefs, about “how things are.” Some of these beliefs may have the charac-
teristics of basic assumptions. In each of these examples, what is impor-
tant is not the cultural manifestation but how people interpret it. The
depth of a researcher’s analysis of these interpretations—that is, the
patterns of meaning underlying a collection of cultural manifesta-
tions—can (and I argue should) approach the depth of understanding
that Schein terms “basic assumptions.” It is important to note, however,
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that even at the level of deep assumptions, collectivity-wide consensus
may not emerge. In a single context, some assumptions might generate
collectivity-wide consensus. Other assumptions might be common to
some subcultures but not others. Finally, some assumptions might be so
ambiguous that clear agreement or disagreement among substantial
numbers of people would be unlikely.

Depth of understanding clearly has its advantages, but it is obtained
atacost: the time it takes to gain in-depth understanding. Although this
is a pragmatic concern, rather than a theoretical issue, it merits consid-
eration. An anthropologist, for example, may invest years in learning a
language, traveling to a distant land, and enduring physical discomfort,
emotional isolation, and other forms of hardship. He or she may spend
1 or 2 years doing participant-observation and then another 1 or 2 years
deciphering and interpreting field notes. The final product of all this ef-
fort is (usually) a book-length ethnography because the complexity of
this kind of data is difficult to carve up in journal-length articles. This is
a large time investment, particularly in universities in which tenure de-
cisions are usually made after the first 7 years of employment.

Organizational ethnographers share some, but not all, of these prob-
lems of time investment. As long as an ethnographer studies an organi-
zation within a familiar culture, the problems of physical and emotional
hardship, travel, and language differences are minimized. The etic-emic
dimension, however, is difficult to manage in a relatively familiar orga-
nizational culture, and many of the other difficulties of ethnographic
research remain. Some obstacles to ethnographic research are intensi-
fied in organizational studies. In the academic departments in which
many organizational researchers work, there is not much understand-
ing of the assumptions underlying ethnographic methods and even less
sympathy with putting “all one’s eggs in a single basket”—a book—
rather than publishing numerous refereed journal articles. An organi-
zational ethnographer pays these costs and deals with worrisome publi-
cation decisions, in part, because of a conviction that depth of under-
standing is crucial. Imagine, then, an ethnographer’s reaction to a study
claiming to understand a culture on the basis of a questionnaire or a
short-term qualitative study involving a few months of observation or
interviewing or both. Appreciation seems unlikely.

Given all this emphasis on depth, who would advocate a “superficial”
approach to studying culture? There are pragmatic reasons for doing so.
Doing a good ethnography is difficult and very time-consuming. Also,
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when it is finished, it is still only a study with a sample size of one. Al-
though several publications can result from a single ethnographic
study, sooner or later a researcher may want to go back to the field to
study a different context. Given the realities of modern academic and
family life, however, most researchers do only one long-term ethnogra-
phy—the dissertation. The time involved in each study means that an
ethnographic researcher is unlikely to be able to use his or her own data
to make comparisons among significant numbers of cultures or to
build empirically based, theoretical generalizations about culture.
Some culture researchers may not want to do so, but for those who do,
less time-consuming methods for studying cultures are essential. Depth
must be sacrificed, in these instances, if generalization is the goal.

This dichotomy, however, like the others discussed previously, is
overdrawn; it is important not to regard the issue as a dichotomous
choice between depth or superficiality. There are many ways to gain a
multifaceted, moderately unsuperficial understanding of a culture,
even using short-term qualitative methods or innovative survey mea-
sures. All methods can be designed and applied in slapdash or probing
ways, making some degree of depth a possibility worth striving for, even
in a study that seeks to generalize across many cultures.

Effects of Intellectual Disputes on Organizational Studies:
The “Paradigm Proliferation” Disputes

Disputes about objectivity and subjectivity, etic and emic research,
generalizability and context-specific knowledge, focus and breadth,
and level of depth are of particular relevance to cultural research, but
they also have surfaced, to varying degrees, in organizational studies as
a whole. Scholars have engaged in a fierce debate about whether these
disputes have had favorable or unfavorable effects on the development
of organizational theory and research. The results of this debate have
implications for the state and reputation of cultural theory and
research.

Within organizational studies in the United States, disputes about
these issues have been framed as the “paradigm proliferation problem.”
In the 1960s and 1970s, a single paradigm (focused on neoposi-
tivism and quantitative methods) held sway among most U.S. organi-
zational scholars. In the early 1980s, the renaissance of interest in cul-
tural studies and, more broadly, qualitative methods, activated many of
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the intellectual disputes described previously. As a result of these and
other intellectual influences, there is currently a lack of consensus
within organizational studies about what theories are worth studying,
what methods are valid, what values and interests should be pursued,
and what epistemological assumptions are merited (e.g., Burrell &
Morgan, 1979; Clegg & Dunkerly, 1977; Donaldson, 1985; Nord &
Connell, 1998; Silverman, 1970; Smircich, Calds, & Morgan, 1992).
Thus, the intense disputes within cultural studies are mirrored, to a
weaker extent, in the organizational field as a whole. Therefore, it is
worth considering how the paradigm proliferation debate developed
within organizational studies.

A paradigm offers a way of approaching scientific work, as Van de Ven
(1997) explains:

A paradigm is a worldview, a general perspective, a way of breaking down the
complexity of the real world. As such, paradigms are deeply embedded in the
sacialization of adherents and practitioners, telling them what is important,
what is legitimate, what is reasonable. Paradigms are normative; they tell us
what to do without the necessity of long existential considerations. (p. 2)

I argue, in accord with Donaldson (1985), that the concept of a par-
adigm has been overused; the various intellectual disputes discussed
previously do not fall easily together into well-defined, competing par-
adigms. Positions in these various disputes, however, do tend to cluster.
For example, some organizational scholars favor being-realism, repre-
sentational epistemologies, etic research, and the search for empirically
based and generalizable theory, preferring a relatively narrow focus
with relatively less concern about issues of depth. Other organizational
scholars prefer becoming-realism, postrepresentational epistemolo-
gies, emic research, and breadth and depth of understanding. Of course,
there are exceptions to these clusters—different ways to mix and match
preferences regarding these issues. Whether these differences represent
different paradigms or simply a cacophony of different opinions about
fundamental issues is less important than the dialogues that have
ensued.

One particularly vociferous debate occurred primarily in the United
States. Recent recipients of a major award from the U.S. Academy of
Management articulated opposing reactions to these developments. In
his award acceptance speech, Pfeffer (1993) argued that the prolifera-
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tion of research paradigms in the field of organizational studies had
eroded the field’s prestige in the rest of academia, making it difficult for
us to garner resources and impeding the cumulative development of
knowledge. Pfeffer argued that, for the advancement of the field and the
enhancement of knowledge, a board of elite researchers should select a
small number of research topics on which all organizational researchers
would have to work.

The next year’s award recipient, Van Maanen (1995a, 1995b), took
umbrage at Pfeffer’s call for the dominance of a few elite-approved re-
search topics, which Van Maanen labeled “Pfefferdigms.” Van Maanen
(1995a, p. 133) argued that any elitist determination of what topics were
worth studying was “insufferably smug; pious and orthodox; philo-
sophically indefensible; extraordinarily naive as to how science actually
works; theoretically foolish, vain, and autocratic.” Van Maanen viewed
the proliferation of paradigms as a sign of the moral and intellectual
health of the field and called for “letting a thousand flowers bloom” as
an effective means of encouraging innovative research.

Subsequently, a third award recipient, Van de Ven (1997), spoke vehe-
mently against the ways in which advocates of particular paradigms had
demeaned and devalued research conducted from other paradigmatic
orientations. Van de Ven used neopositivist language to argue that em-
pirical evidence could resolve the competing claims of paradigms:
“Valid empirical evidence is the ultimate external arbitrator for sifting
and winnowing among our paradigms and for advancing those that
provide empirically better explanations than others” (p. 9). Van de Ven
is making assumptions about the objectivity of data and its determi-
nant value in a theoretical dispute. The assumption that theoretical
(and possible paradigmatic) differences of opinion can be empirically
resolved is a basic tenet of neopositivism (e.g., Campbell & Stanley,
1966).

Many other scholars, working from different (not neopositivist)
epistemological or methodological positions, would challenge Van de
Ven’s assumptions in this regard.” For example, Burrell and Morgan
(1979) made a strong and influential argument for “paradigm incom-
mensurability”—that is, evaluating contributions by the standards of
an author’s own paradigm, not the standards of others’ paradigms.
These authors carried paradigm incommensurability a step further,
arguing that research within paradigms should be kept separate so that
lesser known paradigms could develop without outside interference.
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Hassard and Pym (1990) and Weaver and Gioia (1994) called for an end
to this “smug protectionism.” As calls for paradigm incommensurabilty

became less accepted, uncertainty increased (Fleming & Stablein,
1997):

Now paradigm differences must be taken seriously, not ignored or granted
“separate but equal” status (Reed, 1996). Today, we are left with the uncer-
tainties that characterize the 1990s regarding definitions, meaning, method,
the nature of theory, and the role of the theorist (Clegg & Hardy, 1996).

The Culture Wars

The uncertainties that spread throughout the field of organizational
studies at the turn of the century, giving rise to the paradigm prolifera-
tion debates, are even more intense within the domain of organiza-
tional culture studies. Because advocates of opposing views have been
drawn to the study of culture, these disputes have surfaced and been ar-
gued particularly vociferously. In addition to their theoretical and
methodological differences, cultural researchers are deeply divided on
the question of whose interests and values merit representation and
advocacy (e.g., Alvesson & Melin, 1987; Barley, Meyer, & Gash, 1988;
Calds & Smircich, 1987; Stablein & Nord, 1985). When cultural studies
come to contradictory conclusions, these fundamental disagreements
make it difficult to adjudicate conflicting conclusions, perhaps with
further empirical research, and arrive at some truth on which all parties
would agree.

The intellectual disputes described in this chapter have made it nearly
impossible to write a cumulative history of “what we have learned” so
far about cultures in organizations. For example, when Peter Frost and I
were asked to contribute a handbook chapter reviewing the accom-
plishments of culture research to date, we found it impossible to write
the usual enlightenment tale of knowledge advancement. Instead, we
(Martin & Frost, 1996) described cultural theory and research using a
“culture wars” metaphor.> We described culture research as a series of
ongoing battles between opposing viewpoints. We began with the “rev-
olutionary vanguard” who spearheaded the renaissance of interest in
cultural studies in the 1980s. Next, we described attacks and counter-
attacks by armies representing opposing theoretical viewpoints, a skir-
mish between quantitative and qualitative methodologists, a meta-
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theoretical move to alter “the battle lines,” and a postmodern* attempt
to rout all armies from the field of battle.

Although we had fun using the culture wars metaphor to review the
cultural literature, these intellectual disputes (a local version of the par-
adigm proliferation debate) have had serious consequences. Because it
is difficult to present a cumulative picture of what has been learned
from culture research, the perceived worth of this area of inquiry has
been difficult to explain and understand, making it easier for critics to
marginalize and devalue work in this area. When a theoretical domain,
such as cultural research, challenges neopositivist assumptions about
the empirical resolution of theoretical differences, it runs the risk of be-
ing dismissed by some as unverifiable and therefore empty rhetoric. For
example, in Van de Ven’s (1997) award acceptance speech, he notes,

Then there are the endless rhetorical diatribes of neomodernists—culture
theorists, critical theorists, postpositivists, feminists, Saussurean linguists.
They are taking the discursive turn to deconstruct one another, and par-
ticularly the schools in Pfefferdigm. They lay bare the belly of the positiv-
ists. (p. 5)

Although critical, feminist, postmodern, and linguistic theoreticians
offer cultural researchers fine intellectual company, this remark seems
to me to be an attempt to marginalize and devalue cultural research.
Even if Van de Ven did not intend this, he may have influenced others to
do so.

If we are to counter attempts to marginalize and devalue cultural re-
search, we need to make ourselves understood, build on each other’s
work, and begin to explain to the rest of the field why what we are doing
is important. This is difficult, in part because cultural researchers do
not have commonly accepted, unproblematic conceptual definitions.
Therefore, it is essential that each cultural study clearly defines the con-
cepts and operationalizations that it is using. To help in this task, in
Chapter 3, I explore some different ways to define culture and examine
what we study when we claim to be studying culture.
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Notes

1. A geometer practices geometry.

2. For the purposes of summarizing this debate, I put aside for the moment differences of
opinion about whether or not these are truly paradigmatic disputes (Donaldson, 1985).

3. Culture wars, in popular usage, refers to multicultural conflicts among representatives of
different groups, defined usually by race, gender, ethnicity, class, or ideology.

4. Because postmodernism is so different from the intellectual traditions that preceded it,
brief introductions in a text such as this do not do justice to it. For readers who want to read more
about postmodernism, Alvesson and Deetz (1996) offer a clear introduction to postmodernism,
contrasting it to critical theory. Martin and Frost’s (1996) review of the cultural literature,
described in this chapter, is written in a postmodern spirit; it describes unresolved conflicts
among intellectual positions regarding cultural issues rather than telling a more modern tale of
progress toward greater knowledge based on empirical findings. For a deeper discussion of
postmodern approaches to culture, see Alvesson and Willmott (1996), Berg (1989), Calds and
Smircich (1991), Czarniawska-Joerges (1988), Grafton-Small and Linstead (1987), Jeffcutt
(1991), and Letiche (1991).



Pieces of the Puzzle

WHAT IS CULTURE?
WHAT IS NOT CULTURE?

his chapter addresses the “granddaddy” of dilemmas in this do-

main: What is culture? What is not culture? This chapter begins by
examining a variety of definitions of culture, exploring the theoretical
implications of how culture is defined. Next, I turn to the related issue
of how culture is operationalized (an operationalization is the way a
given concept is measured in a particular study). Pieces of the cultural
puzzle are defined, with vivid examples of cultural manifestations
drawn from a variety of culture studies. In the course of defining and
giving examples of these cultural manifestations, three intellectual tra-
ditions of relevance to cultural theory will be introduced: functional-
ism, critical theory, and postmodernism. Manifestations of culture
include rituals, stories, humor, jargon, physical arrangements, and
formal structures and policies, as well as informal norms and prac-
tices. Content themes (such as values or basic assumptions) are used to

55



56 MAPPING THE CULTURAL TERRAIN

captureand show the relationships among interpretations of the mean-
ings of these manifestations. These are the building blocks needed for
you to understand the theoretical assumptions underlying a culture
study, summarize the content of any cultural portrait, and, if you wish,
develop your own answers to the questions: What is culture? What is
not culture?

Defining Culture

Table 3.1 lists a variety of definitions of culture. I use this table to
mabke it easier to read this section of the chapter, referring to each defini-
tion by the number of the definition in the table. These definitions were
selected because they reflect the range of definitions of culture cur-
rently in use among organizational culture researchers. Definition 1
(Sathe, 1985) and Definition 2 (Louis, 1985) in Table 3.1 illustrate two
theoretical features common to most such definitions: the use of the
word “shared” and a reference to culture as that which is distinctive or
unique to a particular context. Not all researchers agree that culture is
shared and unique, however, as will become evident in the following
discussion.

Ideational and Materialistic Approaches

The first two definitions have another characteristic in common:
Culture is conceptualized in terms of meanings or understandings.
These are cognitive aspects of culture, and therefore such definitions
are referred to as ideational. Ideational definitions of culture emphasize
subjective interpretations, whereas material aspects of culture can be
described in objectivist terms, or their meanings can be interpreted
subjectively. Definition 3 (Sergiovanni & Corbally, 1984) is similar to
Definitions 1 and 2 in that culture is defined as shared, but Definition 3
adds to this ideational emphasis a consideration of the material con-
ditions in which these ideas develop. Materialist manifestations in-
clude the material conditions of work (e.g., the plush carpet of an ex-
ecutive suite and the noise and dirt on an assembly line) and the size of
employees’ paychecks and other indicators of their material well-being.
Advocates of including material manifestations of culture argue that
an exclusive emphasis on ideational elements of culture would foster
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Table 3.1 Definitions of Organizational Culture

1. “Culture is the set of important understandings (often unstated) that members
of a community share in common” (Sathe, 1985, p. 6).

2. “[Culture is] a set of understandings or meanings shared by a group of people.
The meanings are largely tacit among the members, are clearly relevant to a par-
ticular group, and are distinctive to the group” (Louis, 1985, p. 74).

3. “A standard definition of culture would include the system of values, symbols,
and shared meanings of a group including the embodiment of these values,
symbols, and meanings into material objects and ritualized practices. . . . The

‘stuff’ of culture includes customs and traditions, historical accounts be they
mythical or actual, tacit understandings, habits, norms and expectations,
common meanings associated with fixed objects and established rites, shared
assumptions, and intersubjective meanings” (Sergiovanni & Corbally, 1984,
p. viii).

4. “Cultural arrangements, of which organizations are an essential segment, are
seen as manifestations of a process of ideational development located within a
context of definite material conditions. It is a context of dominance (males
over females/owners over workers) but also of conflict and contradiction in
which class and gender, autonomous but overdetermined, are vital dynamics.
Ideas and cultural arrangements confront actors as a series of rules of behavior;
rules that, in their contradictions, may variously be enacted, followed, or
resisted” (Mills, 1988, p. 366).

5. “An organization might then be studied by discovering and synthesizing its
rules of social interaction and interpretation, as revealed in the behavior they
shape. Social interaction and interpretation are communication activities, so it
follows that the culture could be described by articulating communication
rules” (Schall, 1983, p. 3).

6. “[Culture is] the pattern of shared beliefs and values that give members of an
institution meaning, and provide them with the rules for behavior in their orga-
nization” (Davis, 1984, p. 1).

7. “To analyze why members behave the way they do, we often look for the values
that govern behavior, which is the second level. . . . But as the values are hard to
observe directly, it is often necessary to infer them by interviewing key mem-
bers of the organization or to content analyze artifacts such as documents and
charters. However, in identifying such values, we usually note that they repre-
sent accurately only the manifest or espoused values of a culture. That is, they
focus on what people say is the reason for their behavior, what they ideally
would like those reasons to be, and what are often their rationalizations for
their behavior. Yet, the underlying reasons for their behavior remain concealed
or unconscious. To really understand a culture and to ascertain more com-
pletely the group’s values and overt behavior, it is imperative to delve into the
underlying assumptions, which are typically unconscious but which actually
determine how group members perceive, think, and feel” (Schein, 1985, p. 3).

(Continued)
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Table 3.1 (Continued)

8. “In a particular situation the set of meanings that evolves gives a group its own
ethos, or distinctive character, which is expressed in patterns of belief (ideol-
ogy), activity (norms and rituals), language and other symbolic forms through
which organization members both create and sustain their view of the world
and image of themselves in the world. The development of a worldview with its
shared understanding of group identity, purpose, and direction are products of
the unique history, personal interactions, and environmental circumstances of
the group” (Smircich, 1983a, p. 56).

9. “Culture does not necessarily imply a uniformity of values. Indeed quite differ-
ent values may be displayed by people of the same culture. In such an instance,
what is it that holds together the members of the organization? I suggest that we
look to the existence of a common frame of reference or a shared recognition of
relevant issues. There may not be agreement about whether these issues should
be relevant or about whether they are positively or negatively valued. . . . They
may array themselves differently with respect to that issue, but whether posi-
tively or negatively, they are all oriented to it” (Feldman, 1991, p. 154).

10. “Culture is a loosely structured and incompletely shared system that emerges
dynamically as cultural members experience each other, events, and the organi-
zation’s contextual features” (Anonymous reviewer, 1987).

11. “Members do not agree upon clear boundaries, cannot identify shared solu-
tions, and do not reconcile contradictory beliefs and multiple identities. Yet,
these members contend they belong to a culture. They share a common orienta-
tion and overarching purpose, face similar problems, and have comparable expe-
riences. However, these shared orientations and purposes accommodate
different beliefs and incommensurable technologies, these problems imply dif-
ferent solutions, and these experiences have multiple meanings. . . . Thus, for at
least some cultures, to dismiss the ambiguities in favor of strictly what is clear
and shared is to exclude some of the most central aspects of the members’ cul-
tural experience and to ignore the essence of their cultural community”
(Meyerson, 1991a, pp. 131-132).

12. “When organizations are examined from a cultural viewpoint, attention is
drawn to aspects of organizational life that historically have often been ignored
or understudied, such as the stories people tell to newcomers to explain ‘how
things are done around here, the ways in which offices are arranged and per-
sonal items are or are not displayed, jokes people tell, the working atmosphere
(hushed and luxurious or dirty and noisy), the relations among people (affec-
tionate in some areas of an office and obviously angry and perhaps competitive
in another place), and so on. Cultural observers also often attend to aspects of
working life that other researchers study, such as the organization’s official poli-
cies, the amounts of money different employees earn, reporting relationships,
and so on. A cultural observer is interested in the surfaces of these cultural man-
ifestations because details can be informative, but he or she also seeks an in-
depth understanding of the patterns of meanings that link these manifestations
together, sometimes in harmony, sometimes in bitter conflicts between groups,
and sometimes in webs of ambiguity, paradox, and contradiction” (Martin,
Chapter 1, this volume, p. 3).

SOURCE: Adapted and expanded from materials presented in Martin (1992a).
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misunderstanding by permitting a de-emphasis on the vastly differ-
ent material conditions that characterize work at different levels of an
organization’s hierarchy. Czarniawaska-Joerges (1992) explains why it
is important to include material manifestations:

Organizational theorists have located new aspects of organizational life and
its function to study during the second half of the decade. Among these we
can find jokes, coffee breaks, how people are dressed, how they behave at the
corporation’s Christmas party, how they sit at meetings, how they get fired
(the “rite” of getting fired), what stories about present and former figures of
authority are told, and so on. . .. It could be argued that these are of marginal
importance compared to, for example, the organization’s hierarchy and the
way in which work is organized, controlled, and carried out. (p. 108)

For example, materialist culture researchers would argue the low pay,
dirt, and noise that assembly line workers often endure, or the relative
quiet and luxury of the executive suite, must be considered if a cultural
study is to offer a rich understanding of these disparate working experi-
ences. In this way, material definitions of culture facilitate discussion of
intergroup conflicts. Therefore, Definition 4 (Mills, 1988) is important
because it stresses conflict in addition to what is shared, at least within
subcultures; Definition 4 also includes both ideational and material as-
pects of culture.

Two kinds of materialist approaches to the study of culture can be
distinguished. Some materialist definitions include material manifesta-
tions as part of culture, as can be seen in Definition 3’s inclusion of “ma-
terial objects” and Definition 4’s incorporation of “definite material
conditions.” Other materialist approaches assume that ideational con-
siderations constitute culture (the cultural “superstructure™), whereas
material aspects of working life are essential to consider but are not de-
fined as part of culture (the structural “base”). According to this latter
point of view, the materialist base consists of attributes such as job de-
scriptions, reporting relationships, pay practices, and formally man-
dated policies and procedures, which are not part of the cultural super-
structure. Culture, then, consists of the ideational elements, such as
beliefs and values, that emerge to explain and reinforce a materialist
base. Whether one defines material conditions as important to study
but not part of culture or includes material conditions as manifes-
tations of a culture, materialist approaches agree that it is essential to
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examine the material conditions that characterize a cultural context.
In contrast, ideational definitions of culture exclude such material
conditions.

Focus and Breadth

When many types of cultural manifestations are studied, including
informal norms, rituals, stories, physical arrangements, and formal and
informal practices, this produces a holistic view of a cultural context,
referred to sometimes as a “generalist” study of culture. Materialist
studies of culture, for example, are likely to include many types of cul-
tural manifestations, as can be seen in Definitions 3 and 4. In contrast,
other more narrow studies define culture in terms of just one or two
manifestations, as can be seen in Definition 5 (Schall, 1983) and Defini-
tion 6 (Davis, 1984). Definition 5 defines culture as communication
rules, whereas Definition 6 has an emphasis on beliefs and values.
Studies that rely on narrow definitions of culture are referred to as “spe-
cialist” studies. Specialist studies assume that one or a few manifesta-
tions can stand in for, or represent, an entire culture because interpreta-
tions of more types of manifestations would be consistent. Consistency
is a crucial and highly debatable theoretical assumption, as will be
shown in Chapter 4.

Level of Depth of Interpretation

Depth is also an important component of some definitions of cul-
ture, as can be seen in Definition 7. As discussed in Chapter 2, Schein’s
(1985) approach to depth in Definition 7 (see also Schein, 1999) distin-
guishes three levels of depth: artifacts, values, and basic assumptions. As
explained in Chapter 2, I argue that this approach to the question of
depth confounds the content of a manifestation, such as a story, with
the depth of the interpretation of that manifestation. I and others argue
that any cultural manifestation can be interpreted superficially, or its
interpretation can reflect deeply held, unconscious assumptions. Most
cultural researchers do not address the issue of depth when they define
culture, preferring to discuss that issue when they describe their choice
of methods.
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Recap

To review the dimensions of definitional disagreement presented so
far, I consider one more definition of culture. Definition 8 (Smircich,
1983a) includes several ideational manifestations of culture (i.e., mean-
ings, beliefs, and worldviews) and uses several words or phrases (such as
“activities” and “environmental circumstances”) that may allude to ma-
terial conditions. Because many types of manifestations are mentioned
(including language, history, norms, activities, and rituals), this defini-
tion stresses breadth of manifestations studied. The definition assumes
that culture is both shared and unique. Questions of depth of under-
standing are not explicitly mentioned.

Areas of Theoretical Disagreement
Implicit in Definitions of Culture

Is Culture Shared?

We can examine these definitions of culture and see how they imply
fundamental theoretical disagreements. Most definitions of organiza-
tional culture include an explicit focus on what is shared (e.g., Defini-
tions 1-3,6,and 8). In contrast, some definitions stress conflict between
opposing points of view rather than that which is shared (e.g., Defini-
tion 4). Even conflict definitions, however, tacitly presume that some
views are shared by subcultures (e.g., owners and workers). Culture is
less often defined as an incompletely shared system, allowing for a wide
variation across interpretations. An example of this last “incompletely
shared” view is given in Definitions 9 (Feldman, 1991), 10 (Anonymous
reviewer, 1987), and 11 (Meyerson, 1991a). Although these three defi-
nitions allow for a “common frame of reference” concerning which is-
sues are relevant, no clear unity and no clear conflicts characterize this
view of culture as ambiguity; cultural members may agree that certain
issues are an important part of their frames of reference but disagree re-
garding the particulars of each of those issues, creating ambiguity.
Thus, even the word “shared” fails to elicit agreement among cultural
researchers. My definition of culture, with which I began this book, is
listed as Definition 12 in Table 3.1. Mine is a generalist rather than a spe-
cialist definition, including a broad range of ideational and material
manifestations of culture, emphasizing depth of interpretation but
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allowing for shared meanings, conflict, and an ambiguity similar to that
described in Definitions 9, 10, and 11. Thus, I believe that culture in-
cludes conflict and ambiguity as well as that which is shared. The debate
about whether culture includes only that which is shared is one of the
primary foci of Chapters 4.

Is a Culture Unique?

Many definitions and discussions of culture include a second com-
mon characteristic: the assertion that a culture is “unique” or “distinc-
tive,” claiming (usually without evidence) that its characteristics are
seldom, if ever, to be found in other organizations (i.e., Definitions
2 and 8) (see also Clark, 1972; Gregory, 1983; Schein, 1985; Selznick,
1957; Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). This emphasis on uniqueness is im-
portant because if a culture is unique, then its study is likely to yield few
theoretical generalizations. One reason why definitions of culture often
include the assertion of uniqueness is that cultural members often be-
lieve, and take pride in, the idea that their organization’s culture is
unique (Martin, 1992a, pp. 109-110; Martin, Feldman, Hatch, & Sitkin,
1983). For example, Young (1991) found that women working on an as-
sembly line in Britain had formed a close-knit culture that, they were
sure, was unique:

Production director: Oh, I'll tell you, it’s a unique little world of its own down
there. They all have their own little events which they organize, and
they’ve got their own lot of interests. (p. 93)

Machinist: All that stuff over on the [bulletin] board, that’s all old biddies re-
ally. They all do that. It’s their way of sayin’ "ow special they think they
are; ow they’ve been ’ere longest an’ all that. Just sort of tryin’ to put all
the others down. (p. 102)

There are many reasons why cultural members like to think of their cul-
ture as unique. An organization often defines the goods or services it
produces as distinctive to carve out a well-defined niche in a market. In
a similar fashion, members often view their cultures as distinctive (e.g.,
Clark, 1972; Gregory, 1983; Selznick, 1957). Particularly in individual-
istic societies, people generally want to be viewed as separate and spe-
cial—a “unique” individual (e.g., Snyder & Fromkin, 1980).' All these
factors combine to make cultural uniqueness desirable. Of course,
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because cultural members work within the boundaries of their culture,
and probably have intimate knowledge of only a few other cultures, it is
difficult for them to know whether their cultural uniqueness claims are
justified.

Cultural researchers are presumably in a better position to assess the
validity of uniqueness claims because they read case studies of many
cultures and can determine that a cultural manifestation, claimed to be
unique in one context, is observed in a variety of other contexts. Cul-
tural researchers, however, often seem to take uniqueness claims at face
value, including uniqueness or distinctiveness as one aspect of their
definitions of culture and claiming that the perception of uniqueness
increases organizational identification and commitment (e.g., Clark,
1972; Schein, 1985; Selznick, 1957, p. 8). So many cultural researchers
include uniqueness claims as part of their definition of culture that Ott
(1989, p. 52; see also Pedersen & Dobbin, 1997) concluded that one of
the “very few areas of general consensus about organizational culture
is that] each organizational culture is relatively unique.”

Contrary to Ott’s (1989) claim, however, here too there is dissensus.
For example, in Table 3.1, Definitions 1, 3 through 7,9,and 10 do not in-
clude explicit claims of uniqueness. Many researchers challenge the as-
sumption of uniqueness (e.g., Bockus, 1983; Martin et al., 1983; Riley,
1983; Trice & Beyer, 1984; Van Maanen & Barley, 1985, p. 32). Cultural
members may believe their organization’s culture is unique, but often
what is believed to be unique to a particular context is found elsewhere
as well (Martin, 1992a, p. 111), a contradiction labeled the “uniqueness
paradox” (Martin et al., 1983). For example, when people tell stories
that illustrate “what makes this place special,” these anecdotes share the
characteristics of the seven common story types found in most organi-
zations. Similarly, when people describe rituals that they think of as
unique, the basic dramatic structure, roles, and scripts of the ritual usu-
ally fit within one of several common ritual types (Trice & Beyer, 1984).
Studies of the cultures of large corporations reveal that certain value
themes (such as concern for quality of goods and services or customer
satisfaction) are commonplace. In accord with the uniqueness paradox,
members cite these common themes as evidence of the “uniqueness” of
their culture (e.g., Bockus, 1983; Siehl & Martin, 1990). (These com-
mon types of stories, rituals, and content themes will be described
later.) These examples suggest that claims of cultural uniqueness
should be met with some skepticism, as some scholars have done:
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Turner (1986, p. 111) stated, “We note, then, that organizational enti-
ties may not be possessed of a distinctive and uniquely unified culture,”
and Van Maanen and Barley (1985, p. 32) noted, “The phrase ‘organiza-
tional culture’ suggests that organizations bear unitary and unique cul-
tures. Such a stance, however, is difficult to justify empirically” The
work of these authors suggests, for example, that claims of uniqueness
might not be found as frequently in nations in which collectivist, rather
than individualist, values predominate. A resolution to this disagree-
ment about cultural uniqueness, labeled a “nexus approach” to the
study of culture (Martin, 1992a), is presented in Chapter 5.

What Culture Researchers Study
When They Claim to Be Studying Culture

The fundamental nature of theoretical issues raised by these varying
definitions of culture is underscored by a final source of conceptual
confusion. Conceptual definitions should correspond to the way those
concepts are operationalized in a particular study. Unfortunately, cul-
tural studies often define culture one way and operationalize the con-
cept differently, further contributing to the theoretical and empirical
confusion that characterizes this domain of research. Therefore, I will
ignore definitions for the moment and examine what researchers actu-
ally study when they claim to be studying culture.

Researchers have studied many types of cultural manifestations. Be-
cause some of the readers of this book may want to examine these cul-
tural manifestations in their own research, this chapter includes many
definitions. Citations to specialist studies that focus on each type of
manifestation are included. The style of this discussion of cultural man-
ifestations is unusual. Usually, a cultural study describes a manifesta-
tion in context, giving interpretations of its meanings in that context.
Because any given manifestation can be viewed and interpreted in a va-
riety of ways, by different cultural members and by different research-
ers, this chapter could easily become too long. Here, manifestations are
taken out of their cultural context. Because manifestations are usually
studied to interpret them, however, some examples of interpretations
are needed; therefore, sample interpretations are given for stories and
rituals only. Four types of cultural manifestations will be described:
cultural forms (such as rituals, organizational stories, jargon, humor,
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and physical arrangements), formal practices (such as pay schemes and
hierarchical reporting structures), informal practices (such as norms),
and content themes.

Cultural Forms: The Esoterica of Cultural Analysis

Cultural forms include rituals, organizational stories, jargon, humor,
and physical arrangements including architecture, interior decor, and
dress codes. Forms are the esoterica of cultural analysis. Until the 1980s,
most organizational researchers and practitioners studied formal prac-
tices (such as written policies and formal organizational structures)
and informal practices (behavioral norms—the unwritten rules). The
espoused values of leaders, managers, and other employees have also
been studied, often through attitude surveys. Until the 1980s, however,
most organizational researchers did not study cultural forms, such as
rituals and stories (as exceptions, see Clark, 1972; Pettigrew, 1979;
Selznick, 1957). Since then, it has become clear that such an omission is
a mistake. These cultural forms can provide important clues to what
employees are thinking, believing, and doing.

Rituals: The Celebration
and Sanctification of the Mundane

Ibegin with an example of a ritual. MFC, Inc. (a pseudonym) is a very
small company that makes relatively large amounts of money by manu-
facturing metal foam. Even after years of refining the manufacturing
process, MFC employees sometimes have trouble in the crucial last step,
and if this happens the foam can fail to form properly—an expensive
mistake. The “pour time” ritual at MFC transforms this last step of the
manufacturing process into an elaborate rite. Every workday, as this
crucial step in the process approaches, the beginning of a ritual is

signaled by a call, “pour time.” Workers in the machine shop promptly stop
their work and head for the pouring area. The half-dozen participants
include all of the production personnel: two shop machinists, two foam
technicians, the shop supervisor, and Bryan Anderson [a pseudonym], vice
president for production. The men don white smocks, safety glasses, and
asbestos mitts. A roughly cylindrical vessel is removed from an oven and
placed on a special altar. A crucible filled with molten metal is lifted from a
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furnace in a carefully orchestrated motion requiring two men, one at each
end of a special, 6-foot long caliper. The two men carefully pour the molten
metal into the waiting vessel and then move quickly away. Seconds after the
pouring is complete, flames shoot out from the bottom of the vessel. Two of
the watching men use fire extinguishers to douse the flames, while two oth-
ers rush in to encircle the bottom of the vessel with putty. A cap is then placed
on top and insulation is wrapped around it. Various machines are turned on,
in sequence, to assist formation of the foam, and the vessel is left to cool.
(adapted from Rifkin, 1985, p. 6)

A ritual is like a drama (Rosen, 1985; Trice & Beyer, 1984). It consists
of a carefully planned and executed set of activities, carried out in a
social context (an audience), with well-demarcated beginnings and
endings (like a play) and well-defined roles for organizational members
(like a script). Sometimes, costumes and props are even used. Rifkin’s
(1985) description of the foam-making ritual exhibits all these dra-
matic characteristics. From the opening line, “pour time,” the spectacle
is carefully choreographed. Props and costumes have a religious aura.
Attention is riveted on a sacred vessel, which the costumed high priests
place on an “altar.” The dangers of fire and molten metal (not to men-
tion financial loss) raise the level of dramatic tension until the possibil-
ity of failure has been eliminated—temporarily—and the sealed vessel
is put aside to cool.

Rituals have another distinguishing characteristic: They are repeated.
For example, the foam-making ritual is enacted daily. Such repeated rit-
uals have been referred to as rites to distinguish them from ceremonies,
which are ritualized events that occur only once (Trice & Beyer, 1984).
For example, one kind of ceremony has been called a “wake” (Harris &
Sutton, 1986). This is a one-time party, held by former employees of an
organization that is going out of business. Participants in an organiza-
tional wake exchange names and addresses, promise to keep in touch,
and consume food and alcoholic beverages. They also express sadness
and anger and offer each other emotional support for the future. The
death of the organization (“I guess this means it is really over”) is
acknowledged explicitly, although friends make plans to stay in touch.
This example of a wake ceremony illustrates another attribute of rituals:
They often include other cultural forms, such as stories or jargon. For
example, participants in a wake often give speeches that include jargon
only cultural insiders could decipher. Organizational stories, featuring
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key events in the company’s history, may be told. Humor is used to re-
lieve the tension and sadness, often with jokes only insiders would un-
derstand. Sometimes, employees’ personal office spaces are dismantled
and, more rarely, company property may be defaced or destroyed. Pho-
tographs of friends may be taken to keep memories alive.

Rituals such as wakes usually mark transition points in employees’
careers, the life cycle of products, or the history of the organization as a
whole. For example, the “pour time” ritual marks a daily transition
point in a manufacturing process, whereas a wake marks a transition in
the life cycle of an organization. Other common types of transition rit-
uals are defined in Table 3.2.

The annual sales convention held by the Mary Kay cosmetics com-
pany combines many of the common types of rituals described in Ta-
ble 3.2. New and newly promoted employees are introduced (initia-
tion). Mary Kay rewards high performers (enhancement) with prizes,
such as diamonds and pink Cadillacs. This convention can also be seen
as a renewal ritual, drawing attention to and renewing the enthusiasm
of the sales force while drawing attention away from other more prob-
lematic issues (product development delays, missed shipping deadlines,
or competition from other cosmetics companies). It is also an integra-
tion ritual because even those employees who are not singled out for
recognition join in the fun and build relationships with each other and
with the company as a whole.

Rituals offer an opportunity to show how the functionalist intellec-
tual tradition has influenced cultural theory and research. The typology
of rituals offered in Table 3.2 is an example of a functional cultural anal-
ysis (as functionalism was defined in Chapter 1, this volume). The ty-
pology is based on the outcomes anticipated from each type of ritual—
enhancement, integration, and so on. A ritual fitting the descriptions in
Table 3.2 would not, of course, be a unique cultural manifestation, al-
though specific details of its implementation might be distinctive. Trice
and Beyer (1984) expand this functional analysis, adding depth of in-
terpretation, by arguing that rituals can have both technical and emo-
tional, manifest and latent functions. The usefulness and the limita-
tions of this kind of functional analysis can be demonstrated by
analyzing the “pour time” ritual in these terms. The purpose of the
“pour time” ritual may seem purely technical—to complete the last step
of the foam manufacturing process. Also, undoubtedly, this manifest
technical objective explains much about what is going on. However, it is
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Table 3.2 Common Types of Rituals

Initiation rituals focus on the indoctrination of new or newly promoted employ-
ees, such as police recruits or a Japanese bank’s newest crop of recent college gradu-
ates (e.g., Rohlene, 1974; Van Maanen, 1976).

Enhancement rituals bring recognition to good performance, such as when val-
ued employees are flown to the Caribbean or young professors are given tenure
(e.g., Trice & Beyer, 1984; Van Maanen & Kunda, 1989).

Degradation rituals celebrate the opposite—the defamation and removal of poor
performers, particularly those in leadership positions (e.g., Gephart, 1978).

Renewal rituals, such as the “pour time” ritual, seek to strengthen group func-
tioning by resolving one set of problems while drawing attention away from others.

Integration rituals provide an opportunity for employees to solidify their inter-
personal relationships in a context in which family members are (usually) welcome
and the formality of hierarchical relationships can safely and temporarily be sus-
pended. For example, at a Christmas party, top executives chat informally with sub-
ordinates and their spouses, often talking of hobbies or children. At a party with
music, male and female employees often dance and even flirt with each other, par-
tially and temporarily suspending some of the sexual taboos associated with rela-
tionships at work. At a company softball game, the star of the day or the captain of
a team may be a low-ranking employee, while the president of the company may
be exposed as a poor batter. It is important that top executives participate in inte-
gration rituals, in part because hierarchical relations cannot be temporarily sus-
pended or reversed in their absence. Too much insubordination, flirtation, or loss
of control is usually not condoned. Not surprisingly, alcohol is often involved in
these events.

(Continued)

not necessary to have several employees stand around while the metal is
poured, however, when one or two would be sufficient to help with aux-
iliary tasks such as extinguishing the fire. On a more latent technical
level, this carefully executed routine draws attention to the difficulty of
the crucial last step of the manufacturing process and ensures that ev-
eryone is paying attention. The pouring ritual also has emotional con-
notations. On a manifest emotional level, the group enacts the impor-
tance of teamwork. On a more latent emotional level, any problems that
might disrupt cooperation and feelings of closeness within the group
must be temporarily put aside as attention is focused on a way in which
the team works smoothly together. To the extent that such problems
stem from strains in the relationship between the boss and his subordi-
nates, the “pour time” ritual uses emotions to legitimate existing sys-
tems of power and authority.
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Table 3.2 (Continued)

Conflict reduction rituals are a special kind of integration ritual designed to re-
pair relationships strained by a conflict or by work-induced stress, such as a dead-
line, a controversial decision, or a bad outcome. They provide a context in which it
is safe to relax, rebuild good feelings among participants, and let off steam. As in
other integration rituals, if conflict is to be successfully reduced, hierarchical rela-
tionships need to be minimized or temporarily suspended; food and alcohol are of-
ten involved. For example, a work team may decide to go out for drinks or dinner
after a difficult meeting.

Ending rituals mark a transition from insider to outsider, for example, when a
transferred employee is given a good-bye party by coworkers, a newly retired em-
ployee is given a ceremony and a gift, or an organization about to dissolve gives its
employees a wake.

Compound rituals include two or more of the ritual types mentioned previously.
Many of the most involving rituals are compound. For example, the Mary Kay com-
pany holds a noisy, fun-filled annual convention for the sales force employees who
sell the firm’s cosmetics door to door in their neighborhoods. Most of these sales-
people are women, usually with no more than a high school degree. They work
hard, often combining their work for Mary Kay with the usual responsibilities of a
stay-at-home spouse. For these employees, the convention is a rare opportunity to
leave family responsibilities behind and be recognized for their other accomplish-
ments. The convention is designed to heighten the sense that this is a special event,
in part by incorporating other cultural forms. For example, physical arrangements
are used to give the event glitz and glamor, like that associated with the Academy
Awards in Hollywood. Mary Kay wears a floor-length sequined gown. As the music
reaches a crescendo, she appears, slowly rising from below the stage, on a dais.

The audience also dresses up. In this setting, pink feather boas and bunny ears are
normal.

SOURCE: Adapted from Trice and Beyer (1984).

So far, this functional analysis of manifest and latent, technical and
emotional outcomes has tacitly assumed a managerial point of view.
For example, it is in management’s interest to reinforce current systems
of power and authority. The functions of this ritual can also be analyzed
from a critical theory viewpoint, however. Critical theory offers a cri-
tique of efforts by managers to control the minds and behaviors of em-
ployees, particularly those who labor at the bottom of organizational
hierarchies. Critical theory has its roots in Marxism, the Frankfurt
school (Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Habermas), and the theo-
ries of Foucault. (Alvesson and Willmott [1992] and Alvesson and
Deetz [1996] offer good introductions to critical theory.) When critical
perspectives are applied to cultural studies, the focus is on interpreta-
tions of meaning that differ according to one’s status within an organi-
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zation, with particular attention paid to the interests and opinions of
lower-status employees (e.g., Rosen, 1985; Young, 1989).

The focus and power of critical analysis can be illustrated with the
“pour time” ritual. A critical analyst might note that the boss, Bryan
Anderson, is present in order to observe any mistakes made by the
workers at a time when such errors would be particularly costly to the
company. The description of the ritual reinforces the inequality be-
tween labor and management by referring to the boss, but not the work-
ers, by a proper name. The boss’s presence is a visible, although silent,
threat that mistakes will be noticed and perhaps punished. In addition,
a critical theorist might note that there is an egalitarian twist to the
legitimation of power and authority in this ritual. Higher-ranking
employees such as Bryan Anderson are temporarily standing aside,
whereas lower-level employees take center stage. For the purpose of this
ritual, they all wear the same uniform—white smocks and safety equip-
ment. This can be interpreted as a temporary reduction of management-
labor inequality and as a tacit acknowledgment of the importance and
difficulty of lower-ranking jobs. In this way, the ritual may serve to in-
crease workers’ commitment to the firm without any adjustment in the
magnitude of inequality between labor and management pay rates.

These managerial and critical interpretations of the “pour time” rit-
ual implicitly assume that the meanings of these activities are unequiv-
ocally clear and stable. Even if workers and managers interpret the ritual
differently, they do so in certain and unequivocal terms. It may be, how-
ever, that the meanings of a ritual are more ambiguous than clear, even
to participants. For example, Kunda (1992), in a study of participantsin
an elaborate corporate ritual, described how employees enacted their
roles, and delivered their scripts as prescribed, when “on stage.” Their
overtly conforming behavior, however, masked inner ambivalence. As
they passed in and out of belief in the “appropriate” view of the ritual’s
meaning, the participants marked these transition points with softly
murmured sarcastic comments and, off stage, gently self-mocking
jokes. Similar signs of acceptance and resistance can be seen in Kondo’s
vivid description of an ethics retreat sponsored by her company at a
corporate training school in Japan. One of the exercises required par-
ticipants to stand in front of a group of employees, facing Mt. Fuji,
and scream filial greetings (“Mother! Father! Good morning!”) to the
mountain at the top of their lungs. Kondo (1990), a participant-
observer at this retreat, described her reactions as follows:
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Not a few of us demonstrated considerable embarrassment during this
event, but here the school capitalized on its keen knowledge of psychology.
Every word was rewarded with a shout of encouragement and appreciation
from the gallery. The group applauded after each person finished. Typically,
shouters would have the traces of embarrassed smiles on their faces as they
bowed to the others. The squad’s encouragement made an embarrassing,
difficult exercise infinitely more tolerable. . . . Above all, the point was to
throw all our energy into the shouting. It matters not who is loudest or lon-
gest. The lesson is to try to the utmost of your ability. These lofty sentiments
aside, shouting filial greetings at Mount Fuji elicited a good deal of satirical
comment from my co-workers [when the group later returned to work] at
the Sato factory. Suzuki and Yamamoto, the young artisans who were later
known for their “uncooperative” attitudes when they themselves came to the
(training school], would parody the exercise by crying out, in a strangled
falsetto, “Otosan, okasan,” as they feigned tears and dramatically staggered
around the shop floor. (pp. 86-87)

Kunda's and Kondo’s approaches to the study of rituals, capturing layers
of ambiguity, resistance, and ambivalence, are all too rare, although
similar analyses have been done by Meyerson (1994) and Rosen (1991).

This discussion of rituals has included a definition of rituals, distin-
guished repeated rites from “one-time” ceremonies, and offered a ty-
pology of rituals commonly used to mark organizational transitions.
Interpretations of sample rituals illustrated the influence of functional,
managerial, and critical theory traditions on cultural theory and re-
search. Before proceeding to the next cultural form, organizational sto-
ries, it is important to note that not all analyses of rituals are functional
and that most rituals can be interpreted from managerial, critical, and
ambiguous points of view.

Organizational Stories and Scripts

Organizational stories consist of two elements: a narrative, describ-
ing a sequence of events, and a set of meanings or interpretations—the
morals to the story. The details of a narrative and the interpretations of
its meanings may vary, depending on who is telling the story, the audi-
ence, and the context. Some variations on a story theme will help illus-
trate these ideas. Some IBM employees tell the “green badge” story
about a security supervisor who dared to challenge Thomas Watson, Jr.,
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the intimidating chairman of the board of the company.? According to
one version of this story (Rodgers, 1969), the supervisor was

a22-year-old bride weighing 90 pounds, whose husband had been sent over-
seas and who, in consequence, had been given a job until his return. ... The
young woman, Lucille Burger, was obliged to make certain that people en-
tering security areas wore the correct clearance identification.

Surrounded by his usual entourage of white-shirted men, Watson ap-
proached the doorway to an area where she was on guard, wearing an orange
badge acceptable elsewhere in the plant, but not a green badge, which alone
permitted entrance at her door.

“I was trembling in my uniform, which was far too big,” she recalled. “It
hid my shakes but not my voice. ‘I’'m sorry, I said to him. I knew who he was
all right. ‘You cannot enter. Your admittance is not recognized.’ That’s what
we were supposed to say.”

The men accompanying Watson were stricken; the moment held unpre-
dictable possibilities. “Don’t you know who he is?” someone hissed. Watson
raised his hand for silence, while one of the party strode off and returned
with the appropriate badge. (pp. 153-154)

This story can be interpreted many different ways. IBM employees
might conclude, “Even Watson obeys the rules, so you certainly should”
or “Uphold the rules, no matter who is breaking them.”

Organizational stories, such as the green badge narrative, are often
confused with organizational sagas, myths, and personal anecdotes,
which may not be known to large numbers of employees and/or which
do not claim to represent what actually happened to organizational
members or both.? To avoid this conceptual confusion and clarify what
is being discussed here, it is important to define an organizational story
as follows:

1. The central elements of an crganizational story are known by a large number of
people. For this reason, organizational stories are more informative about a cul-
tural context than are personal anecdotes about a storyteller’s experiences,
which are not known to many other employees.

2. An organizational story focuses on a single event sequence. In contrast, an orga-
nizational saga (or the biography of a company founder or leader) summarizes
years of events and is far more lengthy than a single organizational story.

3. Anorganizational story’s central characters are members of the organization. An
organizational story does not concern people or events outside the organization,
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restricting attention to narratives that are more likely to be informative about a
particular cultural context.

4. Anorganizational story is ostensibly true. Organizational stories implicitly claim
to be an accurate representation of “the facts.” Of course, others may disagree.

The green badge story is of particular interest because versions of this
story are told in a wide variety of large and small, public and private
organizations. For example, the “safety glasses” story, told by a plant
supervisor at another company, sounds quite similar:

I started on a plant tour with him (the president), having planned the route
we would take throughout the plant. He, however, tock me wherever he
wanted to go—in this case, the production line. He rolled up his sleeves and
leaned over one of the assembly line workers and asked her how things were
going. She interrupted him abruptly and said firmly, “I'm sorry, but you
can’t come in this area without your safety glasses.” He apologized, red with
embarrassment, went back to get his safety glasses, and then came back and
complimented her on her guts. They chatted for quite some time. He was
very impressed that she had challenged his behavior without being intimi-
dated. (paraphrased from Wilkins, 1979)

Wherever I have found this story, there are two central roles in it: the
high-status rule breaker and the lower-level employee who challenges
the infraction. The attributes of the two protagonists amplify the status
differences between them, although exact details may be unique to a
particular culture. In all versions of the story I can find, the high-status
figure is an older male. In the beginning of the story, he does something
that makes his status clear. For example, Watson enters accompanied by
an entourage. In the safety glasses story, the president ignores the plant
manager’s plans for his tour. Furthermore, the lower-status employee is
usually a young female. Story details pinpoint her lower status. Lucille
Burger is young, she weighs only 90 pounds, her marital status (new
bride) is mentioned, and her uniform is too large. In the second version
of the story, the assembly line worker sits while the president leans over
her shoulder to comment on her work. (As more women enter high-
status executive positions, it will be interesting to see if this kind of story
persists and if status remains associated with gender in the same ways.)

In both these stories, the inequality between the two protagonists sets
up a tension: Will the high-status person pull rank and be angry at the
attempt to enforce the rules? In the versions of the rule-breaking story
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presented previously, rather than pulling rank, the authority figure
complied with the rule. This outcome could be different, however, as
shown in a third version of the rule-breaking story. Charles Revson, the
head of the Revlon Corporation, was worried that employees were not
coming to work on time, although he seldom arrived much before noon
(Tobias, 1976):

Everyone was required to sign in in the morning. Everyone. Even Charles
signed in. One day, when Revlon was in the process of moving from 666 Fifth
Avenue up to the General Motors Building, in 1969, Charles sauntered in
and began to look over the sign-in sheet. The receptionist, who was new, says
“I'msorry, sir, you can’t do that.” Charles says, “Yes,  can.” “No, sir,” she says,
“I have strict orders that no one is to remove the list; you'll have to put it
back.” This goes back and forth for a while with the receptionist being very
courteous, as all Revlon receptionists are, and finally Charles says, “Do you
know who [ am?” and she says, “No, sir, I don’t.” “Well, when you pick up
your final paycheck this afternoon, ask ’em to tell ya.” (pp. 98-99)

The green badge and safety glasses versions of the rule-breaking story
seem to portray the high-status employee, and by implication the focal
organization, in a relatively favorable light. In contrast, the “sign-in
sheet” version places Mr. Revson, and by implication the Revlon organi-
zation, in a more negative light. These similarities and differences
among the various versions of the rule-breaking story can be captured
using the concept of a script. A script is a cognitive framework that un-
derlies an organizational story, the skeleton of a story that remains after
the nonessential details have been stripped away (Schank & Abelson,
1977). A script has four defining characteristics:

1. A script specifies a well-defined set of characters or roles.
2. It contains a single, fixed sequence of events.

3. In addition, some events in a sequence may be optional.
4

. When one of several alternatives may occur, these options are referred to as script
branches.

These four elements can be seen in all the versions of the rule-break-
ing story presented previously. Two roles are well-defined: a high-status
executive and a lower-status subordinate who has responsibility for en-
suring rule compliance. Four events always occur in a fixed sequence.
First, the high-status person did something that drew attention to his or
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her authority. Second, the high-status person broke a company rule.
Third, the subordinate challenged the rule infraction. Fourth, the high-
status person either did or did not comply. This either/or action alter-
native provides an example of a script branch, like abranch in a decision
tree analysis. In an optional fifth step, evident in the safety glasses and
sign-in sheet versions of the story, the high-status person reacted to
the confrontation either by complimenting or by condemning the
subordinate.

Script analysis has been used to develop a typology of stories fre-
quently told in a wide range of organizations (Martin et al., 1983).
These common story types include the rule-breaking story discussed
previously and stories concerning the following: Is the big boss human?
Can thelittle person rise to the top? Will the employee be fired? Will the
organization help an employee to move? How will the boss react to mis-
takes? How will the organization react to obstacles? In accord with the
uniqueness paradox, these common stories are often presented as evi-
dence of a culture’s uniqueness. This typology of common stories, like
the typology of common rituals, is an example of a neopositivist ap-
proach to cultural research, relying on counts and categorical or dichot-
omous classifications. Such typologies are empirically derived, ostensi-
bly objective truth claims, amenable to modification based on further
empirical evidence.

Although script theory and classifications of common types of sto-
ries can help capture similarities, and some kinds of differences among
stories, other kinds of differences, particularly in interpretation, are
more effectively captured with other sets of conceptual and method-
ological tools. For example, a story might be told differently depending
on who the storyteller is. Furthermore, a storyteller may vary the con-
tent of a story, and therefore its meanings, depending on the context
in which the story is told. What you might say to the boss might be dif-
ferent than what you might say to a coworker. Imagine how a story’s de-
tails might vary depending on whether it is told on a stage, in the men’s
room, or at the water cooler. Such differences in interpretation apply to
other cultural manifestations as well.

Other meanings of stories emerge if an analysis considers what the
story does not say. Such a focus on silences and on reading between the
lines of a story text is characteristic of postmodern analysis. Because
postmodern insights have contributed to cultural theory, it may be use-
ful, for those who are unfamiliar with it, to introduce postmodernism
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very briefly here (see also introductions by Cooper and Burrell [1988]
and Alvesson and Deetz [1996]). Postmodernism is an intellectual
movement that has spread from Europe to North America and beyond,
offering a serious challenge to any theory that makes a truth claim, forc-
ing scholars from the humanities and many social sciences to rethink
the basic assumptions of their disciplines. Postmodern scholars (such
as Baudrillard, Lyotard, and, his protestations to the contrary, Derrida)
have used textual deconstruction (a precise form of logical analysis of
language use) to show how theoretical rhetoric hides its own weak-
nesses as it attempts to claim an inviolable place from which objective
truth can be espoused. Postmodern contributions to cultural theory are
plentiful. For example, Linstead (1991) examined how advertisements
reflected cultural assumptions about consumers. Calds and Smircich
(1991) and Willmott (1987), among others, dissected historical con-
texts in which well-known cultural theories or business practices had
developed. Postmodern scholars (like neopositivist scholars working
independently, such as Markus and Kitayama [1991]) also offered a new
view of the self that is relevant to cultural work. Rather than a unified,
autonomous self, these scholars drew a fragmented picture of the self,
reflective of surrounding, often contradictory personal, textual, histori-
cal, and cultural influences.

Postmodern cultural scholarship challenges the assumptions of
neopositivist and critical organizational theorists, taking apart any
truth claim to show how it masks and skirts issues that undermine its
validity. Mainstream organizational researchers were enraged at post-
modernist attacks on the supposedly impregnable bastion of the sci-
entific method. These critics denounced postmodernism as a form
of nihilism and moral relativism: What was left, these critics asked, if
anything could be deconstructed? Seeking a reply to these critics, post-
modern organizational scholars attacked a difficult problem: How to
reconcile the endless ambiguities of deconstruction with the clarity
required for a commitment to action in organizations (e.g., Willmott,
1994).

Postmodern work has great relevance for cultural studies. Post-
modernists could deconstruct any cultural theory using analysis of
metaphors, dichotomies, silences, marginal asides, and footnotes in a
scholarly text to show what complications and difficulties are being
elided (merged together, without drawing attention to this melding)
and masked by these abstractions. This or any other book could be de-
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constructed. For example, the typologies of common rituals and stories
offered previously could easily be deconstructed, showing how these
mutually exclusive categories mask overlap, oversimplify distinctions,
and hide information not easily classified. Organizational stories are
also easily deconstructed. For example, I (1990a) deconstructed a story
told by a top executive describing how his company “helped”a pregnant
employee who was about to give birth by cesarean section. The com-
pany put a video player in her hospital room so she could watch the
launch of a product she managed. I deconstructed the story text pro-
gressively, showing how the company would have reacted differently
had, for example, the employee been a man undergoing a heart bypass
operation. Deconstruction also revealed some intriguing differences
between the launch of the baby and the launch of the product, making it
clear that the company was helping itself rather than its female em-
ployee and her child. Deconstruction is a powerful tool, as yet under-
used by cultural scholars. In addition, postmodernism has deep impli-
cations for how we write about the cultures we study—issues that are
discussed in Chapter 9.

Jargon: The Special Language of Initiates

When outsiders enter a culture, one of the first manifestations of cul-
ture they will notice is jargon, the special language that only cultural in-
siders seem to comprehend (Clark, 1998). Despite this salience, rela-
tively little cultural research has focused on jargon. Two types of jargon
can be distinguished: technical and emotional. Technical jargon is task
oriented and appears to be emotionally neutral. For example, lawyers
and secretaries at the Neighborhood Legal Assistance Foundation
spoke of “intake dispositions” and “litigation cost requests.” At the
Center for Community Self-Help, members became familiar with the
“alphabet soup” of organizations involved in the worker-ownership
movement: PACE, ICA, NCEO, AWOK, and WOSCO.*

In contrast, emotionally laden jargon is more overtly concerned with
feelings (e.g., Ignatow & Jost, 2000). For example, “idea hamsters” on
the “bleeding edge” are metaphors of life and death in Silicon Valley, the
U.S. mecca for high-technology entrepreneurship. Nicknames are an-
other type of emotional jargon. Many organizations use family names
to refer to top management, a choice that can reflect familial closeness,
conventional sex roles, the hierarchical distance and emotional ambiva-
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lence usually associated with patriarchal corporate relationships, or all
these. For example, at B. F. Goodrich, business expenses charged to the
company were “compliments of Uncle Benny,” a reference to Benjamin
Franklin Goodrich, the founder of the firm. Phillips Petroleum employ-
ees referred to “Uncle Frank” Phillips, whereas Honda had both an
“uncle” and a “dad.” Other emotional nicknames draw a line between
cultural outsiders and insiders. For example, U.S. Navy personnel
derogatively referred to members of the Marines, a rival service, as “jar
heads.” Land-loving civilian workers in a Navy yard were dismissed as
“sand crabs.” In contrast, Navy pilot insiders got praised as “jet jockeys,”
“zoomies,” and “Airedales” (Evered, 1983, pp. 136-139). Emotion is
generally an understudied aspect of cultures, and so the focus on emo-
tionally laden jargon is a useful advance; more research on emotional
aspects of cultures in organizations is needed, however.

Jargon also refers to place or position names. For example, at IBM, the
“penalty box” was a temporary, unexciting position in which an em-
ployee paid for inadequate performance, whereas “Siberia” was a dead-
end position—so useless that the offender usually resigned. At Revlon
Corporation, the negative atmosphere, evident in the rule-breaking
story discussed previously, also permeated the jargon. For example,
the headquarters building at 666 Fifth Avenue was called “sick, sick,
sick.”

Jargon may seem trivial, or at best a necessary precursor to un-
derstanding a culture, but it can be used to develop unexpected insights.
For example, at a large high-tech corporation named GEM Company
(a pseudonym), some jargon appeared to be purely technical and emo-
tionally neutral (e.g., “Master Order Form”). Other terms were more
obviously emotional and value laden (e.g., “working the issue,”
which referred to the value placed on confronting disagreement and
continuing discussion until consensus was reached). At GEM Com-
pany, Siehl and Martin (1988) tested new employees’ familiarity with
various cultural manifestations after 2 and 8 weeks on the job. The new
hires were given multiple-choice vocabulary tests asking for the mean-
ings of both technical and emotional jargon terms (with different ver-
sions of the test appropriately counterbalanced so respondents were not
tested twice on the same words). Results indicated that new employees
became familiar with cultural manifestations in a predictable order.
Technical jargon was learned first, perhaps because it was essential for
getting tasks done. Next, emotional jargon was learned. Other cultural
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manifestations were learned much later. For example, knowledge of the
“correct” (most common) interpretation of organizational stories in-
creased rapidly during the 6-week period of the study. A more difficult
test attempted to assess general knowledge of the culture. Selected
words in memos and letters from top management were blacked out.
New employees had to fill in the blanks. After 2 weeks of employment,
error rates were very high, and 4 weeks later they had improved signifi-
cantly, although many errors were still being made. These results sug-
gest that jargon may provide a linguistic foundation for other, more
complex forms of cultural knowledge. This study, however, was con-
ducted in an established, large, and stable corporation. It is important
to learn if such results would be found (I doubt it) in a turbulent indus-
try, such as high technology, or in a rapidly growing start-up company
in which employees are constantly being hired and lines between old
guard and newcomers are blurred.

There has been some research on jargon use in companies that are
distinctive due to the intensity of the ideological commitment of their
employees. In these companies, technical jargon and emotional jargon
sometimes merge. For example, at Environmental Volunteers, Incor-
porated, organizational members are usually volunteers with a deep
commitment to environmental issues who spend time teaching chil-
dren about nature. These volunteers use technical jargon that has emo-
tional overtones, particularly suitable for their school-age audiences.
For example, “tree cookies” are thin, cross-sectional slices of trees that
are used to explain how forests effectively adapt to crises such as fires
and droughts. “Weird Willy” is a cardboard cutout bird used to explain
why birds often need both beaks and claws to survive. Another example
comes from the Trust for Public Land, a nonprofit organization that
protects land from development by buying it and then giving it to state
and federal park agencies. Most staff and volunteers at this philan-
thropic organization have a deep commitment to environmental issues;
they do not think of themselves as engaging in a commercial enterprise,
although the land involved is very expensive. Members of the Trust for
Public Land never complete real estate “deals” or “sell” land—they
“convey” it. A third example comes from Fashion Dynamics, which is a
small, direct sales organization that places great emphasis on motivat-
ing its sales personnel. They refer to BD (burning desire to sell) and
LUCK (labor under controlled knowledge, which refers to the need to
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take personal responsibility for whatever happens). In each of these ex-
amples, ostensibly technical jargon has emotional overtones.

Why are technical and emotional jargon easily distinguishable in
some contexts and not in others? The Environmental Volunteers Incor-
porated and the Trust for Public Land are organizations that exist for
ideological purposes. Members join because they believe fervently in
these ideologies. Similar fervor and commitment can be found in some
private sector companies, such as Fashion Dynamics. In such a context,
technical tasks and personal values may be difficult to separate. In con-
trast, people may join other private sector firms and some public sector
organizations for more pragmatic, economic reasons. In these contexts,
employees may find it easier to separate their values and emotional
concerns from their technical responsibilities. Thus, jargon may be an
insightful and unobtrusive measure of why and whether people are
committed to their work.

Some jargon relies on metaphors. For example, violent language per-
meates the jargon used to describe mergers and acquisitions (Hirsch &
Andrews, 1983). “Sharks” are extremely predatory takeover experts, the
worst of whom is called “Jaws.” “Shark repellent”is a protective strategy
used to keep sharks away. Other metaphors of violence use the language
of cowboy movies. “Hired guns”are the lawyers and investment bankers
that specialize in this business. An “ambush” is a clever, premeditated,
and swift takeover attempt. A “shootout” determines the final outcome
of the battle for control. Other metaphors for mergers and acquisitions
are sexual. “Studs” are aggressive potential acquirers, and “sleeping
beauties” are vulnerable target companies. “Cupid” is a role played by
merger brokers. “Sex without marriage”is an extended negotiation fora
friendly takeover that is never finalized. “Rape” is a hostile takeover,
sometimes accompanied by looting of a firm’s financial resources.
Finally, “afterglow” is the postmerger euphoria of acquiring or acquired
companies or both, which usually soon dissipates. These metaphors
stress sex and violence, with strong overtones of competitiveness and
aggression. In this way, metaphors tap the emotional aspects of life in
particular kinds of organizations and industries, alluding to emotions
that may not be socially acceptable to express more directly.

A wide range of researchable issues emerges even from this short ex-
amination. Jargon seems to vary in the depth of emotion expressed and
the speed with which it is learned by new cultural members. Degree of
familiarity with particular vocabularies might provide a sensitive index
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for drawing the boundaries of cultural membership, assessing em-
ployee morale, or measuring the extent to which new employees have
“learned” a culture. The metaphoric emphasis on sex and violence,
found in the mergers and acquisitions business, is striking and would
easily lend itself to psychoanalytic or feminist analysis.

Humor: Drawing the Line With Laughter

Intriguingly, sex and violence surface in another cultural manifesta-
tion: humor. In contrast to studies of humor in organizations, examples
of organizational stories, rituals, and even jargon are often intrinsically
interesting. The same cannot be said for organizational humor, which is
usually unfunny to an outsider. It is probably therefore fortunate that
few organizational studies have focused on humor (as an exception, see
Hatch and Ehrlich [1993]). You have been warned.

Much humor research has focused on blue-collar workers. For exam-
ple, a 6-year ethnographic study in a machine shop found that most
humorous incidents involved either physical slapstick or “dirty tricks”
(Boland & Hoffman, 1983). One favorite joke involved the “goosing” of
coworkers with broomsticks or steel tubes. Another popular trick was
“bluing.” The perpetrators would surreptitiously cover a machine
handle with indelible blue steel marking ink and then laugh gleefully
when the unsuspecting operator grabbed the “blued” handle and then
touched his face or clothes. Recent research has begun to analyze the
sexual associations of this kind of humor, focusing on the ways men en-
act their masculinity at work. Collinson (1992), for example, studied
humor in a truck assembly plant, exploring the ways men used humor
to express conformity, resistance, and control, particularly in situations
in which their masculinity was undermined by low status and low pay.

Humor was also studied at a petroleum refinery in Texas (Siehl,
1984). Researchers interviewed a random, stratified sample of em-
ployees in groups of 10 to 12 people. Although none of the interview
questions focused on humor, all instances when people laughed were
recorded. Gender and race were the themes that most frequently pro-
voked laughter. For example, one group was asked to define what the
term “sponsor” meant. A man replied, “A big brother.” A woman in the
group pointed out that a sponsor could be a “big sister.” Everyone
laughed. Then one man added, “Or, a little sister.” Another incident was
triggered by a Caucasian man’s reference to hiring “unqualified people
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on quotas.” An African American woman in the group said, “You’re just
racist.” The man laughed and responded, “I didn’t mean you. You're a
good engineer.” She answered that he would not know how to recognize
a good engineer. This, too, was greeted with laughter. Gender and racial
humor were also observed outside the group interview setting at the pe-
troleum refinery, such as when one researcher overheard Caucasian
workers laughing at a joke about Reagan and “niggers.” Physical slap-
stick had a similar tone. For example, one favorite anecdote concerned
one of the few women who held a blue-collar position. She put on her
hard hat after lunch only to find that a raw egg yolk had been placed in-
side. These “humorous” incidents had sexist and racist content, raising
the question of whether different kinds of humor might have been
expressed, had the researchers (a Caucasian man and woman) been a
single-sex or mixed-race team.

This kind of humor is not limited to blue-collar workers. Newly hired
sales executives at GEM Company also favored ethnic and sexual jokes
(Siehl & Martin, 1988). During a 2-week training program for these
executives, all instances of laughter were recorded. At first, most new-
comers who attempted to be funny offered familiar ethnic jokes and
sexual innuendoes with little explicitly organizational content. After
just a few days, however, the trainees’ humor changed. The jokes were
still familiar, but now the ethnic and sexual targets were members of
competitive organizations or people from other divisions of GEM
Company. Both at the start of the training program and after a few days,
jokes were being used to distinguish insiders from outsiders, and at
both time periods women and minorities were the focus of these jokes.
Racial, ethnic, and sexist jokes are a widespread characteristic of humor
inside and outside organizations, at least in settings in which members
of some demographic groups are numerically rare. What distinguishes
organizational versions of these jokes is that outsider status is also being
defined by membership in competing organizations or other parts of
the employing organization; telling and laughing at these kinds of jokes
may be a subtle measure of the extent to which employees are feeling
identification with the organization for which they work.

Humor bridges uncomfortable moments, offers a way of releasing
tension, and permits people to express that which they otherwise might
be forbidden to say. Meyerson (1991a), for example, explored the ways
social workers used humor to release the inevitable tensions of working
in a profession in which success with clients was ill defined and in many
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cases unlikely. Meyerson, unlike the humor researchers cited previ-
ously, focused on groups of social workers, examining the helpful,
tension-breaking role a single cynical joker played in group meetings.
The social workers’ jokes were full of irony and multiple meanings; the
space created by these ambiguities permitted laughter. A similar em-
phasis on the role of ambiguity in humor can be found in Gherardi’s
(1995b) examination of gendered jokes told by professionals working
together in Italy. These jokes often had flirtatious and sometimes di-
rectly sexual content. According to Gherardi, women and men wel-
comed such jokes as a way of breaking the discomfort caused by the en-
try of women into previously all-male high-status positions. Both of
these studies point to the importance of ambiguity in humor and sug-
gest that humor may have different tones and functions in different oc-
cupational and national cultures.

Humor in organizations is another domain in which systematic re-
search is clearly needed. A classification of types of organizational hu-
mor, for example, might provide a useful starting point. Forms of
humor based on gender, race, or ethnic identity, as well as the more or-
ganizationally specific jokes about competitors and coworkers from
other groups, seem to draw attention to boundary lines between cul-
turalinsiders and outsiders. What other kinds of jokes are told and what
functions might they serve? Cross-cultural comparisons of gendered
jokes, for example, might be interesting. Would U.S. women be as likely
as [talian women to enjoy flirtatious humor, or would they be worried
about encouraging sexual byplay in a work environment? When a fo-
cus on women and minorities is combined with an emphasis on sexual
violence or aggression, humor becomes a rich source of data for studies
of prejudice. In-depth analysis of the tension-expressing functions of
humor would also be informative. For example, symbolic or psycho-
analytic analyses of the humor in the machine shop might explore the
counterbalancing of affection and hostility among these men. Other,
more sophisticated forms of humor undoubtedly are prevalent in orga-
nizational contexts and, if the simpler forms of humor are any indica-
tion, these too should provide rich data for study.

Physical Arrangements: Architecture, Decor, and Dress

Architecture, interior decor, and dress norms are particularly power-
ful cultural clues, in part because they are so easy to see. Some consul-



84 MAPPING THE CULTURAL TERRAIN

tants, for example, pride themselves on being able to “size up” an orga-
nization’s culture during the brief time it takes to drive up to a building,
greet the receptionist, and walk to the office of the person they are meet-
ing. Even a brief, “bare bones” description of an organization’s physical
arrangements can be quite informative. For example, descriptions of
General Motor’s (GM) architecture, interior decor, and dress codes sug-
gest much about this firm’s culture (Wright, 1979):

The General Motors Building, where about 7,000 people work, is the most
impressive structure in midtown Detroit whether viewed from air, the win-
dows of skyscrapers in downtown Detroit 4 miles to the south, or the cement
channels of the nearby Edsel Ford and John Lodge Freeways. The giant let-
ters “GENERAL MOTORS” atop the building can be seen 20 miles away on a
clear night. (p. 16)

In this headquarters building, as described by Martin and Siehl (1983),
the offices of GM’s top management team were

located in an I-shaped end of the fourteenth floor of this building. . . . Even
on this floor, office decor was standardized. The carpeting was a nondescript
blue-green and the oak paneling was faded beige. When (one executive
requested something different) the man in charge of office decoration was
apologetic, but firm, “We decorate the offices only every few years. And they
are all done the same. It’s the same way with the furniture. Maybe I can get
you an extra table or lamp.” (pp. 57-58).

Dress norms at GM were also strongly enforced (Martin & Siehl, 1983):

GM’s dress norms in the 1960s required a dark suit, alight shirt,and a muted
tie. This was a slightly more liberal version of the famous IBM dress code
that required a dark suit, a sparkling white shirt, and a narrow blue or black
tie. (p. 57)

Even within GM, some diversity in decor and dress was allowed. One
GM executive, John DeLorean, used physical arrangements to facilitate
the development of a counterculture, different from the rest of the com-
pany (Martin & Siehl, 1983). For example, when he was promoted to
head the Chevrolet division, DeLorean used decor changes to symbol-
ize his declaration of independence. The division’s lobby and executive
offices were refurbished with bright carpets, the paneling was sanded
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and restained, and modern furniture was brought in. Executives were
allowed “within reasonable limits” to decorate their offices to fit their
individual tastes. Because physical arrangements are so visible, subtle
variations can have a major impact. In his own dress, DeLorean role
modeled an apparently carefully calibrated willingness to deviate from
GM'’s dress norms (Martin & Siehl, 1983):

DeLorean’s dark suits had a continental cut. His shirts were off-white with
wide collars. His ties were suitably muted, but wider than the GM norm. His
deviations were fashionable, for the late 1960s, but they represented only a
slight variation on the executive dress norms. (p. 61)

The previous examples illustrate the ways in which physical arrange-
ments, such as dress norms and interior decor, can be arich source of in-
formation about a culture. The DeLorean study also suggests that phys-
ical arrangements can be used by skilled managers to signal what kind
of cultural changes they would like to see evolve in their own organiza-
tional domains. Despite evidence of the power of physical arrange-
ments, research in this area is rare. Although some architects and social
scientists have examined the psychological and sociological effects of
physical arrangements, only a few organizational culture researchers
have drawn on this literature (e.g., Davis, 1984; Gagliardi, 1990; Hatch,
1990; Pfeffer, 1992). Because there is no way textual descriptions can
fully capture the physical manifestations of a culture, this is a research
area that calls for innovative audio and visual methodology. Sound re-
cordings (e.g., of noise levels), photographs of the insides and outsides
of buildings, and videotapes of hallway traffic and conversations could
be analyzed.

Even this brief discussion makes it easy to see the symbolic richness
and interpretive potential of cultural forms. The study of physical ar-
rangements, humor, jargon, stories, and rituals has already challenged
claims that cultural research is “old wine in new skins.” Many critical
questions, however, have not been addressed. There are other cultural
forms that have not been studied. For example, “artistic” products
(such as brochures, logos, and advertisements) might be studied as
manifestations of a culture, particularly from a semiotic or aesthetic
point of view (Strati, 1992, 1999). Cultural members are embodied;
photographs of their faces and bodies, tape recordings of their voices,
and videos that capture nonverbal communication would enrich cul-
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tural studies. In addition, technological innovations (such as e-mail,
video conferencing, and working from home) affect working environ-
ments in ways cultural researchers might be well equipped to explore.
As these examples indicate, cultural forms are not really esoterica. They
can provide important clues to what employees are thinking, believing,
and doing. Because these aspects of culture are just beginning to be
studied, however, they offer many opportunities for research. On a
map of the cultural terrain, cultural forms would be labeled “terra in-
cognita.” I would add to the map “Dig here” for intellectual treasure
hunters.

Formal and Informal Practices

Although cultural forms have traditionally been dismissed as esoteric
and therefore not important, practices have long been the primary
focus of attention in organizational research. In contrast to informal
practices, formal practices are written and are therefore more easily
controlled by management. Four types of formal practices have been of
particular interest to culture researchers: structure, task and technol-
ogy, rules and procedures, and financial controls. Because these are
familiar concepts, they are described very briefly.

The mechanistic versus organic distinction captures some of the
variance in organizational structure. A mechanistic structure can be
captured with an organizational chart that contains job descriptions,
reporting relationships, and so on. When a structure is more organic,
job descriptions are usually more vague and flexible, often tailored to
the skills of particular people or the demands of particular projects; hi-
erarchical reporting relationships are complicated by cross-functional
teams, dual reporting relationships, temporary project assignments,
and so on. Other aspects of structure include the shape of a hierarchy
(steep or flat), the criteria for differentiation (functional, product line,
geographical, etc.), and the balance of integrating and differentiating
devices.

Formal practices also include technology and task considerations—
that is, what employees are required to do to produce whatever goods or
services the organization offers. The technology associated with heavy
manufacturing, for example, differs considerably from that associated
with the delivery of services, such as executive training or accounting.
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The tasks associated with interactive jobs, such as management, con-
trast with the tasks performed by a skilled technician working alone.

Formal practices are often expressed in the form of rules and pro-
cedures. Many of these focus on entry into and movement within the
organization’s hierarchy (e.g., hiring specifications, promotion criteria,
and performance appraisal systems). Large organizations, particularly
government agencies, often have elaborate handbooks of rules and pro-
cedures, whereas smaller, more entrepreneuri