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‘Complex Knowledge is a thought-provoking, insightful, and deeply engaging exploration
of the nature of knowledge in and about organizations. Not only does it offer a compel-
ling critique of contemporary ways of understanding organizational knowledge, but it
articulates a powerful alternative vocabulary grounded in such notions as situated
practice, enactment, mutual constitution, improvisation, temporality, and creativity.
Most importantly, it forces us — as researchers and practitioners — to take seriously the
inherent reflexivity of our ongoing actions in the world.’

Wanda ]. Orlikowski, Eaton-Peabody Chair of Communication Sciences and Professor
of Information Technologies & Organization Studies, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology

‘Complex Knowledge shows just how important and rich is the emerging insight that
organizations are systems of knowledge. Hari Tsoukas’ deep, accessible probing of ways
in which organizations construct, process, and justify their knowledge is a defining
moment in organizational scholarship. It vaults the idea of organizational knowing to
the top of the stack of explanations that work. An extraordinary mind is at work in this
marvellous volume!’

Karl Weick, Rensis Likert Distinguished University Professor of Organizational Behavior
and Psychology, University of Michigan

‘Providing a comprehensive collection of Prof. Tsoukas’ work, this book is an eye-opener
for anyone who studies knowledge in organizations. Prof. Tsoukas demonstrates with
clarity and brilliance, that knowledge is a complex construct that gives rise to new ways
of understanding the very phenomenon of organizing. Highly recommended!’

Georg von krogh, Professor of Management, University of St.Gallen

‘The long conceptual journey undertaken in the organizational sciences from a simple
robotized view of man - a cog in a machine — to something more intelligent, more
complex, and altogether more human, has been a long one. The studies described in Hari
Tsoukas’ exciting new book shows us that we may at last be nearing the end of the
journey. The new world of organizations is one of complexity and change rather than
one of order and stability — one that pays homage to Heraclitus rather than to Parmeni-
des. In this dynamic and evolving setting knowledge is at a premium as never before. But
what kind of knowledge? Tsoukas’ exploration of this question leads him to link issues of
organizational epistemology to the new theories of complexity. In doing so, he develops
an ecological approach to the nonlinearities that characterize most of organizational life
and that have been so neglected by more traditional treatments of organization. Tsou-
kas’ book will be essential reading for those wishing to understand where the new
science of organizations is heading for in the twenty-first century.’

Max Boisot, Professor of Strategic Management, Open University of Catalunya

‘Not all of us can grasp the what and the why of the philosophical bits of the emerging
knowledge management conversation — even though we know ‘knowledge’ is a pro-
foundly obscure term. Hari Tsoukas is one of a small handful capable of illuminating
how whatever we might mean by knowledge and its management hangs from our
epistemological assumptions. The chapters in this book are clear-cut jewels, accessible
and practical, grounded in deep philosophical study, and wide reading of the new
literature on knowledge in organizations. We are fortunate to have Tsoukas to guide us
- his incisive thinking and impish style shine brightly through the gloom and confu-
sions of our theorizing about knowledge.’

J. C. Spender, Visiting Professor of Management, Open University Business School, UK



Complex
Knowledge

Studies in Organizational
Epistemology

Haridimos Tsoukas

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXTFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford ox2 6op
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
If furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide in
Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi Kuala Lumpur
Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto
With offices in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal
Singapore South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries

Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York

© Haridimos Tsoukas 2005

The moral rights of the author have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)

First published 2005

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate
reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,
Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Tsoukas, Haridimos.
Complex knowledge : studies in organizational epistemology / Haridimos Tsoukas.
p. cm.

Summary: “In this book Haridimos Tsoukas examines the nature of knowledge in
organizations, and how individuals and scholars approach the concept of knowledge” —
Provided by publisher.

ISBN 0-19-927557-2 (alk. paper) — ISBN 0-19-927558-0 (alk. paper)
1. Organizational learning. 2. Knowledge management. 3. Organizational change.
I. Title.

HDS58.82.T76 2005

658.4'028-dc22 2004024137

ISBN 0-19-927557-2 (hbk.)
ISBN 0-19-927558-0 (pbk.)

13579108642

Typeset by Kolam Information Services Pvt. Ltd, Pondicherry, India
Printed in Great Britain
on acid-free paper by
Biddles Ltd., King’s Lynn, Norfolk



In memory of Tom Lupton and Stafford Beer, and for
Alan B. Thomas and Richard Whitley, all of whom
were my teachers at the Manchester Business
School, University of Manchester, in the late
1980s—Thank you, gentlemen



This page intentionally left blank



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

THIS book would not have come into existence had it not been for OUP
editor David Musson’s support and encouragement. I cannot thank him
enough. I would like to acknowledge publishers’ permission to reprint or draw
on papers of mine that first appeared in other sources (the original source of
the papers is indicated at the start of each chapter). Thanks also to the co-
authors of the jointly written papers, who gave me permission to include or
draw upon material jointly published: Robert Chia, Mary Jo Hatch, Christian
Knudsen, Demetrios B. Papoulias, and Efi Vladimirou. I would like to acknow-
ledge the help of Jane Wheare, who did a splendid job in meticulously editing
the manuscript and saving me some embarrassing errors. Thanks to Sophia
Tzagaraki for her assistance with the preparation of the manuscript and her
unfailing willingness to help, and to my wife Efi for tolerating my antisocial
retreat into my cave when I needed it.



This page intentionally left blank



CONTENTS

List of Figures
List of Tables

Introduction: Professor Bleent, the Floon Beetle,
and Organizational Epistemology

I. TOWARDS A KNOWLEDGE-BASED
VIEW OF ORGANIZATIONS AND
THEIR ENVIRONMENTS

1. The Tyranny of Light: The Temptations and the
Paradoxes of the Information Society

2. David and Goliath in the Risk Society: Making Sense
of the Conflict between Shell and Greenpeace in the North Sea

3. Forms of Knowledge and Forms of Life in Organized Contexts

4. The Firm as a Distributed Knowledge System:
A Constructionist Approach

5. What is Organizational Knowledge?

6. Do We Really Understand Tacit Knowledge?

II. ORGANIZATION AS CHAOSMOS:
COPING WITH ORGANIZATIONAL
COMPLEXITY

7. Understanding Social Reforms: A Conceptual Analysis
8. On Organizational Becoming: Rethinking Organizational Change

9. Chaos, Complexity, and Organization Theory

xi

xii

11

13

39

69

94

117

141

163

165

181

210



x Contents

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Complex Thinking, Complex Practice: The Case for a
Narrative Approach to Organizational Complexity

What is Organizational Foresight and How can it be Developed?

Noisy Organizations: Uncertainty, Complexity, Narrativity

III. META-KNOWLEDGE:
TOWARDS A COMPLEX EPISTEMOLOGY
OF MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

Refining Common sense: Types of Knowledge in
Management Studies

The Practice of Theory: A Knowledge-based View of
Theory Development in Organization Studies

The Conduct of Strategy Research: Meta-theoretical Issues

New Times, Fresh Challenges: Reflections on the
Past and the Future of Organization Theory

230

263

280

297

299

321

340

378



FIGURES

2.1.

2.2.

3.1

6.1.

7.1.

10.1.

11.1.

12.1.

14.1.

14.2.

15.1.

Action at a distance in mediated communication:
televisual quasi-interaction

The texture of organizing in late modernity

Forms of knowledge and forms of life in organized contexts
Personal knowledge

Social phenomena are language-dependent

Framing the interpretative approach to complexity theory
Organizations and the future: a typology

Reading organizations: uncertainty, complexity, narrativity
What meta-theoretical reflection is about

Social research as a practical activity

The comparative-static method in economics

48

51

87

147

169

234

267

294

323

325

347



TABLES

10.1.

10.2.

13.1.

15.1.

Comparison of Bruner’s two modes of thought

The limits to logico-scientific thinking, and some
narrative ‘Correctives’

World hypotheses

Theories of action in strategy research:
a meta-theoretical framework

233

242

301

364



Introduction: Professor
Bleent, the Floon Beetle,
and Organizational
Epistemology

It is the mark of an educated man to seek in each inquiry the sort of
precision which the nature of the subject permits

(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics)

Science probes; it does not prove
(Gregory Bateson, Mind and Nature)

Life is a process, not a justification
(Stafford Beer, The Heart of Enterprise)

The ethical imperative: Act always so as to increase the number of
choices. The aesthetic imperative. If you desire to see, learn how to act

(Heinz von Foerster, ‘On Constructing a Reality’)

[W]e are actually at the beginning of a new scientific era. We are
observing the birth of a science that is no longer limited to idealized
and simplified situations but reflects the complexity of the real world,
a science that views us and our creativity as part of a fundamental
trend present at all levels of nature

(Ilya Prigogine, The End of Certainty)

Our first intellectual obligation is to abandon the Myth of Stability that
played so large a part in the Modern age: only thus can we heal the
wounds inflicted on Reason by the seventeenth-century obsession
with Rationality, and give back to Reasonableness the equal treatment
of which it was for so long deprived [. ..] The ideals of practical thinkers
are more realistic than the optimistic daydreams of simple-minded
calculators, who ignore the complexities of real life, or the pessimistic
nightmares of their critics, who find these complexities a source of
despair

(Stephen Toulmin, Return to Reason)

Alongside [...] the experience of repetition, humans have a second
experience, that of creativity. These two experiences are not incom-
patible, nor a matter of choice. We have both experiences, and both
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experiences are part of reality. Science, in its most universal form, has
to be the search for ‘the narrow passage’ between the determined and
the arbitrary

(Immanuel Wallerstein, The End of the World as we Know It)

THERE is a cartoon by Don Martin in Karl Weick'’s classic The Social Psychology
of Organizing (1979) that I find myself often thinking about. Professor
Bleent, an entomologist, sets out, along with his assistant, Miss Fonebone, to
search for a rare insect, the Floon Beetle, which lives in the desert. This is a very
rare insect: only one Floon Beetle lives at a time, and it comes out from the
sand every 1300 years to lay just one egg! Having spotted this valuable beetle
in the desert, Professor Bleent runs expectantly towards it, waving his magni-
fying glass, full of joy at being so unbelievably lucky as to have the chance to
study this rare insect. As soon as he approaches the Floon Beetle he kneels in
the sand, eyes wide open with excitement and curiosity, and puts his magni-
fying glass over the beetle. Alas, as soon as he starts examining it with his
magnifying glass, under the scorching desert sun, the Floon Beetle is burnt.
Professor Bleent’s investigation has come to a sad end. His very object of study,
the extremely rare Floon Beetle, disappears with a sizzling sound. The method
of his investigation destroyed what he had long been looking forward to
studying with such enthusiasm.

This is an insightful cartoon. Weick (1979: 27-9) refers to it to argue that it
helps to ‘know what you are doing’. He makes this point in the context of his
critique of those obsessive quantitative investigators who, being so fixated on
counting, are determined to get the organization into a countable form and,
consequently, strip it ‘of what made it worth counting in the first place’ (ibid.
29). The broader issue, I think, is the extent to which our forms of knowledge
and methods of investigation respect the complexity of the phenomenon at
hand (Wallerstein 1999: chs. 10, 14). To put it differently, what are the forms of
understanding and modes of knowing that will do justice to the object of
study? How can organizational researchers avoid ending up in the position
of Professor Bleent, whereby they oversimplify, caricature, and even destroy
the phenomena they wish to know about? How can researchers’ and practi-
tioners’ thinking ac-knowledge the complexity of a phenomenon without
being paralysed by it? What are the complex forms of thinking and acting in
organizations?

These epistemological questions have always been important, in one way or
another, in organization and management studies (and the policy sciences at
large), but they are particularly so today since, thanks to a number of techno-
logical, economic, and cultural changes in the last couple of decades, the idea
that organizations can be usefully seen as knowledge systems has gained cre-
dence (Boisot 1998; Choo and Bontis 2002; Easterby-Smith and Lyles 2003;
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Grant and Spender 1996; Newell et al. 2002; Tsoukas and Mylonopoulos
2004a). It is not only organizational and management researchers who, as
professional enquirers, are concerned with knowledge, but organizational
members too, at least if we take a knowledge-based view of organizations.
Epistemology is the domain of all those concerned with knowledge, in all its
forms.

Viewing organizations as systems of knowledge highlights the crucial role of
human interpretation, communication, and skills in generating effective or-
ganizational action. Moreover, it enables us to move beyond the individual to
explore the broader social basis—the social practices, forms of interaction,
values, routines, power structures, and the organization of work—upon
which individual knowledge and action in organizations draw. Seen from a
knowledge-based perspective, the locus of individual understanding is not so
much in the head as in situated practice. Accordingly, such a view opens up
possibilities to explore how individuals, in concrete contexts of work, make
use of tools, communicate with others in authoritative systems of coordin-
ation, and draw on institutionalized beliefs and cognitive schemata to carry
out their tasks.

From a knowledge-based perspective, questions of epistemology—What is
knowledge, how can it be obtained, and how can knowledge claims be justi-
fied?—are no longer the prerogative of philosophers and social scientists alone
but of organizations too. If we see epistemology in Bateson’s sense (1979: 246),
namely as a branch of science concerned with ‘the study of how particular
organisms or aggregates of organisms know, think, and decide’ (emphasis in the
original), it makes good sense to want to study how organizations construct,
process, and justify knowledge (Churchman 1971; Daft and Weick 1984;
Krogh and Roos 1995; Mitroff 1990). An enquiry into organizational episte-
mology would be concerned, inter alia, with the following questions: What is
organizational knowledge and what forms does it take? What are the forms of
life within which different kinds of knowledge are embedded? How is new
knowledge created? How do individuals draw on different forms of organiza-
tional knowledge, with what effects? What are the representational and social
practices through which organizations construct and communicate their
forms of knowledge? How are knowledge claims justified and legitimated
within organizations?

An enquiry into organizational epistemology would, however, be incom-
plete without looking at organizations not only as users of knowledge but also
as makers of knowledge claims put forward in the public arena. While it is
important that we look at organizations from ‘within’ to examine how they
construct different forms of knowledge and how they draw on them, with
what effects (Tsoukas and Mylonopoulos 2004b), it is also important to look at
organizations from ‘outside’ to explore how the knowledge claims they make
are justified to external audiences, with what effects. This is especially import-
ant in the ‘semiotic’ (or ‘digital’) economy (Brynjolfsson and Kahin 2000; Lash
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and Urry 1994) and the ‘risk’ and ‘network’ society (Beck 1992; Castells 1996),
since, in such a sign-rich, high-connectivity environment, organizations not
only produce knowledge-intensive products and services, or draw on sophis-
ticated forms of knowledge and expertise along their value chain, but put
forward explicitly knowledge claims for public adoption. A company, for
example, that claims its products or waste do no harm to the environment
or, even stronger, that its products conform to certain standards of excellence,
values, and ethical work practices, or that its policies are informed by certain
conceptions of human rights and the common good is in the business of,
among other things, putting forward certain knowledge claims, which, like all
knowledge claims, invite further questions of justifiability. How are organiza-
tional knowledge claims justified to outside stakeholders? What conceptions
of the public good do they assume? How are they rhetorically articulated and
organizationally supported? How are competing organizational knowledge
claims decided upon?

Epistemological questions may not always have as dramatic a quality as in the
case of Professor Bleent’s expedition, but they certainly involve questions
related to requisite variety: Are our methods of knowing adequate for the task
at hand? This applies both to practitioners and organizational researchers.
Epistemological questions are not only social-scientific ones—namely, how
organizations use, create, and justify knowledge—but also philosophical:
whether methods of knowing employed by organizational members and or-
ganizational researchers are good enough. From a knowledge-based perspec-
tive, a focus on organizational knowledge is a focus on two levels: on the one
hand, how practitioners in organizations use forms of knowledge to carry out
their tasks and, on the other, how individuals, be they practitioners or re-
searchers, think about organizational phenomena. At the first level the main
question is: How do individuals in organizations know and act? At the second
level—the meta-level—the main question is: How do individuals know what
they know? How do researchers know what they know?

For Bateson, epistemology is not only a branch of science but also a branch
of philosophy. ‘As philosophy’, says Bateson ‘epistemology is the study of the
necessary limits and other characteristics of the processes of knowing, think-
ing, and deciding’ (1979: 246). As the study of necessary limits, epistemology
involves exploring the limits to dominant forms of knowing—those forms I
call, in several places in the book, ‘representational’ or ‘intellectualist’'—and
how such limits might be overcome. Hence my concern here with investigat-
ing what may be called ‘complex’ forms of knowing.

An object of study is complex when it is capable of surprising an observer,
and its behaviour cannot be reduced to the behaviour of its constituent parts
(Axelrod and Cohen 2000; Stacey 1996; Taylor 2001). Complex social systems
require complex forms of knowing; namely, forms of understanding that are
sensitive to context, time, change, events, beliefs and desires, power, feedback
loops, and circularity (Tsoukas 1994). Complex understanding is grounded on
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an open-world (as opposed to a closed-world) ontology, an enactivist (as
opposed to representational) epistemology, and a poetic’ (as opposed to in-
strumental) praxeology. A complex form of understanding sees the world as
being full of possibilities, which are enacted by purposeful agents embedded in
power-full social practices. As Winograd and Flores (1987: 33) point out, aptly
summarizing the Heideggerian perspective, ‘a person is not an individual
subject or ego, but a manifestation of Dasein within a space of possibilities,
situated within a world and within a tradition’ (see also Spinosa, Flores, and
Dreyfus 1997).

An open-world ontology assumes that the world is always in a process
of becoming, of turning into something different. Flow, flux, and change are
the fundamental processes of the world. The future is open, unknowable
in principle, and it always holds the possibility of surprise. An enactivist
epistemology assumes that knowing is action. We bring the world forward
by making distinctions and giving form to an unarticulated background of
understanding. Knowledge is the outcome of an active knower who has a
certain biological structure, follows certain historically shaped cognitive prac-
tices, and is rooted within a consensual domain and sociocultural practice.
A poetic praxeology sees the practitioner as an active being who, while inev-
itably shaped by the sociocultural practices in which he/she is rooted, neces-
sarily shapes them in turn by undertaking action that is relatively opaque in
its consequences and unclear in its motives and desires, unreflective and
situated in its mode of operation, but inherently capable of self-observation
and reflexivity, thus susceptible to chronic change. According to this view, a
human agent is similar to a poet, who gives distinctive form to linguistic raw
materials in often unexpected ways, but under the influence of past genres and
current literary norms and the Zeitgeist, without being fully conscious of the
process of creation and without controlling how his/her work will be inter-
preted by others and incorporated into further cycles of poetic creation
and language change. A poetic praxeology acknowledges the complicated
motives of human action, makes room for the influence of the past and its
transmutation into new forms in the present, understands the relatively
opaque nature of human intentionality, allows for chance events, influences,
and feedback loops, and accepts the inescapable contextuality and temporality
of all human action.

The studies published in this book focus on knowledge in Bateson’s double
sense of epistemology: as social-scientific explorations they address questions
of how knowledge is used in and by organizations, and as meta-theoretical
enquiries they address questions of how practitioners and researchers know
what they know and how they may attain complex forms of understanding.
The first sense is epistemology as a social-scientific enquiry, while the latter is
epistemology as a philosophical enquiry.

What I find so attractive in the knowledge-based view of organizations is
that it enables researchers to raise important questions related to knowledge in
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precisely the double sense mentioned above. The benefit is that, by so doing,
researchers can show the recursive loop between ways of knowing and know-
ledge produced—epistemology-as-a-branch-philosophy is connected with
epistemology-as-a-science. Moreover, practitioners’ use of organizational
knowledge can be recursively connected with researchers’ modes of knowing.
If practitioners are to cope with organizational complexity—how people in
organizations interactively know, think, act, create, and change—they must be
prepared to complexify their modes of enquiry (that is, complexify organiza-
tional epistemology). And if researchers are to acknowledge the complexity of
organizational epistemology, they must try to complexify their formal theor-
etical explorations too. What we know and how we know are recursively
linked. Researchers will not be able to understand and theorize how effective
and creative action in organizations arises unless they obtain a nuanced
understanding of organizational knowledge. And vice versa: a subtle under-
standing of organizational knowledge is possible if an open-world ontology,
an enactivist epistemology, and a poetic praxeology are adopted. Like the
Floon Beetle, the study of how practitioners know, think, and act requires a
non-traditional mode of enquiry that embraces creative human agency, and
acknowledges its inevitable historicity and its fundamental embeddedness in
social practices.

Although the studies published here were written as independent papers,
published in journals, as chapters in books, or conference presentations, there
are recurring themes throughout them. These are: creative action, incessant
change, process, novelty, the complexity of organizational life, the unknow-
ability of the future, complex management, requisite variety, theory develop-
ment in organization and management studies, complex forms of
understanding and theorizing, phronesis and practical reason, and the relation-
ship between thinking and acting, theory and practice, reason and praxis in
organizations and in organizational research. If you see more than a fair share
of references to Bergson, Dewey, Gadamer, Heidegger, James, Lakoff, MacIn-
tyre, Polanyi, Toulmin, Taylor, Rorty, Whitehead, and Wittgenstein, it is be-
cause I find the work of these philosophers not only useful but highly
inspiring. In pointing out the limits of Cartesian reason, they have helped us
obtain, each in his own way, a more reasonable view of reason—reason as
orthos logos—a view that avoids hubris, is aware of the inescapably social as well
as embodied basis of all knowing, is reflexive, accepts agency and novelty, and
takes account of the arrow of time.

If you see several references to the work of Bateson, Beer, Foerster, Maturana,
and Varela, that is not only because these cyberneticians have provided a
holistic account of human knowledge that resonates with interpretativism,
but also because, in their search for wisdom, they have endowed us with an
ecological understanding of the world. I am neither a philosopher nor a
cybernetician but ever since I had the good fortune, at the Manchester Busi-
ness School, to have Richard Whitley teach me epistemology, Alan B. Thomas
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methodology of social-scientific research, Stafford Beer cybernetics, and Tom
Lupton socio-technical systems, I can’t help thinking about organizations
(and social life in general) in philosophical and cybernetic terms.

And if you find Konl Weick popping up on nearly every other page of this
book, that is because I regard Weick’s work as the epitome of thoughtful
scholarship in organization studies, an enviable pursuit of creative explor-
ations into organizations broad-mindedly informed by American pragmatists,
European phenomenologists, social and cognitive psychologists, sociological
constructivists, and systemic and evolutionary thinkers. It is the ecological,
interpretive, process-driven orientation to organizations and organizational
research that I find so stimulating in Weick’s work and, in so far as I could,
I have tried to incorporate it in my own work.

What Toulmin (1990: 193-4) has aptly called the ‘ecological style’ of thinking
is how I would describe the underlying concern of the studies included in
this book, and how I would invite readers to judge them. The ecological
style seeks to embrace complexity rather than reduce it; it is sensitive to process,
context, and time; makes links between abstract analysis and lived experi-
ence; is aware of the reality-constituting role of language; accepts chance,
feedback loops, and human agency as fundamental features of social life;
outlines the social basis of all human knowing and thinking, and the con-
structed character of knowledge; and highlights the inherently creative nature
of human action. In pursuing an ecological style of thinking I have drawn
eclectically on strands of ethnomethodology and sociological analyses of
modernity, discursive psychology, Austrian economics, post-rationalist and
process philosophy, and organizational ethnography. Although I find the
pursuit of an ecological understanding of organizational and social behaviour
exhilarating, it is for the reader to judge how well this eclectic mix hangs
together.

Since this is a collection of papers, most of which were originally published
in other sources,” there is inevitably some redundancy and several overlaps,
although I would like to think this is not necessarily a bad thing, provided
new insights are obtained. The extent to which this is the case is, of course,
for others to judge. As far as I am concerned, I am not building a theoretical
system in this book—I never consciously embarked on such a project in the
first place. In retrospect, I realize that what I have spent time doing in the last
ten years is to have explored a number of the above-mentioned themes, and
now, looking back, I am noticing, and drawing readers’ attention to, what has
been my main preoccupation all along—complex knowledge.

Part I, ‘Towards a Knowledge-based View of Organizations and their Envir-
onments’, focuses on understanding the different forms of organizational
knowledge and the forms of life within which they are embedded, the nature
of tacit knowledge, the limitations of a purely information-based understand-
ing of knowledge, and the implications for organizations if the latter are seen
as makers of knowledge claims put forward for public adoption. In this part,
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I explore the problems associated with a Cartesian understanding of know-
ledge, which is predicated on individualist, asocial, and objectivist notions of
cognition, and develop a perspective that highlights the inherently social
nature of knowledge while, at the same time, allowing for the exercise of
individual interpretation and judgement.

In Part I, ‘Organization as Chaosmos: Coping with Organizational Complex-
ity’, I explore how we can think of organizational complexity in complex
terms. By organizational complexity I mean those features of organizations
that give the latter patterns but also unpredictability, order and disorder,
stability and change, regularity and creativity—in short, cosmos and chaos. To
think about chaosmos in complex terms implies the ability to maintain mul-
tiple inequivalent descriptions about the world, which is achieved, I argue,
through narrative forms of knowledge.

In Part III, ‘Meta-knowledge: Towards a Complex Epistemology of Manage-
ment Research’, I explore some meta-theoretical issues in organizational and
management research; notably, the different ways of developing formal theor-
ies in management studies, focusing on strategic management research in
particular; how the paradigm war in organization studies is pointless if theory
development is seen as a knowledge-based practice; and I outline the way I
would like to see organization theory develop as a field, following a largely
Wittgensteinian analysis. Most of the chapters in this part aim at outlining
what a complex meta-theoretical understanding of organizational research
and theory development should look like, and the sort of issues organizational
and management researchers should take into account when developing the-
ory that seeks to embrace meaning, agency, novelty, and change, and intends
to inform practice.

In conclusion, the challenge in organization and management studies (and
in social science at large), it seems to me, is how to acknowledge the com-
plexity of organizations without being overpowered by it. We are lucky today
to have at our disposal insights from different disciplines that help us realize
the ‘ecological style’ more fully than ever before. We need further work to
refine our conceptual distinctions and build ever more synthetic theoretical
frameworks by drawing on hitherto separate disciplines and theories. While
intelligent practice should seek to avoid doing what Professor Bleent did to the
Floon Beetle, smart thinking should take heed of Weick’s wise advice (1979:
261): ‘Complicate yourself!’.

Notes

1. Poetic is from the Greek verb poiein, which means ‘to make’. Poetic praxeology is
a form of action that is concerned with making and creating.

2. The original source of each of the papers included here is indicated at the start of
each chapter.
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ONE

The Tyranny of Light:
The Temptations and
the Paradoxes of the
Information Society

In these dark rooms where I live out empty days,
I wander round and round

trying to find the windows.

It will be a great relief when a window opens.
But the windows aren'’t there to be found—

or at least I can’t find them. And perhaps

it’s better if I don’t find them.

Perhaps the light will prove another tyranny.
Who knows what new things it will expose?

(Constantine Cavafy)

THE advent of the ‘information society’ (or ‘knowledge society’) has been
enthusiastically hailed by several authors (Bell 1999; Drucker 1993; Nais-
bitt 1982; Thurow 2000; Toffler 1971). A society in which a wealth of informa-
tion is immediately available for use by anyone concerned seems to fulfil the
modern dream of the knowledgeable individual who, freed from the shackles of
ignorance, can think for himself/herself and can undertake informed, respons-
ible action. Indeed, a society in which information has become the most
valuable resource holds out the promise, or so it seems, of the realization of
one of the most cherished values in the western tradition: the making of a
transparent, self-regulated society (Brin 1998; cf. Vattimo 1992).

The assumption has been irresistibly powerful since the first days of the
Enlightenment: the more human beings know, the more able they will be to
control their destiny. Not too long ago, in The Coming of the Post-industrial

An earlier version of this chapter was first published, under the same title, in Futures,
29(9) (1997), 827-43. Parts of the original paper are reprinted by permission of Elsevier,
Copyright (1997).
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Society, Bell captured the optimism about a new society based on knowledge by
asserting that the ‘development of new forecasting and ‘‘mapping’’ techniques
makes possible a novel phase in economic history—the conscious, planned
advance of technological change, and therefore the reduction of indetermin-
acy about the economic future’ (Bell, 1999: 26; see also Castells 1996, 2000;
Kenney 1996; Makridakis 1995).

Of course, alongside the optimists there have always been the pessimists
(Roszak 1994; Virilio 1997, 2000): those who, looking at the impressive tech-
nological developments of modernity, would prophesy a world dominated by
machines and, increasingly these days, a world populated by intelligent ma-
chines, displacing ever larger numbers of people from work (Rifkin 1995),
leading to the surrender of culture to technology (Postman 1985), and sub-
jecting the population to Big-Brotherly surveillance (Dandeker 1990; Lyon
1994; Norris and Armstrong 1999; Rosen 2001; Webster and Robins 1989).
The image of the ingenious inventor being ultimately haunted by his own
artefacts has been a corrective to the unqualified technological optimism of
the modern age.

Yet in this debate, rich and illuminating though it has been, elements of a
more nuanced approach have been missing. It is not so much a question of
hope versus despair as of an understanding of the simultaneously seductive
and paradoxical character of the information society. As I will argue in this
chapter, the information society is a society full of temptations: it tempts us
into thinking that our characteristically modern desires of transparency and
societal regulation will be realized through greater knowledge. But not any
kind of knowledge will do; only knowledge conceived as information (to be
precise, as objectified, abstract, decontextualized representations) is seen as
useful.! This tantalizing dream, however, I will argue, is bound to remain
unfulfilled. Like Tantalus, the members of the information society, much as
they desire it, will not be able to taste the fruits of higher transparency: society
will remain as opaque as it has always been, and in some ways it will become
more unfathomable as well as unmanageable. The information society spawns
paradoxes that prevent it from satisfying the temptations it creates. The light
that the information society promises to cast upon itself may well constitute a
new tyranny: the tyranny of radical doubt, of disorientation, and of height-
ened uncertainty.

The Temptations of the Information Society

Late modern (or postmodern) societies are marked by generalized communi-
cation. Indeed, the impact of Information and Communication Technologies
(ICTs) on modern societies has been beyond anything imagined. The main
feature of that impact is that ICTs have brought about ‘the dissolution of
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centralized perspectives’ (Vattimo 1992: 5), and the consequent proliferation
of local rationalities. In a society where communication proliferates, diversity
thrives; the hitherto marginalized cultures and subcultures of all kinds
step into the limelight of public opinion—they become widely visible and
audible.

To get a feel for the enormous proliferation of communication possibilities
in late modernity it may be useful to take a very brief historical look at the
effects of the development of communication technologies. Printing technol-
ogy was developed around 1440. It is estimated that by the end of the fifteenth
century something between 15 and 20 million copies of books and pamphlets
were in circulation in Europe—an astonishing number compared with the 100
million people which was the population at that time of the central European
countries where printing had developed (Thompson 1995: 55). In 1517
Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses were distributed in a printed form throughout
Germany in a fortnight, and throughout Europe in a month (ibid. 57). Al-
though printing significantly enhanced the capability for generalized commu-
nication, the real impetus came only with the use of electrical energy. As
Thompson (ibid. 154) notes:

the contrast with earlier forms of transport-based communication was dramatic.
Up to the 1830s, a letter posted in England took five to eight months to reach India;
and due to monsoon in the Indian Ocean, it could take two years for a reply to be
received. In the 1870s, a telegram could reach Bombay in five hours, and the
answer could be back on the same day. And in 1924, at the British Empire Exhib-
ition, King George V sent himself a telegram which circulated the globe on all-
British lines in 80 seconds. Rapid communication on a global scale—albeit along
routes that reflected the organization of economic and political power—was a
reality.

The advent of telecommunications has brought about the uncoupling of
space and time and led to what Thompson (ibid. 32) calls ‘despatialized
simultaneity’: it is now possible for one to experience events as simultaneous
without being close to where they happen. In a society of generalized com-
munication the world tends to be experienced as information; namely, as
a collection of codified, abstract, decontextualized representations (Lash
2002). For example, one learns that there is war in Iraq, chronic unrest
in Palestine, famine in Africa: the events reported are necessarily detached
from their contexts in order for them to be processed and electronically
transmitted to far-away audiences. To use Ryle’s terms (1949), the ‘knowing
how’ of those participating in the events reported is transformed into the
‘knowing that’ of those who, through the media, come to know about
the same events. The experiential knowledge of the participant (or the partici-
pant observer) is turned into information for the curious spectator (Rosen
2001).

The temptation to view all knowledge in terms of information is con-
siderably enhanced by the impressive development of electronic storage,
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processing, retrieval, and communication of information. Computerized data-
bases allow both access to comprehensive information and instant retrieval of
it—‘information at your fingertips’.> The richness and interactivity of the
Internet is perhaps the best example of the easy access to vast amounts of
information. Having today such sophisticated technologies of information
and communication, it is tempting for one to engage in information reduction-
ism. It is possible for everything to be viewed as information (especially digit-
ized information); namely, as some-thing (an object) that can be processed,
stored, sent over, retrieved. Thus, in a modern hospital the sick person is
turned into an information-rich patient. Information about his or her illness
can be systematically gathered: the information speaks for—describes, repre-
sents—the patient. And ever since the British NHS computerized its files, a
patient can be e-mailed, so to speak, from one part of the country to another
(see The Independent, 5 June 1996). Likewise, something as complex as the
quality of university education and research can be reduced to a set of ‘object-
ive’ measurements and audits thought to represent it. In short, a set of indices
is thought to adequately describe—to represent—the phenomenon at hand:
this is the essence of information reductionism.

A society obsessed with information tends to conceive of communication in
terms of what Reddy (1979) calls ‘the conduit metaphor’: ideas are thought to
be like objects that can be sent through a channel of distribution (a conduit) to
a recipient, who recovers them in their original form. As Lakoff (1995: 116)
observes:

one entailment of the conduit metaphor is that the meaning, the ideas, can he
extracted and can exist independently of people. Moreover [...] when communi-
cation occurs, what happens is that somebody extracts the same object, the same
idea, from the language that the speaker put into it. So the conduit metaphor
suggests that meaning is a thing and that the hearer pulls out the same meaning
from the words and that it can exist independently of beings who understand
words.

According to the conduit view of knowledge, the latter is thought to be
identical with information and is viewed as a manual: if you want to learn
about something, all you have to do is look up the appropriate entry. For us
moderns information is conceived to be a collection of free-standing items; it
is objective; it is ‘out there’. Information-technology researchers push the
modernist objectification of knowledge to the extreme and identify informa-
tion with numbers. The late Dertouzos, former Director of the MIT Laboratory
for Computer Science says :

[The Information Marketplace] rests on five essential pillars:

1. Numbers are used to represent all information.

2. These numbers are expressed with 1s and Os.

3. Computers transform information by doing arithmetic on these numbers.

4. Communications systems move information around by moving these numbers.
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5. Computers and communications systems combine to form computer
networks—the basis of tomorrow’s information infrastructures—which in turn
are the basis of the Information Marketplace. (Dertouzos 1997: 317)

Notice the conduit image of communication underlying Dertouzos’s view: all
information is numbers, and numbers are moved around through modern
communication systems. By decoding those numbers one (anyone) gets to
see what they represent.

Since a particular phenomenon is thought to be the sum of the information
gathered about it, the phenomenon acquires a shadowy presence that is de-
fined by the chosen representations. Thus, for a credit-card company, Mr Jones
is the sum of his transactions. To the police, the file held on him. To the
shopping-mall security manager, what the closed-circuit camera has recorded
about him. At the end of the day, who is Mr Jones? Answer: in a society
turning everything into information, Mr Jones is the sum total of his inter-
actions with, and behaviours in, certain institutions. As Poster (1995: 91) aptly
observes:

to the database, Joe Jones is the sum of the information in the fields of the record
that applies to that name. So the person Joe Jones now has a new form of presence,
a new subject position that defines him for all those agencies and individuals who
have access to the database. The representation in the discourse of the database
constitutes the subject, Joe Jones, in highly caricatured yet immediately available
form.

In the information society Mr Jones is a dismembered subject. Portions of
himself, as manifested in his several activities, are scattered around in multiple
databases.

What, however, the conduit metaphor of communication and knowledge
ignores is precisely what makes human communication a distinctly human
activity; namely, the presence of an information item presupposes an act of
human will and interpretation. Information cannot be as neutral as, say, a planet
or a stone: it is there because someone put it there. In short: information
presupposes a purposeful subject (Lakoff 1995). Ordinarily, perhaps you
would not necessarily be curious to find out how many acts of sexual inter-
course take place every day all over the world. But if you headed a multi-
national company producing condoms, that information would be valuable to
you, and you would be looking for it. Just as there is no database without a
designer, so there is no particular information without a particular actor
requesting or producing it.

Moreover, the purpose of the actor looking for certain kinds of information
is not (it cannot be) made manifest in the information per se—it needs to be
inferred. Thus, to reduce something to allegedly objective information
and then treat that information as if it were an adequate description of the
phenomenon at hand is to obscure the purpose behind the information,
a purpose that is not made explicit in the information as such. For example,



18 A Knowledge-based View of Organizations

a credit-card company keeps a file with all the transactions in which Mr Jones
has used his credit card. That information, of course, has a purpose. One
such purpose may be to help the company decide whether Mr Jones is a
trustworthy individual in the event that he asks for a loan or higher credit.
However, as Lakoff (ibid. 119) remarks, ‘that is not an objective matter.
[Mr Jones’s] trustworthiness is not information that can be in a computer.
The only information that can be in a computer is whether a certain bill got
paid in time, and things of that sort’. In a society of generalized communica-
tion, in which information is obsessively created and sought, there is the
temptation to view information as having the status of an objective, thing-
like entity, and as existing independently of human agents (Lakoff 1995;
Rosen 2001).

If all knowledge is reduced to information—if, in other words, ‘to know’
means having information on the variation of certain indicators thought to
capture the phenomenon at hand, our knowledge of the phenomenon itself
risks becoming problematic. The quality of a social practice, for example, such
as teaching, belongs to a dimension different from that of its manifestations in
the form of certain indicators. Just as a cube belongs to a dimension different
from that of its sides and the angle from which each side is seen at any point in
time, so the quality of teaching is not the sum of its appearances. It is some-
thing that is presented through them all and through other possible appear-
ances as well. We recognize quality when we see it—we infer it—but quality
itself is not contained in any of the formal statements describing it, usually in
the form of procedures and indicators.

Not only is the identity of a phenomenon different from its manifold
representations—for example, the quality of teaching differs from indicators
of quality; trustworthiness differs from the payment of debts—but the repre-
sentations themselves are only a part of all the representations that could
be brought into existence. Our information about a phenomenon is clearly
constrained by the measurement and observation instruments (both human
and technological) available. A bank statement is a particular description of
some of one’s actions, but it is by no means the only one available. There are
many other aspects of one’s life that are not captured through a bank state-
ment. Even those aspects that are captured could be presented differently—
who knows, one day our names and addresses may not be enough for a bank
and our DNA profiles might also be printed. Our descriptions of the world are
inherently incomplete. There always are more ways of thinking about the
world than those in use at any point in time.

More generally, the presence of a phenomenon is surrounded by absence—
what we know about it at any point in time, what is available, is a subset of
what could be. Any phenomenon can be represented through other forms that
may not yet have been stated or invented—indeed this is what is assumed by,
say, efforts to continuously improve quality. In other words, phenomena are
surrounded by the horizon of the potential and the absent. What we have
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available is a finite representation of something, never a complete one. As
Solokowski (2000: 28) observes: ‘The horizon of the potential and the absent
surrounds the actual presences of things. The thing can always be presented in
more ways than we already know; the thing will always hold more appearances
in reserve’.

The information representing a phenomenon and the phenomenon itself
are not identical—the map is not the territory (Weick 1990). Any phenom-
enon is given in a mixture of presence and absence—what is and what might
be—and is thus inherently richer than information, which focuses on presence
by revealing what is or has been. Notice that if all knowledge is reduced to
information, the distinction between presence and absence is lost. Our notion
of knowledge is impoverished, since to have knowledge of something is,
among other things, to be aware of its potential—to have a sense of what it
may become—whereas to have information is to be confined to the past, to
what has been (Tsoukas and Mylonopoulos 2004: 4). The need to focus on
potential—on how things could be different—is well understood by Argyris
(2004), who criticizes organizational scholars for excessively focusing on the
status quo: describing organizations as they are, instead of discussing how they
might be.

This is not to say that the ‘absent’ is somehow objectively available ‘out
there’, waiting to be discovered by the persistent researcher. There may be
certain objective properties that simply escape our current information set but,
importantly, since social phenomena are continuously reconstituted by
human interpretation and action, their potential informational properties
are indeterminate. Thus, the information regarding the number of, say, acts
of sexual intercourse per year would not exist without government planners,
condom manufacturers, and some voluntary organizations, in the first
instance. What information is generated depends on who is looking for it
and why.

A world that is seen as consisting of pools of information makes social
engineering a very tempting way of thinking and acting. Foucault (1991)
dubbed the kind of systematic action associated with social engineering
‘governmentality’ (see also Poster 1990). The latter, a distinctly modern
mentality, is based on the conception of society as a malleable entity that
can be rationally administered and steered, provided the authorities have
the necessary knowledge to do so. What kind of knowledge might this be?
Information, of course—census data, surveys, records, any decontextualized
representation which, in a printed or electronic form, will allow control
at a distance (Cooper 1992; Kallinikos 1996). Thus, the relatively recent pro-
liferation of audits and league tables in many countries (especially in the
Anglo-Saxon ones) is a testimony to the emergence of a distinct managerial
rationality centred on the notion that institutional behaviour can be shaped
if the right kind of reinforcement is combined with the generation of appro-
priate information (Power 1994). At any rate, the assumption is that if those
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in charge know what is going on, they can manage a social system better. “To
know’ in this context means having information on the variation of certain
indicators that are thought to capture the essence of the phenomenon at
hand.

For example, we read in The Times (25 March 1992) that ‘prison officers
and psychologists are working on a computer database that will carry data
on the populations of individual prisons including details of prisoners’ behav-
iour, their records of assault against staff and fellow inmates, and any escape
attempts. Prison staff will be trained to observe inmates more systematically’.
What is the use of such a database? As a psychologist involved in the project
explains, in the same article, ‘it will give us a measure of an individual’s
badness, if you like. If you have a certain number of individuals with a high
score, what we would say is ““don’t be surprised if you have trouble”’ (ibid.).
Likewise, data showing that about a quarter of the offences in the UK are
committed by people under seventeen prompted the Home Office to launch
a project whereby it will be possible for children as young as five and six years
old to be identified as potential criminals, depending on the presence
of certain factors that Home Office research has uncovered (e.g. criminal
history in the family, truancy patterns, family break-up, etc.) (Sunday Times,
15 September 1991). It is worth stressing again the kind of reductionism
that is presupposed by the mentality of social engineering: that which is
measurable, standardizable, auditable, is measured and is thought to stand
for—to represent—the phenomenon at hand (McSweeney 1994; Power 1994:
308). Thus, with reference to higher education in the UK, the quality of
teaching (an inherently ambiguous notion) tends to be formally ascertained
by the quality of the procedures that are thought to lead to good teaching.
Procedural ideals of performance represent (and thus reconstruct) our under-
standing of quality. Notice, however, that, like ‘trustworthiness’, ‘quality in
teaching’ is nowhere to be seen in the information gathered—it rather needs
to be inferred from it.

To sum up, the information society tempts us into thinking in an
objectivist manner about the world. First, the world, social and natural alike,
is thought of as consisting of items of information—decontextualized repre-
sentations—and we get to know the world through layers of abstract represen-
tations about the world. This is what I have called here ‘information
reductionism’. Second, information is seen through the lenses of the conduit
metaphor: information is supposed to be objective and exist independently of
human agents. And third, in an information-rich society social engineering
tends to be the dominant form of policy-making: the world is thought to be
rationally governable primarily through the collection, processing, and ma-
nipulation of the necessary information about it. In the next section I will argue
that, contrary to the hope of achieving the ideals of societal transparency
and regulation through the use of ever greater amounts of information,
the information society is permeated by paradoxes that put off the fulfilment
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of those very ideals driving it. To simplify somewhat, the more tempted we are
to see the world as transparent and tinker with it, the less likely we are to
succeed.

The Paradoxes of the Information Society

More information, less understanding

The primary mode of human communication has historically been face-to-
face interaction. In the information society the development of ICTs has
ushered in new forms of social interaction, the main feature of which is their
mediated nature (Giddens 1991: 23-7; Thompson 1995: 81-118). Two types of
mediated human communication can be distinguished: mediated interaction
and mediated quasi-interaction (Thompson 1995: 82-5). Mediated interaction
involves the extended transmission of information in space and time through
the use of a technical medium (e.g. telephone). Mediated quasi-interaction
involves the production and transmission of symbolic forms for an indefinite
range of potential recipients across space and time (e.g. television). The chief
characteristic of experience gained through both types of mediated commu-
nication is its systematically fabricated nature. To understand why and how
this happens, it is necessary to make use of some relevant sociological
concepts.

As Goffman (1969: 109-40) argued, an act of human communication takes
place within a particular interactive framework that involves certain assump-
tions, conventions, and physical features. Individuals acting within an inter-
active framework adapt themselves to its requirements and seek to project the
kind of image they think is appropriate. This is what Goffman calls the ‘front
region’. Whatever interferes with the image sought to be projected is relegated
to the ‘back region’. In back regions individuals often knowingly act in ways
that contradict the images they project in the front regions. As Thompson
(1995: 88) remarks, ‘in back regions [individuals] relax and allow themselves to
lower their guard—that is, they no longer require themselves to monitor their
own actions with the same high level of reflexivity generally deployed while
acting in front regions’.

Although the distinction between a front and a back region is not always
empirically clear, it is analytically useful. In restaurants the kitchens (back
region) are kept physically separate from the dining areas (front region). In a
typical telephone conversation the exchange between the two interlocutors is
the front region, while the likely background noises and the body language
of the two individuals are in the back region. Each interlocutor seeks to
manage the boundary between these two regions. What happens in mediated
interaction is the establishment of an interactive framework between agents
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whose front regions are separated in space (and probably in time), with each
agent having his/her own separate back region (think, for example, of a
telephone conversation). In mediated interaction the separation of front re-
gions and the accompanying narrowing of symbolic clues available to partici-
pants, involves, in principle, the fabrication of experience, at least to a degree
that is greater than in face-to-face interaction. As admissions tutors know all
too well, it is easier to project the image you wish to convey over the phone
than in a face-to-face meeting.

In the case of mediated quasi-interaction (e.g. television) the fabrication of
experience is even more acute. As Thompson (ibid. 89) argues:

symbolic forms are produced in one context (what I shall call the ‘interactive
framework of production’) and received in a multiplicity of other contexts (the
‘interactive frameworks of reception’). Each one of these contexts is characterized
by its own regions and regional demarcations. Since the flow of communication is
predominantly one-way, the front region of the framework of production is typic-
ally available to the recipients and is therefore a front region relative to the
frameworks of reception. But the reverse does not hold.

In tele-vision, the separation of the interactive framework of production
from the interactive frameworks of reception entails the absence of the reflex-
ive monitoring of recipients’ responses, which is a routine feature of the face-
to-face interaction and, to a more limited extent, of mediated interaction
(ibid. 97) This is quite important, for it means, among other things, that the
traits of what is tele-vised are largely defined within the interactive framework
(i.e. the front region) of production. Thus, in mediated quasi-interaction tele-
presence becomes systematically fabricated at a distance (although it conveys
the feeling of immediacy): persons become personalities (e.g. politicians, TV
presenters); personalities become persons (witness, for example, the presenta-
tion, in popular magazines, of well-known soap-opera characters who are
talked about as if they were real-life persons); events are turned into spectacles
(e.g. the televisation of trials); spectacles become events (as, for example, when
forms of social protest or unrest take place because of their potential to be
televised) (Bauman 1992: 33; Thompson, 1995: 109-18).

Mediated experience is not only fabricated, but also self-referential (Luh-
mann 2000:16-17; Thompson 1995:110; Woolley 1992: 189-210). Media mes-
sages refer to other media messages, in an ever lengthening chain of mediated
references. For example, Alan Langlands, Chief Executive of the NHS,
remarked as follows: “‘When I go round the country I am not just interested
to know what the length of stay is—I am interested in infection rates, readmis-
sion rates, and just what life is actually like out there’ (Independent, 19 June
1995). Notice that his interview (a media message) makes references to certain
relevant indicators (which are representations; that is to say, mediated infor-
mation items) and will probably be commented upon by other people in
further mediated (quasi-) interactions.
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The self-referential character of mediated experience entails that, in an
information-rich environment, there is always a danger that one may lose
one’s sense of sense (i.e. the meaning of the information at hand) and reference
(i.e. the phenomenon information refers to) (Baudrillard 1983; Kallinikos
1996: 42-5). The distancing from the tangible world that is effected through
extended ‘mediazation’ tends to empty the world of its meaning and to
weaken its referential function (i.e. its about-ness), to the extent that the
question “What for?’ is often neglected or cannot he easily answered. As Zuboff
(1985: 11) remarks, ‘the central problem that confronts the person who must
accomplish a significant portion of his or her work through the information
interface is that of reference. People find themselves asking, ““To what do these
data refer? What is their meaning?”’’.

In the information society the abundance of information tends to over-
shadow the phenomena to which information refers: the discussion about
crime easily slips into debating crime rates and spending on police; the debate
about quality in education more often than not leads to arguing about league
tables; the concern with the performance of hospitals leads to debating re-
admission rates and other indicators. In short, the more information we have
about the world, the more we tend to distance ourselves from what is going on
in the world and the less able we become to comprehend its full complexity.
Information becomes a surrogate for the world (Beer 1973); what is actually
going on tends to be equated with what the relevant indicators (or images) say
is going on.

Furthermore, in a society of generalized communication, as Baudrillard
(1983) and Vattimo (1992) have aptly noted, reality is ‘weakened’. The distinc-
tion between the real and the simulacrum is increasingly more difficult to
sustain. The paradox is that, in such a society, the more information we have,
the less able we are to understand what is going on. Since the world appears to
consist of an array of images and is reduced to a repository of information
items that are not systematically connected, it is exceedingly difficult for one
to form an in-depth understanding of it. For understanding is based on the
existence of a relatively stable hermeneutic horizon from which an agent may
attempt to make sense of the world. As Gadamer (1975: 328) remarked, ‘one of
the conditions of understanding in the human sciences is belonging to trad-
ition’; namely, viewing the world from a relatively stable standpoint (see also
MacIntyre 1985: 204-25; Taylor 1985: 23-8).

To put it differently, understanding presupposes an Archimedean point, a
perspective (undoubtedly an irremediably open-ended and evolving perspec-
tive, but a perspective nonetheless) from which the world may be viewed,
accounted for, and interpreted. Yet in the information society the sense of
perspective is precisely what is eroded. When every ‘fact’ and every opinion is
equally available and accessible, ‘the nifty Web page of the Holocaust-denier
can seem just as convincing as the rerun of ““Schindler’s List” ' (Newsweek, 27
January 1997, 28). Just as a tourist’s knowledge of a foreign culture is normally
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more superficial than that of an anthropologist who has studied the culture, so
individuals, through mediated communication, find it extremely easy to sat-
isfy fragments of their curiosity but difficult to form a coherent understanding
of the issues they have been informed about. Ironically, abundantly available
in-formation leads to form-lessness and, thus, to a diminished capacity for
understanding.

More Information, Less Trust

As has often been noted by sociologists (Bell 1999; Giddens, 1990), a distin-
guishing feature of modern societies is the development of what Giddens calls
‘expert systems’ (Giddens 1990: 27-8; 1991: 18); namely, the significant
growth of specialized, codified, abstract knowledge. Expert systems, remarks
Giddens (1991: 18), ‘bracket time and space through deploying modes of
technical knowledge which have validity independent of the practitioners
and clients who make use of them’. Expert systems permeate all aspects of
modern life and are best exemplified by the work of professionals such as
doctors, engineers, therapists, and lawyers. For expert systems to be used
effectively, they depend on trust; namely, on those who benefit from expert
systems to be able to place blind confidence in them. ‘Trust’, remarks Giddens
(ibid. 19), ‘presumes a leap to commitment, a quality of “faith” which is
irreducible. It is specifically related to absence in time and space, as well as to
ignorance’ (emphasis added).

Expert systems develop their own esoteric languages, distinctive values, and
particular practices that can be neither fully articulated (Polanyi 1962; Tsoukas
2003) nor completely appreciated or understood by those who do not practice
them (MacIntyre 1985: 189). The practices of, say, treating patients, doing
scientific research, teaching students, or providing legal advice cannot
be adequately made sense of but by those who have been engaged in the
respective practices. Just as the experience of driving through a place cannot
be captured by reading a map, there is bound to be a knowledge gap separating
those participating in an expert system from those observing it. A practitioner
and an observer do not normally share the same form of life and, thus, neither
do they draw the same distinctions nor do they attach the same meanings to
what their statements refer to (Winch 1958: 40-65).

In other words, an expert system cannot be made fully transparent for all to
see its workings; there is no detached Olympian high ground from which it
may be inspected. Transparency inevitably presupposes a subject: transparent
to whom? If this question is raised, one realizes that what the outsiders see
(and the significance they attach to what they see) is not the same as what the
insiders see (and the significance they attach to their experiences). There is an
important knowledge asymmetry between a participant and an observer that
cannot be removed by generating more information, for the particular shape
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of information reflects a subject’s priorities, interests, and cognitive categories,
all of which may be contested. However, the knowledge asymmetry may be
overcome by creating trust between a practitioner and an observer (O’Neil
2002).

Yet it is the ideal of transparency that the information society promises
to deliver. What, however, is not often realized is not only that such ‘transpar-
ency’ is illusory (as mentioned above), but that the very process for allegedly
reaching it undermines the trust that is necessary for an expert system to
function effectively. Making more information on an expert system publicly
available entails creating more opportunities for conflicting interpretations,
and so it is less likely for trust to be achieved. This happens because, as
argued earlier, the decontextualized nature of information requires that
it be placed in a context in order for the information to be made intelligible.
Since, however, the context of the observer is different from the context of
the practitioner, it is most likely that different, even conflicting, interpret-
ations will be offered. To put it differently, the paradox is that the more
information on the inner workings of an expert system observers seek
to have, the less they will be inclined to trust its practitioners; the less
practitioners are trusted, the less likely it is for the benefits of specialized
expertise to be realized.

To illustrate this paradox, consider the proposal to allow closed-circuit
cameras to be installed in operating theatres to monitor and record surgeons’
likely mistakes. We read in Sunday Times (19 March 1995): ‘The spy-in-the-
theatre cameras have been proposed by Roy Lilley, chairman of the Federation
of NHS Trusts resources committee, as a way to make operations safer, hold
surgeons more accountable for their performance and provide documentary
evidence if patients sue’. What is interesting is the language Lilley uses in
order to justify his proposal. He says: ‘Closed-circuit TV has made the world
safer for pedestrians, passengers and shoppers, but not NHS patients’ (ibid.).
Notice the assumptions behind the analogies used: operating on a patient is
like an individual crossing the street, taking the bus, or doing his/her shop-
ping. What is missing from this account, however, is an understanding of
medical practice as a complex social practice that cannot be recorded in the
same way that the act of, say, a passenger validating his/her ticket can.
A surgeon draws on a set of skills that are collectively sustained and applied;
he/she takes part in a form of life that cannot be fully accounted for through
an externalist perspective (Taylor 1993: 45-59). A camera records only what
can be articulated, not what is tacit; it conveys only what can be seen, not what
is taken for granted. A camera installed in an operating theatre does indeed
inform an observer about some of what is visibly going on in there, but at
the expense of trust, which is a sine qua non condition for an expert practice to
be effective.

Indeed, as was reported in the same article in Sunday Times (19 March 1995),
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some doctors fear that faith in their work would be undermined if people discov-
ered operating theatres were in reality relaxed places, often full of laughter and
joking—some of it at the expense of the patient—and that intricate life-threatening
surgery is being performed to the accompaniment of heavy rock music or streams
of oaths at every unexpected gush of blood.

In other words, by being part of a form of life, a surgeon engages in practices
that may not make much sense from the perspective of an observer, but
they may be perfectly reasonable from the perspective of the practitioner.
The patient sees the surgeon as primarily an expert, being normally ignorant
of the context within which the surgeon’s expertise is applied. The patient’s
trust in the surgeon’s expertise is maintained, at least to some extent, in so far
as several aspects of that context remain opaque to the patient. The practice of
the surgeon listening to music while operating may be associated with care-
lessness by the patient, but it may be rather helpful for a surgeon spending
eight or more hours per day in the operating theatre. The perspective of
the patient (the observer) is different from that of the surgeon (the partici-
pant), and the two can be reconciled only when there is trust between them,
which, alas, is undermined by the monitoring of the surgeon by cameras
(O'Neil, 2002).

More Social Engineering, More Problems

A fundamental assumption upon which the conduit metaphor of communi-
cation and knowledge rests is that information is merely the mirror in which
the world is reflected; or, as some philosophers put it, that language merely
represents an objectively given state of affairs (MacIntyre 1985; Rorty 1991;
Taylor 1985). The representational view of language is one of the pillars upon
which the current notion of the information society is based (Tsoukas 1998).
The idea is that since information reflects what is going on ‘out there’ in the
world, if policy makers are to actively shape the world according to their
desires and beliefs, they need to be collecting relevant information on an
ongoing basis. The more (refined) information policy makers collect and the
faster they collect it, the more informed decisions they will be able to take and,
thus, the more effective the management of social problems will be—or so the
argument goes. As mentioned earlier, this is the social-engineering model of
policy-making and management (Tsoukas 1994).

While the representational model of language has its attractions, it is flawed
in one crucial respect. The language we use to refer to the world does
not merely represent it, but also helps constitute it (Gergen and Thatchnen-
kery, 1996; Tsoukas 1998). I alluded to this earlier when I remarked that
information is produced by someone for a purpose and, in so far as this is the
case, the information chosen to describe a state of affairs is bound to reflect
the purpose, values, and priorities of its creator. Put simply: Tell me what
questions you have asked, to tell you what information you have gathered.
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As Wheatley (1994: 108-9) elegantly remarks, ‘we do not exist at the whim
of random information; that is not the fearsome prospect which greets us
in conscious organizations. Our own consciousness plays a crucial role.
We, alone and in groups, serve as gatekeepers, deciding which fluctu-
ations to pay attention to, which to suppress.”® In other words, far from
information representing a pure world ‘out there’, it is already implicated in
its constitution.

What, however, is not often appreciated is the paradoxical implications of
the social-engineering model of policy-making: instead of more information
enabling policy makers to manage a social system more effectively, the reverse
may occur. For example, the constant canvassing of public opinion may lead
(particularly on occasions in which strong sentiments are held) to the impul-
sive passing of ill-thought-out legislation, as well as to factionalism. Also, the
temptation of social engineering may lead to oscillatory management. In
short, to put it somewhat crudely, the more information we have, the more
ineffective we may become in managing important social problems. Let me try
below to illustrate this claim with two examples, one drawn from the USA, the
other from the UK.

(1) In an illuminating article in Time, Wright (1995) argued that in a ‘hyper-
democracy’—the political system in which information about the mood of
public opinion is constantly sought and fed back to policy makers—as
many (or even more) problems are spawned as are solved. As Wright
shows, the passing of the ‘three strikes and you're out’ law is a good
example of how a poorly conceived law, widely criticized by both sides of
the political spectrum, was hastily enacted after a hideous crime took place
in California. That criminal incident was widely reported in the media, and
extensive public reactions to it were swiftly organized mostly via phone-in
radio talk shows.

If the impulsive passing of dubious laws is a relatively limited side effect
of the pervasive use of ICTs, the weakening of the notion of ‘public interest’
is a more subtle and, potentially, more pernicious problem. The information
society makes instant communication widely available, thus allowing ever
increasing numbers of people to organize themselves, overcoming the con-
straints of space and time. The phenomenal growth of organizations lobbying
policy makers in order to secure benefits for their members owes a lot to the
development of ICTs. Whether in the form of subsidies for farmers, tax breaks
for shopkeepers, or new taxes for the environment, the American government
(which means the American public) is asked to pay more for the benefit of the
few. Thus, as Wright (ibid. 41) illustrates,

when in February 1993 President Clinton proposed an energy tax that was
hailed by economists and environmentalists, something called the Energy
Tax Policy Alliance paid for a fatal multimedia campaign. When he suggested
in the same budget plan cutting the business-lunch deduction from 80% to
50%, it was the National Restaurant Association that stirred to action, sending
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local TV stations satellite feeds of busboys and waitresses fretting about their
imperiled jobs.

The paradox is that information, rationally processed, leads to the hijacking
of public interest by special interests. Notice that this is a perfectly rational
way of thinking: it is in the interest of a particular group to try to spread the
cost of its demands across all taxpayers, while capturing all the benefits. This
is a classic case of the Prisoner’s Dilemma (see Hargreaves Heap et al. 1992:
244): ‘though every group might prosper in the long run if all groups
surrendered just enough to balance the budget, it makes no sense for any
of them to surrender unilaterally’ (Wright 1995: 41). Instantly available infor-
mation facilitates factional political mobilization and obscures the public
good which, as a regulative principle, underlies the governance of a liberal
democratic society. Instead of abundant information helping to sustain the
idea of the ‘public interest’, it often helps dissolve it into a sea of private
interests.

Another side effect of hyperdemocracy is that it turns leaders into followers:
find out what the population thinks and play to that tune. As Wright (ibid.
42) pithily notes, ‘politics is pandering in a hyperdemocracy; to lead is to
follow’. Of course, the electorate knows this, and this is one reason it thinks
politicians are spineless and have no convictions. Hence another paradox:
‘the voters demand slavish obedience, but the more they receive it, the
less they respect it’ (ibid. 42). By merely following public opinion, leaders
may be missing opportunities to shape and educate it—the leader ceases to
be a role model and a pedagogue, a special person for the followers to look up
to, thus becoming the impoverished figure of a mere administrator. Paradox-
ically, although in the Babylonian confusion of the information society
the population expects leadership, in a hyperdemocracy it receives, instead,
followship.

(2) Since 1993 each local authority in England and Wales has had to publish
in the local press 152 performance indicators covering a variety of issues of
local concern, from how accessible public buildings are to people in wheel-
chairs to the number of potholes in their area. The Audit Commission collates
the information nationally and produces a national league table. Allowing
citizens to compare the indicators over time and across the country, the
objective of this exercise is to make councils’ performance transparent and,
thus, offer them an incentive to improve their services. The idea is that an
informed electorate would be able to use their votes to reprimand underper-
forming councils (see The Economist, 19 September 1992).

What, however, is underestimated in exercises of this kind is the constitutive
(as opposed to merely representational) character of language (and thus of
information). Indicators are supposed to represent a true and objective reality
(i.e. councils’ performance). But what is often ignored is that the very same
reality is crucially shaped by the indicators. The reason is simple. Councils are
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bound to want to look good in the league table, for numbers matter a lot in
politics. Wanting to look good in the league table, councils may thus choose to
abandon sensible policies if they think that they do not give councils a high
enough profile, opting instead for policies that will enhance a council’s stand-
ing in the league table.

Although I am not aware of empirical research on the extent to and the ways
in which league tables have influenced the behaviour of councils in the UK,
there has been rigorous empirical research with regard to the impact of health-
care report cards on resources use and health outcomes in the USA. Health-care
report cards publicly provide information about the performance of hospitals,
physicians, and patient health outcomes. The idea is that in a health-care
market the public disclosure of information on health outcomes relating to
physicians and hospitals would enable patients to make better-informed hos-
pital choices and to give medical-care providers the incentive to make appro-
priate investments in delivering better care.

Using national data on Medicare patients at risk for cardiac surgery, Dranove
etal. (2002) found that the introduction of cardiac-surgery report cards in New
York and Pennsylvania led to increased sorting of patients to providers and
increased selection of patients by providers. Specifically, report cards led to an
improved matching of patients with hospitals—the proportion of iller cardiac
patients who were treated at teaching hospitals, arguably better equipped to
handle such complex cases, increased. At the same time, however, report cards
led medical-care providers to shift surgical treatment for cardiac illness toward
healthier patients.

The net effect of the disclosure of information through cardiac-surgery
report cards was that the latter led to higher levels of Medicare hospital
expenditures and worse health outcomes, especially for iller patients. The
benefit of increased sorting of patients to providers on the basis of the severity
of their illness was offset by providers engaging in increased selection. As the
authors remark, ‘mandatory reporting mechanisms inevitably give providers
the incentive to decline to treat more difficult and complicated cases’ (ibid.
17). Moreover, distinguishing between, on the one hand, the medical problem
of caring for ill cardiac patients on the basis of the complex knowledge
possessed by medical practitioners, and, on the other, the managerial problem
of scoring high on report cards on the basis of the less complex knowledge
possessed by the developers of report cards, Dranove et al. (ibid. 2) remark as
follows:

It is essential for the analysts who create report cards to adjust health outcomes for
differences in patient characteristics (‘risk adjustment’), for otherwise providers
who treat the most serious cases necessarily appear to have low quality. But
analysts can only adjust for characteristics that they can observe. Unfortunately,
because of the complexity of patient care, providers are likely to have better
information on patients’ conditions than even the most clinically detailed
database. For this reason, providers may be able to improve their ranking by
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selecting patients on the basis of characteristics that are unobservable to the
analysts but predictive of good outcomes.

In other words, the public disclosure of information per se does not necessarily
lead to better outcomes. The abundance of information risks converting real
complex problems (namely problems about, say, improving health care or
teaching, or treating homelessness, all of which involve the effective organ-
ization of collective practices) into informational-cum-managerial ones that
encourage ‘gaming’ behaviour.

To see why this may happen, let us return to the earlier example of the
performance indicators used in local authorities. Imagine the case of a council
in which elderly residents would rather have a deep freeze and a microwave
than have their food delivered to them daily by home helps. As Margaret
Hodge, at that time Vice-Chairman of the Association of Metropolitan Au-
thorities noted, ‘If the authority responds to what people want and cuts down
on home helps it will look terrible in the league table, which merely asks how
many home helps there are per thousand of population. It could be tempted to
abandon its policy and hire more home helps simply for the sake of appear-
ances’ (Independent, 11 September 1992).

The paradox here is that a system invented to make councils more respons-
ive to their citizens may actually achieve the reverse. The more elderly resi-
dents demand a bespoke solution to their demands for daily food, the more a
council is likely to respond by using home helps (that is, by not meeting their
demands). In other words, if the elderly residents’ demands are met, then they
are not ‘met’; if they are ‘met’, then they are not met—the paradox turns into
an oscillation.

This paradox is created because of a confusion of logical levels (Watzlawick
et al. 1974: 62-73). One logical level is that of the elderly residents’ real
demands (that is, what they want: a deep-freeze and a microwave). A logically
higher level is that of elderly residents’ demands as these are represented by (or
reduced to) a standardized indicator: home helps per thousand of population.
Collapsing one level into the other, that is to say by conflating meeting elderly
residents’ demands with ‘meeting’ their demands as the league table prescribes
(which is what the social-engineering model of policy-making does), creates
paradoxes and makes the management of a system oscillatory (Bateson 1979:
61-3; Tsoukas 1994: 7).

A system that is in oscillation cannot be managed effectively, it is never quite
right: it tends to sway between extreme positions. What is even more import-
ant is that such a social system leads eventually to the management of prob-
lematic ‘solutions’ (i.e. managing league tables, namely ‘gaming’) instead of
the management of the original problems that the system was set up to deal
with in the first place (i.e. managing the problem of helping elderly residents).
Pushing the logic of social engineering to the extreme, management becomes
tantamount to keeping up appearances and fighting shadows: managing via
league tables leads to managing the league tables themselves!
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Discussion and Conclusions

Where is the life we have lost in living?
Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?

(T. S. Eliot)

The phenomenal development of information and communication technolo-
gies in late modernity has brought about a type of society that is fundamen-
tally dependent on knowledge for its functioning. Knowledge now is, as
Giddens (1991: 20) has noted, ‘not incidental to modern institutions, but
constitutive of them’. Nowhere is the knowledge-dependent character of late
modernity more dramatically manifested than in the new types of risks soci-
eties now face. Whereas at earlier times of human history the risks human
societies confronted came primarily from nature, today they are mostly de-
rived from the all-pervasive scope of technical systems; that is, from abstract
knowledge and its material embodiments (Beck 1992).

The knowledge that late modern societies so much depend on is different
from the kind of knowledge pre-modern societies made use of. A modern
individual understands knowledge rather differently from how a classical
Greek or a medieval European craftsman did. Philosophers such as Feyerabend
(1999), Maclntyre (1985), and Toulmin (1990), among others, have described
how the meaning of knowledge has radically changed in the last three
centuries. Until the Middle Ages, knowledge was conceived of in essentially
classical Greek (particularly Aristotelian) terms: knowledge was primarily
self-knowledge and the search for the virtuous life; it did not so much
imply the exercise of the individual cognitive faculty as the ability to partici-
pate effectively in a larger collective; it was context-dependent and infused
with values. By contrast, with the mechanization and secularization of the
world during the modern age, knowledge acquired a strongly utilitarian
meaning. It gradually became identified with abstraction and the ability
to obtain results; it no longer incorporated ultimate values but acquired
descriptive neutrality.

Whereas in Aristotelian thinking individuals and objects were defined in
terms of characteristic purposes, or roles they were expected to fulfil, in
modern thinking they are described in abstract terms, dissociated from any
evaluative criteria. Modern thinking has split apart evaluative and factual
statements, which for the pre-moderns formed a unity (MacIntyre 1985; Tsou-
kas and Cummings 1997). For example, in Aristotelian thinking the concept of
a ‘knife’ cannot be defined independently of the concept of a good knife.
Because we know that a knife is a tool for cutting things (that is to say, we
know what it is for) we can draw the conclusion that a sharp knife is a good
knife. A factual statement (‘sharp knife’) is also an evaluative statement (‘a
good knife’).
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Similarly, from such factual statements as ‘He has more customers than
any other carpenter in town’, and ‘He repeatedly wins prizes for his artefacts’,
we can draw the evaluative conclusion that ‘He is a good carpenter’. We
can do this because to think of people as carpenters (or teachers, farmers,
managers, and so on) is to think of them as having certain purposes by
virtue of their roles (MacIntyre 1985). In such a mode of thinking, individuals
and objects are not defined merely ‘factually’ (that is, as abstract entities),
but socially—as being embedded in particular social practices and contexts—
and this is what enables evaluative and factual statements to merge. From
the Greek classical period until the late Middle Ages knowledge was seen,
in what is now the western world anyway, not as the exercise of an indi-
vidual cognitive ability (i.e. information processing) but as a category of
being.

Drucker (1993) has remarked that one of the key events that reflected the
changing meaning of knowledge in the eighteenth century was the publica-
tion of the Encyclopédie in France (edited by Diderot and d’Alembert between
1751 and 1772). For the first time knowledge ceased to reside in the heads of
certain authoritative individuals. It was extracted from social practices and
contexts, taking instead the form of a manual, which contained generic state-
ments—information—describing how the world works. In Drucker’s words,
‘[the Encyclopédie] converted experience into knowledge, apprenticeship into
textbook, secrecy into methodology, doing into applied knowledge’ (ibid. 26).
On the basis of such abstract, objective, codified, results-oriented, publicly
available knowledge, modern individuals would be able to control their des-
tiny in a way that was never possible before. More than anything else, know-
ledge was power to change the world.

This conception of knowledge is reflected in the current use of the term
‘information’. In late modern societies ‘information’ denotes a set of abstract,
value-free, decontextualized items, subject to human manipulation, allegedly
representing the world as it is. As Drucker (ibid. 42) put it, ‘the knowledge we
now consider knowledge proves itself in action. What we now mean by know-
ledge is information effective in action, information focused on results’. When
terms like ‘knowledge society’ or ‘information society’ are used, it is this
conception of knowledge they normally presuppose.

Since the Enlightenment, knowledge has been viewed through the meta-
phor of light. More knowledge has been taken to mean a stronger human
ability to see and thus an enhanced capability for action or, to be precise, for
control. This assumption underlies the functioning of the information society,
although for the first time we have now begun to recognize its limits. The
abundance of information in conditions of late modernity as well as the
amazing ease with which information is now collected, processed, stored,
retrieved, and communicated across the globe make the information society
full of temptations. It tempts us into thinking that knowledge-as-information
is objective and exists independently of human beings; that everything can be
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reduced to information; and that the information available can assist in the
rational management of social problems.

That more knowledge could cause problems, that light might prove another
tyranny, that knowledge might bring suffering, were not thoughts the philo-
sophers of the Enlightenment were prepared to entertain. Perhaps we needed
the mixed experience of the twentieth century to realize how paradoxical
knowledge is (particularly abstract, decontextualized knowledge), although
throughout human history, from the Presocratics, through the Bible, to the
Romantics, there had been warnings. The information society, being the
apotheosis of the modern trend towards publicly and abundantly available
information, is riddled with paradoxes that make it look like Tantalus striving
to reach, but always failing to grasp, the fruit tree.

The information society delivers more information but, ironically, under-
mines the human capacity for understanding. The self-referential world of
information combined with the ocean of instantly available, evanescent im-
ages and information items weaken the human ability to form a coherent
understanding of the issues at hand. More subtly, the information society,
through making information about complex social practices potentially avail-
able to all, tends to erode the trust that underlies the increasingly more
sophisticated systems of expertise upon which the information society de-
pends for its effective functioning. Enhancing the speed and increasing the
amount of feedback between policy makers and the results of their actions,
instead of improving the quality of decisions and making the management of
social problems more effective, may lead to the opposite results.*

The reflexivity of modernity, that is the ‘susceptibility of most respects of
social activity, and material relations with nature, to chronic revision in the
light of new information or knowledge’ (Giddens 1991: 20), infuses the infor-
mation society with unprecedented dynamism and endemic change. Al-
though the philosophers of the Enlightenment and the progenitors of
modern science hoped that reason would provide securely founded know-
ledge, the reflexivity of modernity has confounded such hopes: more infor-
mation has led to more doubt, enhanced uncertainty, higher unpredictability
(Giddens 1990: 139; 1991: 21; Stehr 1994: 222-60). ‘The integral relation
between modernity and radical doubt’, notes Giddens (1991: 21), ‘is an issue
which, once exposed to view, is not only disturbing to philosophers but is
existentially troubling for ordinary individuals’.

The dissolution of perspective in the information society brings about not
just doubt but also disorientation (Vattimo 1992: 8). In such a society individ-
uals need constantly to make choices about the most fundamental aspects of
their lives—to reflexively (re)construct themselves on an ongoing basis. In a
society of mediated experience, as the information society is, the world be-
comes a fable; image and reality are difficult to disentangle and, thus, social
problems become more difficult to tackle rationally. The weakening of the
notion of the public interest, fuelled by the easy political mobilization the
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information society facilitates, exacerbates the problems of societal govern-
ability.

In conclusion, it needs to be said that what I have argued in this chapter
has not been intended to convey a feeling of pessimism about the prospects
of the information society—‘optimism’ and ‘pessimism’ are too simplistic
categories that hinder reflective action. It has rather been an attempt to
take a critical view of the naive and, at times, soteriological optimism
often associated with the increasingly pervasive use of information in late
modernity.> Knowledge is—it has always been—dangerous for those profess-
ing it. Prometheus was punished for stealing it from the gods; Adam and
Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden for eating from the tree of know-
ledge. The unlimited euphoria surrounding the current hype about the infor-
mation society tends to obscure the paradoxes that are inherent in human
knowledge. Being aware of those paradoxes may refine our ability to reflect
on them and—who knows?—may enable us to find more sophisticated ways
of coping with them. Perhaps the greatest insight to derive from such an
awareness would be the realization that light and darkness are two sides of
the same coin; that, in the words of Ecclesiastes, ‘in much wisdom is much
vexation’; that knowledge and hubris are—always have been—intimately
linked.

Notes

1. Throughout this paper I have adopted an interpretive sociological approach
to ‘information’: the latter is thought to derive its meaning from the way it
tends to be used within a specific form of life. Thus, in late modern societies
information tends to be a commodity, that is a set of objectified, abstract,
decontextualized representations, and it is in this sense I will be using the
term here. (See Stehr (1994), Webster (1995), Giddens (1991), Kallinikos
(1996).) I am not trying in this chapter to suggest new ways of conceptualizing
‘information’. For such attempts see Bateson (1979), Mingers (1995), Simms
(1996), and Brier (1992).

2. Within the last two decades the global network of computers, telephones,
and televisions has increased its information-carrying capacity over one
million times. Computer power doubles every eighteen years (see The Economist,
‘A survey of the World Economy’, 28 September 1996, 4-5). Every year
since 1988 the Internet has doubled in size. In the late 1990s, it had over fifty
million users worldwide. Since the Web was created it has grown nearly twenty
times. As The Economist remarks, ‘no communications medium or consumer
electronics technology has ever grown as quickly; not the fax machine, not
even the PC. At this rate within two years the citizens of cyberspace will
number all but the largest nations’ (The Economist, ‘A survey of the Internet’,
1 July 1995, 3).

3. Atanother point Wheatley draws on quantum physics to support her construct-
ivist argument concerning information. She says: ‘Think of organizational
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data for a metaphoric moment as a wave function, moving through
space, developing more and more potential explanations. If this wave of poten-
tialities meets up with only one observer, it will collapse, into one interpret-
ation, responding to the expectations of that particular observer’ (Wheatley
1994: 63-4)

4. As Wright aptly notes: ‘if there are “arrangements’” that would indeed bring
stability to a cyberdemocratic society, they might be found by first dispelling all
residues of election-year rhetoric and acknowledging that Washington, far from
being out of touch, is too plugged in, and that if history is any guide, the
problem will only grow as technology advances. The challenge, thus conceived,
is to buffer the legislature from the pressure of feedback’.

5. An example of such naive optimism is the adoption by Wired of the seminal
Enlightenment thinker Thomas Paine as the patron saint of the information
revolution. The new media have only benefits to bring about, according to
J. Katz (‘The Age of Paine’, Wired, April 1995, 64-9): they ‘advance human
rights, spread democracy, ease suffering, pester government’. Echoing Paine,
Katz argues that through the new media human beings have it in their power
to begin the world all over again.
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TWO

David and Goliath in the
Risk Society: Making Sense
of the Conflict between
Shell and Greenpeace
in the North Sea

Lilliputian organizations cannot compel immoral rulers to apologize
on their knees, as Henry II had to do; but they do subject rulers who
refuse to mend their ways to damaging embarrassment in the eyes of
the world. [...] [In late modernity] the name of the game will be
influence, not force; and, in playing on that field, the Lilliputians hold
certain advantages

(Stephen Toulmin 1990: 198, 208)

IN June 1995 Shell and Greenpeace locked horns in the North Sea, over the
offshore disposal of Brent Spar, a defunct oil platform which had been
decommissioned after nearly twenty years of service. The Brent Spar contro-
versy, which originally started as a local incident involving Greenpeace, Shell
UK, and the British government, escalated rapidly and, mainly through in-
tense media-generated publicity, quickly assumed wider significance, involv-
ing European governments and consumer boycotts in several Western
European countries. In the end, Shell was forced to reverse its decision.

The purpose of this chapter is to understand how the victory of a small
organization such as Greenpeace over a large organization such as Shell was
made possible. To do this we need to reconceptualize both the environment in
which organizations operate and the texture of organizational action in late

An earlier version of this chapter was first published in Organization, 6(3) (1999),
499-528. Reprinted by permission of Sage, Copyright (1999).



40 A Knowledge-based View of Organizations

modernity. Indeed, the Brent Spar controversy raises certain issues which have
not been adequately tackled in organization studies. For example, it has often
been suggested that organizations in late modernity are increasingly depen-
dent on knowledge (Drucker 1991; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Quinn 1992)
for their functioning, and the indicator of how knowledge-intensive a firm is
normally taken to be the share of R&D expenditure in the unit cost of its
products. However, it has rarely been asked, if at all, what happens when
organizations do not just compete in a market of knowledge-intensive products
but put forward competing knowledge claims in the public arena, as is the case
with environmental disputes.

Similarly, while institutional analyses of organizational environments have
been particularly illuminating in underscoring the significance of institution-
alized values and beliefs underlying the social context in which firms operate
(Powell and DiMaggio 1991; Scott 1995), they have tended to leave out the
very texture of organizational environments. Rarely, for example, has it been
pointed out that, in late modernity, the organizational environment increas-
ingly consists of signs, namely mediated images, symbols, and knowledge
claims. A company like Shell, for example, does not deal only in resources
(economic and institutional), but also in risks: its productive activities gener-
ate environmental hazards the impact of which comes under focus and debate.
Moreover, in a semiotic environment organizational action tends to be reflex-
ively shaped: organizations act in the knowledge that they are under public
scrutiny.

The thesis put forward here argues that in late modernity risk production
increasingly becomes at least as important as wealth production. In late mod-
ern societies symbolic power assumes great significance which, in certain
circumstances, may turn out to be even more significant than economic
power; social reflexivity is an increasingly integral part of societal functioning;
and the role of mediated communication occupies a central place. In a largely
de-materialized environment the traditional competitive advantage afforded
by superior size, industry positioning, and resources does not have the same
value as before: power differentials in terms of economic capital may not be
always translatable into successful strategies. In a society in which risk pro-
duction is so central as to feature prominently in social debate and policy-
making, business organizations not only compete in the market place but
(increasingly so) in a discursive space in which winning the argument is just
as important. These claims will be illustrated with reference to the Brent Spar
controversy.

My analysis in this chapter draws heavily on the recent work of Giddens
(1990, 1991, 1994) and Beck (1992, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997), as well as on the
work of sociologists such as Friedland and Boden (1994), Lash and Urry (1994),
and Thompson (19935), who, broadly, share Giddens’s and Beck’s neo-modern-
ist perspective. The chapter is organized as follows. In the next section a
conceptual framework concerning organizations and their environments in
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late modernity is set out. This is followed by a discussion of the events that
took place in the Brent Spar controversy. And, finally, the conflict between
Shell and Greenpeace is analysed in terms of the concepts set out in the
proposed conceptual framework.

Organizing in Late Modernity:
A Conceptual Framework

Action at a Distance

The abstraction of time and space.  1dentifying the distinguishing features
of modernity has always been a major sociological concern. From Durkheim
and Simmel to Giddens and Beck, an important recognition stands out in
sociological analyses: modernization is thought to be a process of disembed-
ding—of emptying out of social systems. To put it differently, modernization is
a process of abstraction. To appreciate this, perhaps it is best if one starts the
other way around: in traditional societies to be is to be embedded in a concrete
spatio-temporal context, defined by the presence of others; human interaction
is limited by conditions of co-presence. People communicate when they are
physically together. Time and space are intimately linked through place:
‘when’ is connected with ‘where’, or with natural or religious occurrences.
The emptying out (abstraction) of time took a decisive boost with the inven-
tion of the mechanical clock and, later, with the standardization of calendars
(Kallinikos 1996: ch. 1). It was now possible for time to be treated as a uniform,
quantifiable, abstract category. The process of the emptying out of time has
reached an extreme point today with the creation of a ‘global present’ (Adam
1996: 86-9; Friedland and Boden 1994: 15): economic activities are carried out
around the globe, around the clock (Cairncross 1997; Sproull and Kiesler
1991).

The lifting out of time from local contexts of interaction has enabled the
emptying of place and, thus, made possible action at a distance (Cooper 1992;
Kallinikos 1996: 34-42). Whereas in traditional societies place is identical with
space, in modernity this is no longer the case. It is not difficult to see why. In
pre-modern societies social interaction occurs in physical settings which are
situated geographically—space is place. When, however, social interaction no
longer presupposes a single, geographically situated setting, as is the case for
example in a telephone conversation or in communication through the Inter-
net, then space becomes separated from place. Since we can now interact
without being physically co-present, our interaction occurs in abstract space,
not in a locally situated place.

What is the significance of the abstraction of time and space? Abstract time
and abstract space can be separated and recombined at will. Organizations,
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being the carriers of modernity par excellence, both exemplify and contribute
to the disembedding of social systems: social relations are lifted out from their
local contexts of interaction and are recombined across indefinite spans of
time-space (Giddens 1990: 21; 1991: 18; 1994: 4). It is the ability for systematic
coordination of ‘absent’ others and, therefore, for action at a distance, that is
the most enduring feature of modern organizations. The dialectic of presence
and absence becomes the central principle of modern organization—human
interaction is no longer limited by the context of co-presence (Tsoukas 2001).

The phenomenon whereby abstract time and abstract space are recombined
so as to connect presence and absence is called by Giddens (1990: 14) ‘time-
space distanciation’ (see also Friedland and Boden 1994: 15; Thompson 1995:
32). Through the latter, social systems can extend their activities beyond the
here and now. One is not hard pressed for examples in the late modern world.
From the systematic use of automatic teller machines (ATMs), through tele-
banking, to electronic commerce, we are witnessing the gradual substitution
of cyber-economy for conventional economic exchange (Cairncross 1997;
Lash and Urry 1994). Late modernity makes the possibilities latent in modern
institutions a fully-fledged reality.

Disembedding mechanisms. Giddens (1990: 21-9; 1991:18) distinguishes
two types of disembedding mechanisms: ‘symbolic tokens’ and ‘expert sys-
tems’, both of which make the recombination of abstract time and abstract
space possible. Symbolic tokens are standardized media of exchange, such as, for
example, money, which are interchangeable across different contexts. A mon-
etary economy is a prime example of time-space distanciation: economic
transactions between individuals who never physically meet each other are
rendered possible. Expert systems are impersonal systems of knowledge and
expertise whose validity is independent of those drawing on them. In modern
societies such systems are ubiquitous and are exemplified by the work of
scientists, engineers, physicians, accountants, lawyers, and therapists, or,
more generally, what Reich (1991: 177-80) calls ‘symbolic analysts’ (see also
Drucker 1991).

In what way are expert systems disembedding mechanisms? ‘An
expert system’, says Giddens (1990: 28), ‘disembeds in the same way
as symbolic tokens, by providing ‘“‘guarantees’” of expectations across distan-
ciated time-space. This “stretching” of social systems is achieved via the im-
personal nature of tests applied to evaluate technical knowledge and by public
critique (upon which the production of technical knowledge is based), used to
control its form’. Drawing on expert systems implies an attitude of trust in the
expectations provided by them: a belief that such systems do work as they are
supposed to. Trust in expert systems is related to absence in time and space as
well as to ignorance. I have no idea how my computer functions, but I do rely
upon those who have made it, who are physically absent from me, to guaran-
tee that it does function as it is meant to.
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The Economy of Signs (Especially Risks)

In late modernity it is not only time and space that have been emptied out;
the objects produced and exchanged are being increasingly emptied of
material content. As Lash and Urry (1994: 15) remark, ‘what is increasingly
being produced are not material objects, but signs’ (see also Stehr 1994:
121-59). The semiotization of late modern economies has not only to do
with their gradual transformation into service economies (Makridakis 1995;
Stehr 1994), or with the growing ‘technization’ of work (Barley 1996), but also
with ‘the increasing component of sign value or image in material objects’
(Lash and Urry 1994: 15). For Lash and Urry this process is manifested in
the growing importance of design and of R&D for the value of goods, to the
effect that the labour process has lost the centrality it once had in the value-
added chain.

A particular type of signs that are systematically produced in late modern
societies are risks. The sign value of risks is not, of course, aesthetic (as is the
case with various goods and services) but informational (ibid. 15). Why are
risks thought to be signs? Because, as will be shown below, modern risks
become perceptible largely through evidence supplied by scientific models.
Thus, a distinguishing feature of modern risks (as opposed to traditional ones)
is that they exist only in so far as they can be pointed out in scientific
theorizing and experimentation (Gephart 1996: 212-16).

Risks-as-signs are far from being marginal or mere side effects in late modern
societies. For some analysts, like Beck (1992: 19), risks now define so heavily
the nature of late modernity that he attributes ‘the logic of risk distribution’ to
late modernity, in contrast to ‘the logic of wealth distribution’ which charac-
terized industrial society (Shrivastava 1995: 119-21). In industrial society the
logic of wealth production dominated the logic of risk production, according
to Beck. Partly because risks then were less hazardous and less global than
today, as well as because it was easier for risks to be rationalized and be seen as
mere externalities or unintended consequences to be corrected through the
further development of technology, they were not taken seriously; producti-
vism ruled. In late modernity the relationship is reversed: the systematic
production and the potentially catastrophic effects of various contemporary
risks mean that the latter are no longer thought to be mere externalities, but an
extremely important issue around which politics, policy-making, and social
debate are increasingly organized (Beck et al., 1994: vii; Shrivastava 1995: 119-
21). It is the centrality of risk production in late modern societies that Beck
(1992) wants to capture by calling them ‘risk societies’.

Are risks in late modernity really different from risks in other epochs? Are
risks not part and parcel of the human condition? While it is certainly true that
human beings have always been exposed to hazards and dangers of all kinds,
there are also some crucial discontinuities between pre-modern and modern
risks which need to be analysed.
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First, in pre-modern times risks were largely localized, not global as they are
today. The risks associated with, for example, Columbus’ trip to America were
exclusively born by Columbus and his crew. However, today, the effects of acid
rain, or the consequences of global warming, are borne by all, even by those
who have contributed very little to the genesis of acid rain or global warming
(Jamieson 1992).

Second, contemporary risks stem not so much from nature per se (although
extreme phenomena such as floods and earthquakes keep reminding us of the
fundamental human vulnerability to nature’s whims) but from human arte-
facts. As Giddens (1990: 60, 124-34) and Beck (1992: 22-3) point out, the great
risks facing late modernity are no longer natural but manufactured: they are the
results of human intervention in nature and society (Jamieson 1996; Freuden-
burg 1996). In Giddens’s words (1994: 4):

Life has always been a risky business. The intrusion of manufactured uncertainty
into our lives doesn’t mean that our existence, on an individual or collective level,
is more risky than it used to be. Rather, the sources, and the scope, of risk have
altered. Manufactured risk is a result of human intervention into the conditions of
social life and into nature [...] The advance of manufactured uncertainty is the
outcome of the long-term maturation of modern institutions.

Third, risks in the past were usually directly perceptible, whereas now, by and
large, they are not. The terrible pollution of the Thames in the early nine-
teenth century was there for all to see and smell; the contamination, however,
induced by radioactivity and toxic substances is not. As Beck (1992: 21)
comments, ‘hazards in those days assaulted the nose or the eyes and were
thus perceptible to the senses, while the risks of civilization today typically
escape perception and are localized in the sphere of physical and chemical formu-
las (e.g. toxins in foodstuffs or the nuclear threat)’. The knowledge-depend-
ence of modern risks is extremely important, for it means that such risks can
only be identified through causal interpretations by expert-systems specialists.
Since contemporary risks become perceptible through the sensory organs of
science, their nature as well as their effects are primarily mediated through
interpretation and argument (Gephart 1984, 1988). Thus, modern risks ‘can be
changed, magnified, or minimized within knowledge, and to that extent they
are particularly open to social definition and construction’ (Beck 1992: 23).

Several studies have shown that how risks are defined, measured, and as-
sessed depends on the values, interests, priorities, and epistemologies of those
who have been charged with the task of risk assessment (Wynne 1992, 1996),
in the context of broader organizational factors such as established cultures,
power games, and professional practices (Clarke 1993; Clarke and Short 1993;
Kasperson and Kasperson 1996; Perrow 1984; Turner 1976; Vaughan 1996).
Even apparently simple and technical matters, such as how to measure human
fatalities, have been shown to be complex and judgemental (Kunreuther and
Slovic 1996: 119-20).
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Fourth, the very notion of risk implies normative criteria, defining what is
and is not acceptable; a set of values in terms of which a particular activity is
considered risky. Rappaport (1996: 69) put it nicely, noting that ‘risk assess-
ment cannot be value free because values define what is at risk, and what is at
risk may be values themselves’. Similarly, Beck (1992: 28) asks: ‘Behind all the
objectifications, sooner or later the question of acceptance arises and with it
anew the old question: how do we wish to live? What is the human quality of
mankind, the natural quality of nature which is to be preserved?’ It is ques-
tions of this kind that lead Beck to think that although risk assessment cru-
cially depends on scientific knowledge, nevertheless, in so far as risks
presuppose values, the scientific monopoly on rationality cannot be sustained
(Hellstrom and Jacob 1996; Jamieson 1992; Martin 1996; Welsh 1996). The
interweaving of scientific and social rationalities is for several researchers a
welcome return of ethics inside one of the bastions of modernity—business
organizations.

Fifth, there is something unreal in modern risks. Although damage to the
environment is all around us, there is a sense in which the most harmful risks
are not-yet-events: counterfactuals which cannot be subjected to empirical
testing; possibilities which, should they ever happen, would have extremely
harmful consequences (Beck 1992: 33-4; Giddens 1990: 134). Thus, several
modern risks exist as apocalyptic scenarios which must forever remain fic-
tional, anticipations which ought to remain only in the sphere of possibility.

The strongly counterfactual nature of modern risks draws the future into the
present: human action is motivated not so much by the desire to effect
positive changes as by the urgency to prevent certain events from ever hap-
pening (Giddens 1994: 219-23). As Beck (1992: 34) remarks,

the center of risk consciousness lies not in the present, but in the future. In the risk
society, the past loses the power to determine the present. Its place is taken by the
future, thus, something non-existent, invented, fictive as the ‘cause’ of current
experience and action. We become active today in order to prevent, alleviate or
take precautions against the problems and crises of tomorrow and the day after
tomorrow—or not to do so.

Thus, scientific arguments concerning large-scale risks often cannot be
brought to a close, since conducting the necessary experiments or waiting to
collect the requisite data may be self-destructive. Disputes, therefore, over the
environmental impact of certain policies, say the dumping of radioactive
waste or the cultivation of genetically modified plants, tend to be open-
ended and difficult to settle conclusively. Ironically, instead of scientific know-
ledge creating more certainty, as was once triumphantly presumed, it gener-
ates ever more uncertainty (Giddens 1990: 36-45; 1994: 3-4).

If Beck’s and Giddens’s thesis about the centrality of risks in late modern
societies is accepted, it follows that organizations, which have been hitherto
thought of only in terms of wealth production, need to be reconceptualized.
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Thus, for example, a business organization like Shell should no longer be seen
as being engaged only in the production of wealth but, also, in the production
of signs, especially risks. (The fact that the production of risks is an unintended
activity does not diminish its importance in the least). A non-governmental
organization (NGO) like Greenpeace should be seen as being primarily en-
gaged in the production and diffusion of symbolic forms pertaining to the
environment (Eyerman and Jamison 1989). In the risk society the contest for
the definition of symbolic forms assumes great importance.

Symbolic power.  Drawing on Thompson’s typology of power (1995: 12-18),
business organizations can be seen in terms of both economic power and
symbolic power. As Thompson (ibid. 14) observes, economic power stems
from human productive activity involving the use of certain material resources
and their transformation into goods to be sold in a market. Economic power is
essentially the capacity to transform resources into products efficiently and
effectively, and sell them in a market.

Symbolic power ‘stems from the activity of producing, transmitting and
receiving meaningful symbolic forms’ (ibid. 16). The resources upon which
actors draw when they engage in symbolic activity are the following. First, the
technical means of transmission of symbolic forms. The role of media here
becomes crucial. Second, the cultural capital; that is, the skills and knowledge
forms employed in the process of symbolic exchange (Bourdieu 1991: 230).
And third, the symbolic capital; that is, the accumulated prestige and recog-
nition (legitimacy) that has been afforded to an actor (ibid. 72-6, 230). Sym-
bolic power is, as Thompson (1995: 17) remarks, ‘the capacity to intervene in
the course of events, to influence the actions of others and indeed to create
events, by means of the production and transmission of symbolic forms’ (see
also Bourdieu 1991: 163-70).

From the above it follows that business organizations are simultaneously
engaged in two ‘fields of interaction’ (ibid. 230-1): in the economic field and
in the symbolic field. And if it is accepted that, in late modernity, the produc-
tion of risks (as well as signs, more generally) increasingly becomes as import-
ant as the production of wealth, it seems that competition between
organizations should not be thought of in economic terms alone but, increas-
ingly, in symbolic terms. Indeed, as institutionalists have cogently shown, a
firm may seriously disadvantage itself if its symbolic capital is wasted—legit-
imacy matters (Elsbach 1994; Grolin 1997; Suchman 1995). In the increasingly
reflexive risk society the quest for legitimacy (i.e. the quest for the accumula-
tion of symbolic capital) becomes extremely important and, as a result, it is
possible for economically powerful organizations to become symbolically
weak, with potentially serious performance implications. This is what Toulmin
(1990: 208) means when he points out that, in late modernity, ‘the name of
the game will be influence, not force; and, in playing on that field, the Lillipu-
tians hold certain advantages’. The more the contest between organizations is
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carried out in the symbolic field of interaction, the less important conven-
tional competitive advantages, such as size, market share, industry position-
ing, etc., are, and the more important symbolic capital is.

Mediated Communication

It was mentioned earlier that a key feature of late modernity is the uncoupling
of time and space it effects and, thus, the distanciation of time and space
it entails. In this way, action at a distance is made possible. Nowhere is
this more clearly illustrated than in the case of telecommunication. Through
the latter, the uncoupling of time and space has led to what Thompson
(1995: 32) calls ‘despatialized simultaneity’—the experience of events occur-
ring at distant locales as simultaneous. Whereas in the past simultaneity
presupposed locality (that is, ‘the same time’ presupposed ‘the same place’),
with the uncoupling of time and space this is no longer necessary. As Thomp-
son (ibid. 32) remarks, ‘in contrast to the concreteness of the here and now,
there emerged a sense of “now” which was no longer bound to a particular
locale. Simultaneity was extended in space and became ultimately global in
scope’.

Telecommunication extends the traditional mode of interaction which was
confined to contexts of co-presence, to include new forms of mediated inter-
action, such as a telephone conversation, and mediated quasi-interaction, such as
the transmission of symbolic forms through the television (ibid. 82-118). The
distinguishing feature of both types of non-physical interaction is that they
enable the extended availability of symbolic forms in space-time. There is no
need to examine here in detail each type of interaction; it would be more
useful, for the purpose of this chapter, to focus our attention on mediated
quasi-interaction, especially television, since the latter has become the most
influential medium of communication in late modernity.

Television involves the separation of the context of production from the
contexts of reception. There is a multiplicity of contexts of reception, since
symbolic forms are produced for an indefinite range of recipients. Television is
monological in character: there is a one-way flow of messages from the pro-
ducer to the recipients. The separation of the context of production from the
contexts of reception, and the monological character of television mean that,
‘televisual quasi-interaction [...] is severed from the reflexive monitoring of
others’ responses which is a routine and constant feature of face-to-face inter-
action’ (ibid. 96). This is significant, for it gives rise to mediated indeterminacy,
since the recipients can interpret what they see in their own ways, and their
responsive actions can evolve in ways which cannot be predicted or controlled
(ibid. 29, 109).

Thompson (ibid. 100-18) distinguishes two types of action at a distance:
‘acting for distant others’ and ‘responsive action in distant contexts’.
‘Acting for distant others’ is a form of action in which the producer addresses
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recipients who are not physically present in the context of production (e.g. the
news broadcast). A particular kind of acting for distant others is the media
events which are exceptional occasions, planned in advance and broadcast
live. Examples range from a presidential oath, through the Olympic Games, to
Greenpeace happenings. Such events are ‘reflexively shaped by the orientation
towards an absent audience’ (ibid. 108-9)—participants know that their ac-
tions have wider significance and are managed accordingly.

‘Responsive action in distant contexts’ is a form of action by the recipients in
response to broadcast distant events. Although recipients cannot respond
directly to producers, they do respond indirectly; namely, as a contribution
to other interactions of which recipients are part (e.g. comments between
viewers on what they watch on the TV). Thompson (ibid. 110) calls this
process ‘discursive elaboration’, whereby media messages ‘are elaborated, re-
fined, criticized, praised and commented on by recipients who take the mes-
sages received as the subject matter of discussions with one another and with
others’ (see Fig. 2.1). Notice that discursive elaboration need not be limited to
primary recipients, that is to individuals who have watched a particular pro-
gramme, but may include others, secondary recipients, who assimilate parts of
the media message through face-to-face interactions with the primary recipi-
ents (ibid. 110).

It is also important to point out that in late modern societies, along with the
process of discursive elaboration, there is the process of ‘extended mediaza-
tion’ (ibid. 110): most of the media messages individuals receive refer to other
media messages and are incorporated into new media messages, in an ongoing
process of communication and debate. A dispute, for example, over an envir-

Mediated quasi- Discursive
interaction elaboration
) . Secondary
Production Reception reception
Extended
mediazation

Fig. 2.1: Action at a distance in mediated communication: televisual quasi-
interaction.
Source: Thompson (1995: 111)
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onmental issue normally involves references to scientific reports which are
summarized by the media; media reports then become an object of discussion
for media commentators, whose comments are further commented upon by
other commentators, and so on. It is the crucial role of media in the processes
of discursive elaboration and extended mediazation that has led certain re-
searchers to argue for the centrality of mass media in the social amplification
and attenuation of risks in late modern societies (Kasperson and Kasperson
1996).

The reception and discursive elaboration of media messages may lead re-
cipients to undertake responsive action to events relayed via the television, a
phenomenon which Thompson (1995: 112) calls ‘concerted forms of respon-
sive action’. The extent to which such action is explicitly coordinated may
vary. When it is coordinated within the contexts of reception, it becomes an
articulated form of collective action, seeking to influence a remote course of
events. It is mainly in this sense that the media in late modernity do not
merely report what is going on, but actively shape what is going on—media
presence is conducive to creating events which would not have taken place
otherwise. The opposition to the Vietnam War in the 1960s, the revolutions of
1989 in Eastern Europe, and the management of both the Gulf Wars by the
American military are clear examples of the reflexivity induced by television in
late modernity: actors undertake forms of action while watching the whole
world watching them (Friedland and Boden 1994: 19; Thompson 1995:
114-18).

Social Reflexivity

Knowledge and information are not only central to the constitution of late
modern societies, they are also deeply implicated in the endemic change and
instability that characterize modernity. Indeed, for analysts like Beck, (1992;
Beck et al., 1994), Giddens (1990: 36-43; 1991: 14-21; 1994: 78-97), and Lash
and Urry (1994) a distinguishing feature of late modernity is its thoroughgoing
reflexivity. ‘The reflexivity of modern social life’, notes Giddens (1990: 38),
‘consists in the fact that social practices are constantly examined and reformed
in the light of incoming information about those very practices, thus constitu-
tively altering their character’.

Of course, as Giddens (ibid. 36-7) is quick to point out, reflexivity is, in a
sense, an intrinsic feature of human action. The reflexive monitoring of action
is a necessary and ongoing process implicated in every act of human behav-
iour: human beings normally keep in touch with what they do and incorpor-
ate the results of their actions to modify their behaviour. However, it is only in
late modernity that the loop between thought and action extends so widely as
to cover all aspects of individual behaviour and institutional action. Examples
abound: from the decision to get married, through the choice of what food to
eat, to the social policies of nation states, actors’ behaviour is reflexively
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organized in the light of available pertinent information and knowledge. The
reflexive organization of social practices is particularly evident in the risk
society, since risk estimates and, thus, the necessary policies, are chronically
revisable in the light of new information about risks and, crucially, the change
of normative horizons and the emergence of new sets of values. The risk
society cannot help but be an intensely reflexive and, therefore, politicized
society (Beck 1994; Friedman 1996).

Giddens is so impressed with the reflexivity of modernity that he takes
reflexivity to be the distinguishing feature of modern organization. As
he remarks, ‘what distinguishes modern organisations is not so much their
size, or their bureaucratic character, as the concentrated reflexive monitoring
they both permit and entail’ (Giddens 1991: 16). Organizational reflexivity
is not confined to traditional business concerns, such as how to increase
productivity, competitiveness, and so on, but permeates several other aspects
of organizational life, hitherto unavailable to public debate. As The Economist
(24 June 1995, 15) notes in its leader, in the aftermath of Shell’s decision
to abandon the offshore dumping of the Brent Spar, ‘the universe of behaviour
to which standards of correctness are being applied is growing. The hiring,
firing, pay and promotion policies of a firm were once its own business.
Nowadays there is a trend [...] to treat such policies as a legitimate area of
public scrutiny’. In other words, in late modernity organizations are under
increasing pressure to explain their policies to the rest of society and, thus, to
revise more and more aspects of their activities in the light of both new
information and changing values (Friedman 1996; Pilisuk et al. 1996). Debate,
accountability, and reflexivity—in a word: politics—are key features of a social
order in which tradition has lost its taken-for-granted status.

Lash and Urry (1994: 60-110) take the theme of modern reflexivity further
by arguing for the ‘reflexive accumulation’ encountered in late modern econ-
omies. Knowledge and information, they suggest, are not only sought as a way
of tackling complex problems but, in so far as contemporary economies are
increasingly dematerialized, knowledge and information constitute, in large
part, the products in a reflexive economy. It is not only reflexive production
that is taking place in such an economy but also reflexive consumption. What
is actually going on, note Lash and Urry (ibid. 61), is a wider process of
‘detraditionalization’, whereby individuals are increasingly freed from tradi-
tional social structures, such as the family, corporations, and social classes,
and make their own choices and decisions (see also Beck 1992, 1994, 1996;
Beck et al. 1994; Giddens, 1990, 1991, 1994; Heelas et al. 1996). A similar thesis
is echoed in Beck’s argument (1992: 10, 14) concerning the reflexive modern-
ization involved in risk societies: having interrogated the principles of feudal
society, modernization now interrogates its own principles.

The dematerialization of economic activities needs to be seen in conjunc-
tion with detraditionalization, and the emergence of post-materialist values in
late modern societies (Beck 1992; Inglehart 1987; Stehr 1994: 242-3). High
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growth rates and rising incomes, the globalization of communication, and the
dramatic proliferation of risks have given rise to a post-materialist outlook in
which environmental concerns occupy a central place. Indeed, for certain
researchers environmentalism has become the new ideology in public dis-
course (Eder 1996; Jamison 1996). As Eder (1996: 204-5) argues, ‘the master-
frame constituting this new ideology is “‘ecology”’, and ‘‘ecological discourse”’
is becoming the common ground on which collective actors meet in today’s
public discourse and public place’. Moreover, the twentieth century has seen a
noticeable emergence of a global civil society through, mainly, the huge
increase, both in terms of numbers and influence, of international NGOs
(INGOs) (Mathews 1997: 52-4). In their study of INGOs between 1875 and
1973 Boli and Thomas (1997) have shown not only the increase in the number
of INGOS (for example, by 1947 over ninety INGOs per year were being
founded), but also their contribution towards building a set of cosmopolitan
values centred on universalism, individualism, progress, and world citizenship
(Beck 2000).

To sum up, the setting within which organizations in late modernity operate
is marked by four interconnected features (see Fig. 2.2). The first feature is
action at a distance (distanciation). Late modernity, through the abstraction of
time and space and their subsequent recombination, makes possible the
stretching of social activities beyond contexts of co-presence. Social systems
are, thus, disembedded, and a crucial disembedding mechanism is expert
systems.

Action at a distance
(Distanciation)

Economy of signs,
especially risks
(Dematerialization)

Social reflexivity
(Detraditionalization)

Mediated communication
(Instanciation)

Fig. 2.2: The texture of organizing in late modernity.
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The second feature is instantly mediated communication (instanciation).
Action at a distance is significantly enhanced through the uncoupling of time
and space effected by the media. In particular, mediated quasi-interaction
through the television extends the availability of symbolic forms across
space and time. It thus facilitates acting for distant others, mainly through
staging media events to be relayed to an indefinite range of recipients. More-
over, televisual interaction creates mediated indeterminacy in so far as the
separation of the context of production from the contexts of reception enables
recipients to put their own interpretations to, and discursively elaborate on,
what they see, and undertake concerted forms of responsive action.

The third feature is the production of risks, in the broader context of
the dematerialization of economic activities, whereby the economy of wealth
is increasingly transformed into an economy of signs. Modern risks tend to
be global; they are produced by human intervention in nature rather than
caused by nature itself; they are perceptible largely through scientific theoriz-
ing and, thus, are socially constructed as well as open-ended in terms of their
acknowledged consequences; they presuppose normative criteria of accept-
ance; and they are unreal and counterfactual. In the economy of signs the
superiority of economic power over symbolic power is weakened: organiza-
tions compete not only for economic resources but also for legitimacy and
public approval.

Finally, the fourth feature of late-modern organizational environments is
social reflexivity (detraditionalization). Organizational practices are endemic-
ally unstable in so far as they tend to be revised in the light of both new
information about those very practices, and the emergence of new values.
Traditional structures tend to lose their taken-for-granted status, resulting in
the reflexive organization of individual and organizational projects. Environ-
mental values possess a central place in the emerging set of post-materialist
values and, as the action of several INGOs demonstrates, are a key concern of a
gradually growing global civil society.

Below I will first describe the controversy between Shell and Greenpeace
over the offshore disposal of the Brent Spar, which I will later analyse in the
light of the concepts set out in this section.

The Brent Spar Controversy*

The Brent Spar oil-storage buoy had been in operation since 1976. Owned by
Shell Expro (a subsidiary of Shell UK, which is a member of the Royal Dutch/
Shell group, one of the largest oil companies in the world), Brent Spar was
designed to hold 300,000 barrels of oil. In September 1991 it was decommis-
sioned and, following the recommendation of a three-year scientific study
sponsored by Shell, and a subsequent permission by the UK government, it
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was decided that the buoy would be disposed of in the North Atlantic, at a
depth of 2,300 metres. The UK government had given Shell the licence for
deep-sea disposal as the ‘best practicable environmental option’ (BPEO). The
BPEO study was based on reports by consultants employed by Shell, and its
recommendation for deep-sea disposal was suggested ‘on the grounds of re-
duced technical risk; the reduced safety risk to the workforce; the insignificant
environmental impact; and the total cost’ (Shell UK 1994: 9). It was estimated
that the cost of offshore disposal would be £11.8 million against the £46
million cost of onshore disposal.

Given the cost difference between the two options, the fact that disposal
costs would be tax deductible in the UK, and that fifty other platforms were
waiting to be similarly disposed in the near future, the offshore disposal
appeared a more attractive, financially speaking, option to the UK govern-
ment, as evidenced in public statements by the then Energy Minister Tim
Eggar (Grolin 1997: 8). However, Shell’s decision was severely criticized by,
among others, the Scottish Association for Marine Science for containing
important errors. This criticism, along with a leaked report by a government
scientist in which he supported the case against shallow-water disposal, were
taken up by Greenpeace in its campaign to prevent the sinking of the Brent
Spar.

Brent Spar is a big cylindrical structure weighing 14,500 tonnes, made up of
7,700 tonnes of steel and 6,800 tonnes of haematite ballast embedded in
concrete. The platform is 140 metres high, of which 30 metres are above
water, and 29 meters in maximum diameter. According to Shell the buoy
contains a few dozen tonnes of toxic metals, several dozen tonnes of oily
sludge, and some mildly radioactive salts which have built up on its pipework
and tank linings.

The bone of contention was the likely impact of the sinking of the Spar
on the marine environment and, indirectly, through the food chain, on
human life. The prevailing scientific view (reflected in the BPEO study) was
that the environmental impact would be negligible and, at any rate, sinking
the buoy in the Atlantic would indeed be the ‘best practicable environmental
option’. What would have been the likely effect of deep-sea disposal? The
Economist (24 June 1995, 110-11) summarized the mainstream scientific
view as follows:

[in the deep ocean] animal life is sparse, and only loosely connected to the
main food chain. True, the buoy would have crushed some deep-sea inhabitants
when it hit the bottom; the cloud of sediment raised by the impact would have
smothered others. Yet having been stripped of most of its contents (including
lightbulbs) by Shell, the Brent Spar contains only small quantities of pollutants:
a residue of oil; perhaps 100 tonnes of sludge; some heavy metals; and some
radioactive salts.

In the still depths the pollutants might well have leaked out only slowly, perhaps
too slowly to kill many more animals. The level of radioactivity would have been
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‘equivalent to what you're exposed to in any city with granite buildings’, says
Alasdair McIntyre of Aberdeen University.

By contrast, Greenpeace, the most vociferous as well as active critic of offshore
disposal, took a sceptical view. Quoting from various scientific publications, its
main argument was that not enough was known about the ocean to be able to
predict with some measure of certainty the impact of the Spar’s disposal. In her
reply to Anthony Rice, a senior biologist at the Institute of Oceanographic
Sciences who had written in the Times Higher Education Supplement (hereafter
THES) on 11 August 1995 arguing for the deep-sea disposal, Sue Mayer, the
Director of Science at Greenpeace, remarked:

No one, Mr Rice or Greenpeace, knows exactly what would happen if the Spar was
dumped. Other scientists at the Scottish Association for Marine Science, for ex-
ample, are much less sanguine about the dangers than Mr Rice. They have ex-
pressed ‘broad agreement’ with the arguments Greenpeace used to justify its
action, and pointed to a series of deficiencies in Shell’s scientific documents.
They have pointed out that Rice’s assumption that the deep seas will not be used
for commercial fisheries is already incorrect in practice and that there are links in
the food chain between deep water and shallow water organisms. They have also
pointed to inadequacies in our knowledge of ‘benthic storms’ and how any
dumped material will be dispersed.

Greenpeace was not only concerned about the Brent Spar per se, but also about
the likely offshore disposal of 440 platforms in the North Sea, several of which
were due for decommissioning in the near future. Brent Spar was, for Green-
peace, a crucial test. Writing a few months after Shell’s climbdown, Sue Mayer
observed:

The whole of the oil industry was watching and waiting. The Brent Spar was
going to set a precedent for how other oil installations and possibly other waste
could be disposed of. The real debate was about whether companies like Shell
would have to take responsibility for their waste [...] To look at the impact of the
Brent Spar in isolation makes no sense, scientific or otherwise (THES, 25 August
1995)

In February 1995 the UK government granted Shell the permit to dispose of
the Brent Spar in the North Atlantic. True to its tradition of spectacular
happenings, Greenpeace decided, in April 1995, to oppose actively the off-
shore disposal of Brent Spar by occupying it. Greenpeace activists from the UK,
Germany, and the Netherlands began planning the occupation, which took
place on 30 April. It was the start of an escalating, Europe-wide campaign
which attracted considerable media attention. On 23 May police and security
men stormed Brent Spar and Shell regained control of it. A hide-and-seek game
followed. On 7 June five Greenpeace activists briefly reboarded the platform
after it had been rigged with explosives for deep-sea sinking. Three days later,
on 10 June, activists chained themselves to the platform’s sea anchors in a last
attempt to obstruct the Spar’s removal, but were thrown into the sea. As the
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platform was being towed from the North Sea to the Atlantic dumping site,
followed somewhat spectacularly by Greenpeace ships and helicopters, Green-
peace managed, on 16 June, to land two activists on the platform. Three days
later two more activists were dropped on board.

The timing of these events was ideal for Greenpeace’s campaign: the
occupation of the Brent Spar coincided with the 4th North Sea Conference,
8-9 June, attended by the environment ministers of North Sea countries. In
that conference not only was Brent Spar on the agenda but the majority of
participant countries adopted a recommendation against the offshore disposal
of Brent Spar and other decommissioned platforms. Prior to that, on 18 May,
the European Parliament had adopted a similar resolution.

Meanwhile, the extensive media coverage had begun drawing attention to
the controversy in other European countries. In Germany a 10-day boycott of
Shell’s 1,700 petrol stations was organized, cutting sales by up to 50 per cent; two
petrol stations were firebombed and at another shots were fired. Consumer
boycott spread in other countries such as Denmark and the Netherlands. More-
over, in addition to individual consumers, companies and public authorities
entered the fray by either cancelling their contracts with Shell or threatening to
do so (Grolin 1997: 4-5). As the case attracted more publicity, governments and
church groups joined the debate, taking Greenpeace’s side. Chancellor Kohl
told Prime Minister Major that stopping the dumping was ‘not the looniness ofa
few Greens but a Europe-wide trend for the protection of our seas’ (THES,
11 August 1995). Likewise, Anna Lindh, the Swedish Minister of the Environ-
ment, commented: ‘The sea must not be used as a rubbish dump’ (ibid.).

In the face of such strong opposition Royal Dutch/Shell announced, on
20 June, after a meeting between the company’s four top executives and the
CEOs of the Shell subsidiaries in the EU countries whose governments had
criticized Shell, that plans for the disposal of the Brent Spar in the North
Atlantic would be called off. Dr Chris Fay, Chairman of Shell UK, announcing
on 20 June the parent company’s decision to climb down, acknowledged that
strong public reactions throughout Northern Europe against the dumping had
created an ‘untenable position’ (Independent, 21 June 1995) for European
subsidiaries of Shell. Similarly, Peter Duncan, CEO of Shell Germany, said
that the group’s decision reflected the fact that ‘the planned deep-sea disposal
could not be forced through against the resistance of the population, and
especially the customers’ (Independent, 22 June 1995).

Shell was puzzled at the ferocit