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Abstract

Conceptualizing complex meaning systems: The
case ofmanagementfads

The thesisisan attemptto apply comple x syste ms thinking to the
problem ofmeaning. kisin two parts. Part 1, Chapter1 introduce s the
research agenda and overiews the thesis. Chapter?2 e stablishe s the
value of adopting a systemsapproach to the problem of me aning.
The next chapterintroduceskey conceptsofcomplex syste mstheory
asthey apply to socioculturalphe nomena, and the last chapterin
Part 1 eviewsthree theornesofcomplex meaning syste ms (Donald
Campbell, Jay Le mke, and Paul Cillie rs) from whic h a pre iminary
modeland agenda fortheonsing comple x me aning systems is
proposed. Part 2 ofthe thesisinve stigatesthe phenomena of
management fads, applying the modelsofcomple x me aning systems
formulated in Part 1. No primary empincalwork isatte mpted; mtheran
analyticalengagementisconducted using secondary lite ature on
what we know about such fads. The liteature, both primary and
secondary, isreviewed and crtique d. The finalc haptersexemplfy the
problem of meaning using the theory buiding and agenda se tting
from Part 1. The concluding chapterreflectson the adequacyofa
complex systemsapproach to meaning, cntique sthe processofthe

the sisand comme nts upon its c o ntrib ution.

Xi



Chapterl: The Field of Study and Introduc tion
to the Problem

1.1 Overview of the research

This the sis inve stigates whetherconc e pts from syste ms the ory, partic ulady
complex systems, can be fruitfully applied to the problem of meaning. T this
end, it the orise s the term "me aning system"and then atte mpts to e xe mplify the
phenomenon ofmanagement fadsin thiscontext. Ek must be emphasised
howeverthatno primary empincalworkisattempted; ratheran analytical
engagementisconducted using secondary literature on what we know about
such fads. In thisway, applying the term “meaning system” actsasa kind of
thought experiment, a technique forcontrolled speculation about the

existence ofthe socialphenomenon we callmanagement fads.

In this the sis, the term me aning system canbe read in two ways. Hirstly, the tem
isa generic way to descrbe a range ofsocioculturalphenomena thatoperate
asinterpretive frameworks (forexample, superstitions, culturalcodes,
sub c ulture s, re ligions or the ore tic al syste ms). Me aning systemsare collec tive
schema that stabilise and reify culturalphenomena from the position of the
observer. The following examples help illustrate me aning systems. The listisnot
intended to be exhaustive, norfully represent allthe categornesofmeaning

syste ms.

o extreme movements(asa manifestation of the ideology, e.g., racism,
white supremacy, eugenics)

o religious movements (asa manifestation of the ideology, e.g.,
fundamentalism, mainstre am re ligio ns, re ligio us se c ts)

o sociopoliticalideologies(e.g.,oligarchy, monarchy,democracy,
‘westem’ society, fe minism, bohe mianism, e nvironme nta lism,
nationalism, patro tism, gay rights, anarc hy, socialism, liberalism, civil
rig hts)

o socioculturalideologies(e.g., values, superstitions, social noms,
‘polite’ behaviour, definition and relevance of‘art’, success, failure,

e xc lusion)

Chapter 1 — The Field of Study and Introduction to the Problem 1



o sociocultural‘constructs (e.g.,education, the health system, social
welfare, ‘the nuclearfamily’, utban planning, globaliza tion)

o subcultures—(e.g.,rappers, goths, teddy boys, punks, sloanes, skaties,
emo s)

o fads(e.g.,fadsand fashions, ‘new age’, ‘netiquette’, sup e rstitio ns,

corporate fads, diets and nutrtion)

Ofcourse, the term meaning system isa theoreticalconstruct and, since it
dernve s from systemstheory, hasspecific formalconceptualcomponents. This
isthe second way the term may be used. Eisimportant to note thatall
meaning systemsare examplesofsocioculturalphenomena, butnotall
socioculturalphenomena are necessarly meaning systems, but have the
potentialto become so. lh addition, not alltheores are meaning systems; for
example,some mathematicaland purely scientific theoresdo not usually

require the interpretation ofbeliefsand valuesforthem to be proven.

Using the idea of meaning systemsto explain socioculturalphenomena
requires an understanding, not only of how the outward appearancesof
particularphenomenon are experienced, butalso, forexample, how the
valuesand beliefsthat cause the phenomenon to exist in the first place form
partofthatexplanation. Many questionscan be asked aboutthe dominant
valuesunderpinning the socioculturalphenomena and how these valuesare
legitimated. But how might one begin to organise these questionsinto a

cogent frame wo rk?

Research methodologiesunderpinned by a reductionistapproach have long
been considered the most suitable and intellectually acceptable method for
analysis. Such analysisrequiresreducing socioculturalphenomena to
explicable elementsand then engaging methodological/empirncaltools from
various disciplines and theoresto interrogate the mostobservable, and
therefore measurable, elements. Of c ourse, this thinking ¢ ontinue s through
many accepted contemporary research methodologiesand intellectual
disciplines. But reducing elementsofoursociocultural system to only what we

cansee orcomprehend limits the field of crtic al analysis.

The altemative isto take an holistic stance asthisthesisdoes, ora systems
theory appmach. How can whatislargely seen asa scientific discipline be
engaged to intermogate the problem of meaning? Holistic interpretationsof

social(and physical) phenomena form partofevery socioculturaltradition, it is

Chapter 1 — The Field of Study and Introduction to the Problem 2



only in the last few centuriesthey were intermrupted by more re duc tio nist
approaches. Meaning and knowledge asan interconnected ‘web ofbeliefs
restson long philosophicaltraditions, yet we tend to downplay the significance
of relationship, marshalling ourenergies to instead focuson the components,

because they are observable, and therefore measurable.

The transdisciplnary apprmachoffered by a systems analysis also emphasises
the nonlinearty and unpredictability of human sociocultural syste ms, and

hig hlights the intrinsic orderand interdependence ofthe pattemsthatserve to
connectelementsofthe system.ldeasfrom complex systems thinking, it willbe
argued, can offerholistic explanations forthe seemingly unconnected
serendipitous eventsthat serve to shape and mould the construction ofsocial

meaning.

Although engaging reductionist methodologieswilalwaysleave out
(sometimescrucial) elements ofthe meaning system, to attempt to
conceptualise an entire system itse f may also be unrealistic. Because the idea
of meaning systems hasthe potentialto be allinc lusive, limita tio ns to the
analysisisrequired. One ofthese limitsis the position ofthe observer. Another
mightbe timescales—to the extentthatthey capture contemporary belief
systemsand valuesin a single momentoftime. Yet anotherisagreed

d e finitions within ideational paradigms. Undermpinning all thisof c o urse is
language and itssocially constructed amay of symbolsand metaphorthat
have evolved overtime to capture and document whatis e sse ntially the

‘prevailng common sense’ of a sociocultural system (Ie mke, 1995).

The way thisthesisengagesthe term 'prevailing common sense' should be
explained here. The term common sense suggestsa socialdimension. I
suggeststhere isanaccepted way ofunderstanding and behaving. Me aning
systems that make up the prevailng common sense are usually conventional,
accepted and often dominated by those in positions ofinfluence. The
justification and rationalisation thattakesplace to establish what meaning
systemsare accepted in any sociocultural system are usually so entrenc hed
thatitissometimeshard to separate whatstandsforcommon sense and what
standsforcrtique ofit. Iemke (1997) disc usse s meaning syste ms orme aning
making asa socialpractice in a ¢ o mmunity:

kisa kind ofdoing thatisdone in waysthatare characterstic of a
community, notasa collection ofinteracting individuals, but asa system of
interdependentsocialpractices: a system ofdoings, ratherthan a system of

Chapter 1 — The Field of Study and Introduction to the Problem 3



doers. These socialmeaning-making practicesare also materialprocesses

that bind the community togetherasa physicalecosystem. In thiskind of

discourse about meaning we are led to examine the socialfunctions and

effectsofthe meanings we make: the politicsofourtexts( pp 9-10).
Se tting limits to the analysisof meaning systemsatone levelcould involve an
analysis of various le vels; id e ntifying c o mponents, finding the linkages, and then
modelling the temain, allof which involve some elementofevaliating,
quantifying and measuring. k wilbe argued, however,thatan empircal
approachisnotsomething easily applied to the interrogation of me aning
systems. Put simply, itiseasierto theorise a meaning system than it is to me asure
it.
A range ofappmacheshasbeenapplied to conceptualising meaning both as
a ‘discipline’ and asa philosophy. (Second order) cybemeticians such as Klaus
Kippendorf (1993, 1994), Francis He ylighen (1996, 1995, 1991, 1989) and Stuart
Umpelby (1997, 1992) have taken more empiicalapproachesto determining
meaning from actsofcommunication. Yetotherconceptualisationsof
me aning involve the study oflanguage and representation. Human me aning
systemsinvolve more than the study oflinguistics, of societies and of history. In
fact, the postmodem method ofdeconstructionisan attempt to unravelthe
textualcontextsin which wordsand language are used. We could recallhere
the “... Chomskian argument against the possbility of a semantic levelin
ling uistic srests on what he seesasthe impossibility of se parating purely ling uistic
knowledge from knowledge ofthe word” (Mc Evoy, 2003, p.6). Howeverwe
frame it, the meaning ofa sentence,communication exchange, sign orsymbol
isgenerated from the relationship between a semantic level, cultural c o nte xt
and individualintuitiveness. tisrelevantthatthe scope of Bergerand
Inckmann’s (1966) fourth levellegitimation phase (incipient, theoreticaland
explicit being the first three) looksat whole-system concepts, the universe, or
“matrnixofallsocially objectivated and subjectively realmeanings, the entire
historic society and the entire biography of the individualare seen asevents
taking place within this universe” (p. 114). Also theirobservationsabout
socialization are important here, “Since socialization isnevercomplete and the
contentsit intemalizes face continuing threatsto theirsubjective reality, every
viable society mustdevelop proceduresofreality-maintenance to safeguard a

measure of symmetry between objective and subjective reality” (Berger &
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Iuc kmann, 1966, p. 147). Thiscan serve to ground the knowledge ofa society,

forexample in common sense, ratherthan justideasortheory.

Consequently, given this vast theoreticaltapestry, imits must be applied to the
current analysis, fortheornesofeverything fastbecome theoriesaboutnothing
(Wilson, 2004). Using the conceptofcomplex meaning systems, we candraw
upon a range ofdisciplinesand theoresthattake theirrelevance from the
position ofthe observerthusapplying comprehensible limits to the analysis. n
essence, applying systems thinking to meaning seesitbeing dealt with asa

cyclicalordynamic process, ratherthan in static re duc tio nist te rms.

1.2 Viewing social systems through the lens of complex systems

Research into the uncertainty and unpredictability of human socialsystems has
rec ently tumed to complex systemstheory —notbecause ofthe inexplicable
nature of human behaviour,butbecause the application ofsuch theoresoffers
explanationsforpatte ming in social systems. Thisisespecially important
because such pattemswere previously believed to be onlyrandom or
mexplicable. Once pattemsare observed, new insights into the way syste ms
reactand interactcanbe discovered. Many theorsts (among them Emery,
1993, 1981; Kauffman, 1993, 1995; Wo lfram, 2002; Stacey, 1996, 2000; Capra,
1996, 1989; Whe atley, 1994; Dawkins, 1989, 1986; Waldrop, 1992; Gleic k, 1988,;
Axelrod, 1984; Be rtalanffy, 1969; le mke, 1990, 1995; and von Foerster 1981, 1996)
have applied systemstheory to disciplnessuch asbiology, physicsand
economics,because itoffersexplanationsaboutcomplexpattemsof

behaviourand change and proposessome predictability about future states.

Conceptsoffchaos’, ‘complexity’ and the suite oftheores from this 'new kind
ofscience'are dynamic and work with visual pattems and with the numerncal
algornthmsthatexplain these patte ms (Wolfram, 2000). Wo lfram (2000) sugge sts
that “one ofthe most strking featuresofthe naturalwond isthatacrossa vast
range of physical biologicaland othersystems we are continually confronted
with what seemsto be immense complexity” (pp. 1-2). Yet, as Wolfram
discovers thrmough painstaking mathematicalmodellng ofcellularautomata,
many simple programsproduce greatcomplexity through vast almost
incalculable iterations. Moreover, the same basic formsofbehaviouroccur

overand overagain, almostindependent ofunderying details, suggesting that
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there are “quite universal principlesthat determine overallbehaviourand that
canbe expected to apply notonly to simple programs, but also to systems
throughout the naturalword and else where” (Wolfram, 2000, p. 4). Thisof
course givesrise to an importantdichotomy, faced atone time oranotherby
many thinkers who have traversed the field ofsocialbehaviour is o ur‘re ality’
only defined by ourexperience,ordoesitdepend onothermore complex
pattemsofrelationships, universals, orforms? E mustagain be emphasised that
the systemsapproach distinguishe s itse If from the more traditionalanalytic
approaches(forexample, behaviourism) by hig hlighting the interac tions and
connectednessofthe differentcomponentsofa system. Although the systems
approachin principle considersalltypesof systems, it in practice focuseson the
more complex, adaptive, self-regulating systemsthat we mightcall‘c ybemetic’
(Heylighen, 1999). Henc e, the disc ussion in this the sis will foc us on the relevant
theornesthat have emerged from such syste ms inquiry. The suite of systems
theores discussed wilbe channelled towards theornsing the idea of ‘complex
meaning systems’. Chapters4 and 7 discussthe essentialideasfrom complex
systems theory that are relevant to thisthesis,and appliesthem to an

explanation of managementfads.

According to the systemsview, the essentialpropertiesofan organism ora
living system are propertiesofthe whole which none ofthe partshave on its
own. They arise from the interac tions and relationships among the parts. The se
propertiesare destroyed when the system isdissected, eitherphysically or
theoretic ally, into isolated elements. Although we can discem individual parts in
any system, these partsare notisolated, and the nature ofthe whole isalways
diffe re nt from the mere sum ofthe parts. Hence, the basic premise of systems
theory becomesthat, despite the complexity ofthe world we experence,
explanationscanbe found by discovernng universalconceptsand principles
that mightdescribe the behaviourofothersystems (Heylighen, 1999; Capra,
1996; Kauffman, 1995; Waldrop, 1992). The oft quoted example - dissecting an
antdoesnottellusvery much about the behaviourofanantcolony - provides

a simple, yet vivid mentalimage of this theory.

Such reasoning isalso to be found in the foundationalmateralofgeneral
systemstheory and in laterwork where wrters (forexample Nic klas Iuhmann,

1995; Mic haellissack, 2000; Ralph Stacey, 1994, 1996; Ste phen Guastello, 1995;
Margaret Wheatley, 1994; and others) invoke notionsoflanguaging, holons,
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and sensating —innovative waysofmapping pattemsofconnection —to
explain human and organisationalbehaviour. We can also trace linksbackto
the omantic view of nature, which Goethe (1749-1832) descrbesas“one great
hamonious whole” and which led scientistsofthat period to extend their
search forwholenessto the entire planet and see the earth asan integrated,

subtly balanced life support system.

Sinc e these organising relations are pattemsofrelationships immanent in the

p hysic al struc ture ofthe organism, organismic biologists assert that no separate,
non-physic alentity isrequired forthe understanding oflife. Thishasechoesin
Aristotle’snotion ofentelec hy ‘life-force’, Plato’s Forms, Kant’s ‘reasoning’, and
Hume's ‘causality’. The key pointis that the understandingsthatcome from
‘relationships’ are much more than the substance ormatterofthose systems.
Put simply, there existsa dichotomy between matter(substance) and form
(pattem). Iwilelaborate on these principlesin Chapter3, where the
significance of systemstheonesforsocioculturalphenomena isexamined.
Suffice to add atthispointthatthe relevance ofthese ideaswilbecome
clearerasthe nature of systemsisexplored. n otherwords, matterand
substance comespondsto whatwe experience, ourtangible knowledge ofthe
wond; form and pattem are the thingsthatserve to shape the expernence,
socialorcollective meaning. Thisthesiscan broadly be seen asan enquiry into

the ‘pattems’ of meaning making using complex systemstheory asthe guide.

1.3 Seminal the orists working within the nexus of sociocultural systems
and complex systems theory

The theoriesofDonald T Campbell (1987, 1974), Jay Llemke (1995, 1992, 2000)
and Paul Cilliers (2001, 1998) have influenced the direction ofthe research in
this the sis. Thisisbecause they offersignificant inroadsin the application of
complex system theory to socioculturalphenomena. Theirideas, and how they
have contributed to the complex meaning systems field, willbe elaborated
upon more fullyin Chapter4 and used througho ut this the sis. Forthisreason
they are briefly outlined here.
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1.3.1 Donald TCampbellsconceptofevolutionary epistemology

Evolutionary epistemology seesknowledge asa productofthe varation of
naturalselection processesthatcharacterise evolution. The primary function of
knowledge underthistheory isto enable the survivaland reproduction of the
organism that needsthe knowledge. Thistheory hasitswotsin traditional
evolutionary theory where an organisms’ betterknowledge ofthe envimnment
isassumed to comelate with be ttersurvival within that e nvironme nt. Thus,
evolutionary epistemology also appliesto ‘ideas’ orpiecesofpotential
knowledge. When we applyitto epistemologicalframeworks, we find varation
in the generation of hypothesesbecause ofontologicalinfluencesaboutwhat
isvalued, and the weeding out ofthose hypothesesthattum outto be
madequate (selection) (Heylighen, 1997).

Campbellwasinterested in the quality and appropriate use of spec ific
operationalmeasures, in particularhow to measure reliability and validity of
knowledge. Hisfocuson experiments and quasi-expermmentsaims at the heart
of philosophers’ concemsaboutavoiding explanationsand theoresbased
upon whatmightbe accidentalregulanties. Campbellwasalso concemed
aboutthe tension between the goalofobjectivity in science and the
individualinte rpre tatio ns o f sc ie ntists and the socialconstruction of knowledge
by scientific ¢co mmunities (afterThomas Kuhn). Finally, he studied the ot
problem of philosophy: how to know which theoriesare more orless truthful
and how sciencessystematically move toward theoresthatare more truthful,

winno wing out those which do notadd to scientific endeavour.

1.3.2 JayvIemke'snotionofecosocial systems

Ihspired by Bakhtin’s (1986) sociallinguistics and Halliday’s (1978) func tional
semantics, Jay lemke’snotion of ecosocialsystems unitesthe fieldsofcomplex
systems and socioculturalsystemsin a kind ofunified theory. lemke (1993) sees
thatsocialsemioticsisintegralto ourunderstanding of how oursocialword is
constructed because itenablesus:

... to make meaningfulactions (including utterances) by deploying the se
resourcesin recognizable, mostly habitual (and marginally creative) ways. The
habitualwaysin which we deploy them are identifiable as semiotic formations:
the regularand repeatable, recognizably me aningful, c ulturally and histo ric ally
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specific pattemsofco-deploymentofsemiotic resourcesin a c o mmunity.

(para.9)
Although Iemke’sideasdo notnecessarnly offeranything new aboutcomplex
systems, where Ile mke’s thinking divergesisatthe pointofexchange between
the materalprocessesand the semiotic processes. In so doing, Le mke
effectively throws a net around thisnexus, and capturespattemsof
connection not well-traversed in the literature of complex systems. Hisideas
are atthe cutting edge ofunderstanding how semiotic processesmaybe
descrnbed using approachesfrom systemstheory, observing that such thingsas
culturaldomination are representationalof otherforces within the syste m

controlled by the socioc ultural milie u.

Although ILemke believesthe unity of ecosocial systemsissomewhathidden
from view by ourfailure to appreciate the pervasivenessofthe matenal
semiotic coupling, oftenitiscircumstance thatimpedesourunderstanding of
materalprocessesin oursociocultural system. Thismeanswe cancollectively
indict entire socialgroupings, cultures, and erasforfailing to addressbiases.
(Although Ie mke (1997) rightly points out that ourown c ulture camies
ideologicalbiasesofa dominant class whose interestsfavoura view of the
wond asindefinitely exploitable materally and infinitely flexible c ulturally.)
Finally, lemke (1997) raises the problemsofpredictability, control, and

re spo nsibility within ecosocial systems. lemke’sdescription of the capacity for
human socialsystemsto be predictable and controlled is worthy of further

elaboration, and is highly rele vant to the c onc lusions in this the sis.

1.3.3 Paul Cilliers' theory of representation

According to Cilliers (1998), a theory of representation isessentially a theory of
meaning. Representation attemptsto explain how the wordsofourlanguage
orthe structuresin ourbrain become meaningful Thismeans, ofcourse, that
such a theory mustbe cognisant ofthe individualand embrace the unique
waysin which we processinformation we see and attribute it to the language
we understand. Thusrepresentation can be something mechanicaland
simple like a mathematicalformula, which haselements/conceptsthat stand
forsomething in the formula. Ortheoretically, epresentation can model, onan
individualormassscale, how collective agreementisreached aboutcertain

socialmeanings.
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However,according to Cilliers (1998) when we come to modelortry to
capture such thingsasnaturallanguage orhuman sensory capabilitiesor
human emotions, the simulation of higherand complex cognitive processesis
notpossble, even using the mostadvanced computers. Thisisbecause the
processofrepresentationisincapable ofbeing formularised. How do we
represent (ormodel) such thingsasthe meaning ofa particularword, or
culturalartefact, orbehaviour? More pertinently, do certain words mean
diffe re nt thing s to different individuals? How can we begin to understand this,
and how might thisbe precisely modelled? Can pattem-recognition and
approximation be modelled suc cessfully? As Cilliers (1998) pointsout, be fore
anyofthiscanbe attempted,itisnecessary to explain the processesby which
the relationshipsbetween symbolsand the word are established (p. 59). Are
rule-based representationsand networkrepresentationscapable ofbeing
analysed together? When we search fora more empiricalflavourto our
research, such questionsare a good starting point, but the adequacyof
logarnthmsand even cellularautomata doesnotseem to fit well with
understanding some ofthe more complex notionsofhuman systems. Suc h
notions form partofa long tradition of philosophicalreflec tion on the
relationshipsbetween language, meaning and the human condition. The
core proposition of thisthesisisthat one way to progress thistheoreticalmaze is

through the conceptofcomplex meaning systems.

1.4 Complex Meaning Systems

B illustrate the idea of ‘complex meaning syste ms’ this thesisdevelops a six-
phase model(Figure 1.1). Thismodelisdescrbed in Chapter4 and
theoretically ‘tested’ in Chapter7 through itsapplication to the explanation of
managementfads. Forthe purposesofintroducing thisconcept, we wilhere
simply state the terms ofthe theory and leave the discussion forlaterchapters.
It isalso usefulto signpostatthis point thatthe sixcomponentsintonduced in
this figure asa wayofdescrnbing and analysing complex meaning systems are

instrumentalin the development ofthe disc ussion.
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Figure 1.1: The six-phase modelofcomplex meaning systems

A sense ofthe chaotic embodiesthe first phase, a phase where perhaps little
imformation of any sortisavailable, and there iseven lessinformation about
how thismeaning system connectsto others. Therefore, Phase 1 —Chaos—can
often initially present a sense of orderin the system, butthisorderisnot
apparentbecause ofthe extreme fluctuationsin whatpeople perceive it to
be. Whatorderexists is fragmented and inc onsiste nt throughout the whole
system. The second phase (Complexity) is where information beginsto gather
around the system. Thiscould be in the guise of powerful personalitie s, b a sic
tracts, beliefsorideas, forexample. Thiscan also be the stage atwhich a large

amay ofinformation becomesavailable. The third phase (Contingent
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Complexity) isthe phase where dependenciesbecome apparent. Contingent
complexity indicatesthat some meaningsrely on othersforcumency and
validity. Phase 4 — SituationalorContextual Reality —seesthe complex

me aning system grappling with its sunmo undings, trying to be st fit with the
prevailing common sense in whic h it is situate d. Diffusion and acceptance
(Phase 5) follows, indic ating thatthe complex meaning system has found its
way into the mainstream —orhasbeenaccepted asthe prevailng common
sense. thasbecome so entrenched in the whole system that no one seeks to
question why it is there. Finally, there is the emerging uncertainty thathasbeen
prompted by the questioning of various sectorsin the society (Phase 6). Thisis
where those connected with the system ‘rebel against the prevailing
common sense;rebelionleading backto the first phase, Chaos. Thismodelis

applied to explain the phenomena offadsin Part 2 of this the sis.

1.5 Management fads: characterstics and crtique

Chapters5 and 6 of thisthesis introduce and examine in detailthe nature of
managementfadsand the body ofcrtique thatexistsin relation to them.
Fadsseekto improve the word oforganisations (and indeed the profits of their
shareholders). But there isgrowing evidence to suggestthat many of the
organisationalinterventionsadvocated by management fadsare anything
but suc c e ssful, partic ulary in the long te rm (Huc zynski, 1997; Rigby, 1998;
Collins, 2001; Miller, 2004).

Therefore, the first task forPart 2 is to highlight the differencesbetween
legitimate organisationalintervention theoriesand managementfads. kis
posited that, thus far, the successclaimsofchange management interve ntions
have not moved beyond the rhetoric ofthe literature ofthe interve ntions
themselves. Thisisbecause the literature ofinterventions haslargely ignored
the sociocultural syste msthat invarably inte rc onnect with the organisation
itse If. Thiscompartmentalizing of knowledge aboutfadsisdescrnbed in Fgure
1.2. Thisrepresentsan eary attemptatthe conceptual frame work whic h will

be built uponin laterchapters.
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Figure 1.2: Interpretive paradigm formanagement fads

According to the modelin Figure 1.2, the first, superficiallevelis that of the
existence ofmanagement fadsand the factthey are confined to the realm of
busine ss. The second levelexploresreasonsforthe prolferation of
managementfads, offering crtiquesofthe fads. However, if we do not
proceed pastthispoint, we willfailto gain a sense ofthe contextof
managementfads. Hence, the third levellooksat why fadshave come to be
accepted aspartofthe prevaiing common sense thatismanagement. The
fourth levelexamines whattypesofknowledge and foundational me aning
allow socialphenomena, such asmanagementfads, to exist (thisistime and
context dependent). Further, at the nextlevelwe canlookatpower
relationships that cause the dominance ofcertain meaning systems and
worldvie ws. At the sixth level we leave behind traditionalanalytic theory and
discoverthatthere are a range ofotherparadigms with which to explore the
nature of socioculturalphenomena, such asnotionsexplored through the
theory of complex systems. The research agenda wilbe govemed by the
relevance ofallthese levels and theirinte rc onnec tion.
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Although the focusofChapters5 and 6 ismanagement fadsand theircrtique,
itisimportant to first e stablish the way in whic h the thesisengagesthe term
fad. When we thinkofthe word ‘fad’, the varouscrazes and trendsof the

fiftie s, sixtie s and seventiesimmediately come to mind. When we use the word
fad, therefore, we typically c onjure up something that wasonce trendy and

fashionable, but forwhateverreasonslost populanty eitherquickly orslowly.

Howeverwhatis significant here isthatfadscan also retum and more
importantly become absorbed into a culture if there iswidespread
acceptance. Those crazesand fadswhich are absorbed into a sociocultural
system and move from a trend to being accepted by a societyascommonor
famiiarmay lose the tag asa fad. Here we can thinkof such things as the
intemet, video games, 3-G mobile phones, television, denim jeans, vitamin
therapy and organic food now being so famiiarand widespread, thatthey
canno longerbe considered faddish (astheyonce were). Thisnotion of

embedednesscausesthe fad to lose its statusasa craze ortrendy fashion.

Therefore when the term management fad isused in this the sis the assumption
isthatmanagementfadshave a temporaldimension. They grow in po pularnty
and wane in popularnty eitherdying outorbecoming mainstreamed. Thisisnot
to crticise the fad oritsauthors, norisitto conclude thatbecause itistermed
a fad, we must view it in the pejorative sense. Many fadshave been
demonstrated to inprove organisations, even if they are transie nt.
Managementfadscaninclude termsthatbecomesfashionable forexample,
‘excellence’, ‘userpays or‘bestpractice’ ortheycanbe a majorintervention
in anorganisation, such asimplementing ‘self-managed teams’ or

re struc turing an organisation to achieve a ‘balanced scorecard’. Some
managementfadscanstartofasacademic theory,ortheirideasbomwed
from scholardy papersoreven scientific and psychology joumals. Here we
might id e ntify creating TGroupsorconduc ting personality te sting to align
employees with the ‘mission and vision state ment’ ofthe organisation.
Although thiswillbe discussed in detailin Chapters5 and 6, the diagram to
explain how ideasstart astheoresand end asfadsisreproduced here. The
key pointisthat howeverthey arse, managementfadsare anexample ofa
meaning system - aninterpretative frameworkthatare utilised by managers

to make sense oforganisationalphenomena.
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Start as Theory End as Fad

Theories Wholly theoretic Theories that
become fads

Fads Fads that become Wholly fads
theories

The finaltwo chapterstheorse and analyse managementfadsascomplex
me aning systems, examining theirinterconnectednessto the broader
sociocultural system and how they form part of the prevailing common sense.
The behaviourofmanagementfadsmightlead to a betterunderstanding of
why and how they are legitimised and why they dominate the corporate

wond; and how we define such notionsassuccessorfailure.

Chapter7 characterisesmanagementfadsin termsofthe key elementsof
both complex systems and meaning systems. The chapteralso looks at the
stagesin the life ofa fad: the context forthe bith ofa fad, how fadsare
selected, and how they are maintained especially in relation to the rle of
language. Forexample, managementfadscanbe seento evolve through a
kind ofvaration and selection process, often characterised as maximising and
optimising fitne ssin the organisation and the busine ss word. This is the reason
thatthemessuch as'adaptationto change'or'uncertainty' characterse many
so-called managementfads,because fadstoo have evolved to cope with
the changing businesslandscape.

Some wrters have used empincalresearch to lookat the uptake and
abandonmentratesofvarousfads (Righy, 1999; Etto e, 2000; Miller, 2004),
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othershave even applied a broad discourse analysisofparticularfads

(Huc zynski, 1997; Jac kson, 2002; Co llins, 2001). Further, some (Marion, 2002;
Stacey, 1995, 2001) see complexity asa toolforbridging the gap between
more traditionalmethodologies,employed in the socialsciencesin general,
and the formalised and mathematically igorus(‘hard’) sciences. The se
approachesdo offersome explanationsforparticularfads—forexample, how
the fad emerged, and how it affectsorganisations —but the explanation of
managementfadsasa socialphenomenon isnot forthcoming from the se

accounts.

The thesis’ finalchapterreflectson the effectivenessofthe variousconcepts
explored to explain the idea of meaning systemsand apply thisknowledge to
the understanding ofmanagement fads. Although a complex systems
approachdoesoffernew waysofdescnbing socioculturalphenomena,itdoes
notadequately addressthe notion ofthe ontologicaland axiologicalvalues
presentin socialbehaviour. Adding such themesinto a complex systems
analysis via the term complex me aning system ensuresthat meaning, values,
ethics,reason,and so on, are included in the analysis. Thatis, the inability of
complex systemsto adequately dealwith these featuresofsocialsystems
prompted the theonsation ofthe notion of‘complex meaning systems’. The
notionofa ‘complexmeaning system’ incorporatesand embracesthe
position ofthe observer, thereby allowing a levelof subjec tivity in the analysis.
In particularthe thesishasimplications forunderstanding how managerscome

to give meaning to the problemstheyface and acton.

Ih summary the thesisagenda revolves around the following two que stio ns:

1. Can a new theonrsation of meaning systems be advanced by
synthe sising perspectives from traditional sociocultural systems and
complex systems theory?

2. Can this theoretical framework be ‘tested’ by developing an
explanation of the phenomenon of management fads?

Ihorderto addressthese questions, the thesiswilproceed in two parts:
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Part1

Chapterl —HFHeld of Study and Introduc tion to the Problem

Chapter2 —Theorsing Me aning

Chapter3 —-Complex Systemsand Social Phenomena: Key Concepts
Chapter4 —Sociocultural Systemsas Complex Me aning Systems

Part 2

Chapter5 —Management Fads: Charactensticsand Examples
Chapter6 —Management Fads: The Critic al Lite ra ture

Chapter7 — Applying complex syste ms thinking to explain the phenomenon of
management fads

Chapter8 —Conclusions: Reflectionson applying complex systemsconceptsto
the analysisof managementfads.

1.6 A Note on Research Methodology

Emustbe reiterated here that thisisa theoreticalthesis, notan empircalone.
Part 1 ofthe thesisbuildstheory and then part 2 ofthe thesis se e ks to
understand the phenomenon of managementfadsby applying this the ory. The
research methodology then becomesone akin to a thought experiment that
te sts the theory.

“A ‘thoughtexperment’ isan attemptto draw instruction from a process
ofhypotheticalreasoning that proceedsby eliciting the consequencesof
an hypothesisforwhich , foraught that one actually knows to the
contrary, may wellbe false. k consists in reasoning from a supposition that
isnotaccepted astrue —perthapsitiseven known to be false —butis
assumed provisionally in the interestsof making a pointorresolving a
conclusion.” (Rescher, 1991, p. 31)

The tec hnique ofthoughtexpernment hasbeen used extensively in science and
philosophy since pre-Socratic times. Thought expernmentsare also
characterised by theirexplanatory characterand use ofanalogy. According to
kvine (1991) there are severalgeneralcharac terstic s of thought e xperime nts:

o A thoughtexperiment mustbe relevant to the testing of some
hypothesis(orto the answering of some setofquestions) which has
arsen within a particularobservational/theoretic alc ontext.
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e Many, although not all, ofthe assumptions within the through
expermment must be supported by independently confirmed
empidcalobservation. In short, atleast some features ofthe thought
experiment mustbe grounded in the observable word ifitis to have
any relevancy to generalscientific inquiry.

e The thoughtexperimentneedsto be setoutin enough detail (in a
controlled enough envimnment, so to speak) thatitiscapable of
being repeated. Good thought experments, like most good physical
experimentsare repeatable.

e Emustbe possible to identify a numberofindependent (or
antecedent) varables within the thought experiment in orderto
determine conelationsbetween vanationsofthese variablesand a
furthersetofdependent varablesused to characterize the
experment’'soutcome.

e The outcome ofthe thought experiment should have reperc ussions
forthe orignalbackground theory. The reasoning involved
conceming the particularhypotheticalevent, orstate of affairsin
question should provide evidence eitherfororagainst some general
conclusion regarding the word orourenvironme nt. This will in tum
lead to eithera supplementing ora revising ofthe thought
experiment’ s original the ore tic al c o nte xt.

(kvine, 1991, p. 159)

This the sisengagesthe technique ofthought experimentbecause it attemptsto
test a theoreticalmodel-thatofa complex meaning system — by illustra ting
how itappliesto managementfads. ln doing so it utilisesa large amountof
secondary published empincaldata on fads. kcleady articulatesthe stepsand
processesbeing tested forpublic sc rutiny and articulatesrelevant c ontextual
and processvarables. The outcome the testing processisthen used to reflect

backon the originaltheory of complex systems.

1.7 Contidbution of this The sis

Asoutlined previously, the majorcontribution thatthe idea ofa complex
meaning system bringsisthatit providesa structured accountofthe processof
meaning making in a social system. In otherwordsitadvancesunderstanding of
the processesby which communities of ‘knowers’ attlbute me aning to a
phenomenon. h applying complexmeaning systems we have the potential to

getbeyond the more traditionalresearch toolsavailable to explore the
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contemporary situatednessofthe system (forexample, socialphenomena) and
expose underlying concepts. Thisbreaksintellectualground by applying
complex systemsto the problem of meaning-making. & is hypothesised that
applying the six-phase processto othercomplex meaning systems willreveal
waysofunderstanding thatmaynotbe made available through more

traditionaland accepted formsofresearch.

The problem of meaning wilalwaysbe one that is difficult to addressthrough
any method ofresearch, since itisdependentuponcleararticulation of what
contrbutionismade by the socialphenomena in which it is situated. Where this
thesismakesa contnbution isthatit attemptsto getbeyond a linearappmach
to synthesise whatwe know aboutcertain meaning systems, and articulatesa
process to assist in this. Although othersocialphenomena have notbeen tested
against thismodel, it isthe opinion ofthe wrterthat the potentialforreplication

of similaroutcomesto that exposed by this the sis is pro mising .

This thesisthen can be considered to make a contribution to epistemological
issuesin human knowledge systemsin general, and the construction of
management knowledge in particular. These are discussed in the finalchapter.
The workhasimplicationsforontologicalissuesin knowledge systemstoo, and

these are also touched on, thoughnotdeveloped in depth, in the finalchapter.
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Chapter2: The orising Me aning

Meaning isembedded in human culture. We can also argue thatallmeanings
are connected; thatis, meaningscanonly be understood by referencing one
another. Thisgwesrnse to the idea that meaning may be framed asa system.
Thinking of meaning in termsofsystems foregroundsnotionsofrelationships,
context, networks, pattems, adaptation and self-organisation. The discourse of
complex systems, usually applied to matenalsyste ms willalso be disc ussed in to
speculate whetherwe canapply it to the proble m of me aning. Thus this
chapterconceptualise s meaning intermsofsystems, forexample, how it
emerges, adaptsto the sociocultural milie u, connectsto othermeaning

systems, orisabandoned.

2.1 Towards a framework for the orising me aning

So that we may develop an argumentand begin to frame the problem of
meaning, thischaptercommences with the observation thatthere are broadly
two perspectives from which meaning is usually understood: rationalist and

e mp irc ist.

Forneary two and a halfthousand years, and since Protagoras'idea that
‘man isthe measure ofallthings', most attemptsatdeveloping a theoryof
meaning see it notasa static property extemalto human beingsbutratheras
anaspectofdynamic human thought grmunded in human nature" (Tumer,
1992, p. 91). Thus, philo so phic aldisc ussions about the nature of meaning tend
to be polarised between the idea of meaning asa relationship with the thing
in itse If (the rationalapprmach) and meaning asthe sum-totalof what we

know through ourexperence/senses (the empincalapproach).

Rationalists claim thatourconceptsand knowledge are gained
independently of sense experience. Thisgroup embracesmany philosophical

and quasi-scientific doc trine s from classic al We ste m philo so phy traditions suc h
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as continentalrationalism, po sitivism, objec tivism, mode mism, e pistemological
fundamentalism, humanism, naturalism, Chomskian ling uistic theory, and
Cartesian rationalism. We could also callthisgroup the ‘a priorithinkers’. They
boastan impressive pedigree of scholars; Plato’stheory ofthe Formsisa type
ofrationalism. k proposesa ‘reasoned’ apprach forhuman understanding
and truth and avoidsdrawing upon such unseen (therefore refutable) thingsas
beliefand faith. Deductive logic through reasoning isone apprmachadopted
by rationalists to provide a philosophicalframework through which they can
testotherlike concepts. Thisgroup seesthe word asa rationalstruc ture where
allrelationships within it are characterised by a transcendent oruniversal
reason which isindependent ofthe uniquenessofhuman minds, brains and
bodies. Such thingsasminds, brains, bodies, and even culture, getin the way
ofproperresearch and are thusoften disembodied through thislargely
‘analytic' approach. The extreme version of this position would see human
beingsasmachines, orsimply asorganismsin the greatclockwork unive rse.
Faith and beliefbecome serendipity and chance; human senses and

experience become superfluousto reason, whic h rules the analytic.

Empircists on the otherhand, see that everything we know isgained from
whatwe experience through oursenses. We can be sure ofnothing unlessit
comesthroughourown experience ofit,and it hasbeen tested. The e mpirc ist
orrelativist position deniesthat humans have purely innate ideas(forexample
the Platonic Forms) orindeed that anything is knowable without reference to
experience. John Iocke’sidea ofthe mind asa tabula masa isone such
version ofthisapproach. Neverthelessitisimportant to note that e mpircism
doesnotdenote that we have empiicalknowledge perse; rather, it entails
that knowledge canonlybe gained by experience. As A.J Ayer(1946)

famously puts it:

There canbe no a prioriknowledge ofreality. For... the truths of pure
reason, the propositions which we know to be valid independently ofall
experience, are so only in vitue oftheirlackoffactualcontent... [thus]
empincalpropositionsare one and allhypotheses which maybe
confimed ordiscredited in actualsense experience (pp. 86; 93-94).

Thus, while sense experiencesmay triggerprocesses by which they are brought
to consciousness(a prionnknowledge),lackofexperience meanswe cannot

venfy the conceptsordetermine whetherthe information isactually true. The
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extreme version ofthis position could support such things asfundamentalist
religion, racism, and eugenics: analyticalapprmacheswould have eliminated
the consequencesofthese conceptslargely because rationalists require proof
based ona logic and are able to exercise refle xivity witho ut ne c e ssarily

experiencing it.

The academic community continuesto see conflctbetween the two
positions. Of course we could have chosen to split the debate along the lnes
ofrealistsand idealists, orpragmatists and metaphysicists; but to divide tho se
who see the word from these perspectives provides us with a starting point, at
the very least. Here we begin to see thatthe dichotomy between
rationalist/ e mpiric ist positions is shaped by thinkers who develop these ideas:
Plato, Descartes, Spinoza and Liebniz on the rationalist side; and Arstotle,
Iocke, Berkeley and Hume,accompanied more recently by the
postmodemists Demda and Foucault, Kihn and Rorty (to a lesserextent), on
the other. There isno intention here to discussin detailthe ideasofthese
thinkers beyond simply refemming to them to demonstrate the breadth of

knowledge thatexistsin both academic ‘camps’.

However, aswith alldic hotomies, the rationalist/ empircist debate is
complicated: rationalists who see that ourunderstanding of some conceptsis
notgained byreason alone, and empircists who see that ourunderstanding is
notgained from experience alone. Thustraditionsofboth positions mustbe
taken into consideration if we are to crtically evaluate the historical
significance oftheoriesabout whatand how we know what we know in order
to hypothesisthe problem of meaning. There are a numberof the orsts who
have examined thisvery conundrum. Most notably, those working in and
around the sciencesofcomplexsystemsare quickto acknowledge thatitis
notnecessary to see both positionsin continualconflict and that it is
preferable if we conceive ofa framework where a multiplicity of perspectives
canbe somehow unified, atleastatthe boundanesofthose theones. For
example, Paul Cillie rs (1998, 2000) has mapped thistermrain with a blending of
postmodemism and complex systemsin the area of neuralnetworks and
languaging. Niklas luhmann (1991, 1994) and histreatment of social systems
also unifiesthe two perspectivesto some extent,asdo Lakoffand Johnson
(1987, 1999) and theirnotion ofembodied realism. The se write rs form the basis

ofthe developmentofthe conceptualunderpinnings of this thesisand willbe
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discussed at some length shortly. horderto amve attheircontnbution we

need to first considerthe nature of meaning from first principles.

2.2 Meaning - some preliminary thoughts

Whatismeaning? KIsay something meanssomething, whatam Isaying? ¥
the govemment says something meanssomething, whatare they saying? I
the church sayssomething meanssomething, whatare they saying? I the
popularmedia says something meanssomething, whatare they saying? I the
CEO ofanorganisation says something me ans something, what is he/she
saying? In allthese casesthe answerto what something meanswillbe
something differentbecause ofthe ideationalschema (language, beliefs,
culturalartefacts, and so on) shaping the contextin each situation. Overton
(1994) posesitasthe ‘Imean’/’it means relationalmatrx: “The ‘Imean’/’it
means relatonalmatrixbecomeselaborated acrossdomainsofinquiry and
acrosslevelsofanalysisasissuesofintension and extension, sense and
reference, connotation and denotation, semantics and syntac tics,
hemeneuticsand realism” (p. 1). ‘Imean’ isan individual, ‘it me ans’ is the
prevailing common sense that fundamentally conelatesto the symbolsand

thingsconveyed.

Meaning isnota unitary measure of understanding about one thing in a
representationalsense. Forexample,a red circle can represent many things
depending on the context and the position ofthe observer. We might have
knowledge orinformation abouta red circle, but what thismightreally mean
to usoperatesin a different thought paradigm. Ewillalso depend on the
physicalcontext ofthe red cicle: whatitisdrawn upon, ts medium, how large
itis, where itisand so on. Imay know itisa red circle, but whatit meansto me
may be ambiguous. Thus, knowledge and meaning are notthe same thing. In
the linguistic sense, the “potentialformeaning isrealized through
supplementary action”, according to Overton (1994, p. 29). ForOverton
(1994), me aning in the sense ofa communication interaction between others
dependsona ‘protracted amay ofrelationship’ notonly in the instant, but also
dependsupon how those relationshipschange overtime and how indeed

they are linked with society asa whole.
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Thus, in orderforthere to be any meaning atallit mustnotonly be connected
to othermeanings, to include perspective, but should be relational and
dynamic. Meaning therefore can neverbe static. In thissense itisanalogous
to the planet’'snatural systems (forexample, underthe Gaia Hypo the sis).

Esse ntially, the planet’'snatural systemsoperate underprocessesof self-
regulation with homeostatic feedback systems, stabilised undersuch thingsas
surface temperature, atmospheric composition and ocean salnity. kisasif
the whole system hassome kind ofcybemetic function that somehow
communic ates with itscomponentsto shape the behaviourofthe whole
system. The same arguably appliesto meaning. The entire system of meaning
may also be seen to operate underprocessesof self-regulation, with

homeostatic feedbacksystemsstabilised underthe prevailing common sense.

This ho listic view can be contrasted with Lako ffsand Johnson's (1999) notion of
the metaphor‘categoresare containers’ in which they explain that neural
beingscannothelp butcategorze the wordd around them, breaking things
down to ever-decreasing diffe rentiations which in tum form partofour
experience (pp. 17-20). Of course, one ofthe diffic ultie s in examining the idea
of meaning in thisway isthatculturaland socialphenomena also have to
contend with metaphysicalaspects,such asbeliefand faith which are either
difficult ordiscordant to categorse. Thisnotion ofcategornsation willbe

retumed to laterin the disc ussion.

Fornow, and to provide an eandy signpost, this thesis proposesthatthe idea of
meaning istaken to be a collective schema, a consensualapprach implicitly
and explicitly understood and agreed by socioculturalgroupingsabout how
thingsoughtto be done. Thisalso impliesthatthatthe idea of meaning
embodiessome dimension of powerstruggle. Forif something means
something in a society (‘it means’), setsofcicumstanceshave come together
to ensure tsrepresentationalsurvivalabove otherlike orsimilarmeanings.
Whethera living organism, ora gas,oranidea,ora concept, oran institution,
oranideology; something thatendureshasovercome the powerrelationships
thatcause resistance orcompetition during its life time. Often the
cicumstancesthat define a powerrelationship are not random, but c arefully
selected pattemsofbehaviourthatbecome accepted overtime because
any opposition hasbeen weeded out. These powerrelationshipsofcourse

canbe applied to physical, metaphysicaland ide ational syste ms.
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Thus, meaning evolvesand changes. From an evolutionary perspec tive,
survival o f the fittest ensuresa speciesorsubstance wilprevailoveritsnvals, at
leastfora time. From a culturalevolutionary perspective, only the fittest social
practices, nomms, beliefs, values and ideas survive because they have
prevailed overotheralte matives that arise from time to time. Forexample, we
no longerbum witc hesat the stake norimprison children forstealing anapple.
Ifwe think ofthe prevailing common sense (collective me aning syste ms), this
meansthatthe way ‘thingsare done’, orthe way ‘thingsare’ hasemerged
from the continualstruggle forthe most c onstructive, beneficialsocial
practices, values, beliefsand so on that willensure the survivalofthat society —

‘it means’.

Thisisnot to say that altemative (oreven unorthodox) ideas, beliefsand values
cannot co-exist with institutionalised me aningsin the dominant sociocultural
system, but these are often marginalised as sub-cultures, therefore not valued,
and in some cases, forcibly emoved (made extinct). This partic ulardisc ussion
tangentinvokesthe notion of powerrelations, and if we tum momentarnly to a
Foucauldian perspective, the notion ofcollective socialacceptance isnot
without resistance:

Atevery moment the relationship of powermay become a
confrontation between two adversares. Equally, the relatio nship
between adversaresin society may,atevery moment, give place to the
putting into operation of mechanismsofpower. The consequence of
this insta bility is the ability to decipherthe same events and the same
transformations either from inside the history of struggle orfrom the
standpoint of the powerrelationships...itis precisely the disparitie s
between the two readings which make visible those fundamental
phenomena of 'domination"which are presentin a large numberof
human societies (Foucault, 1982, p. 208).

Yet, the idea of meaning (in the sense of ‘it means’) downplaysthe notion of
domination; instead, it diffusesand relegatesany voicesofresistance to the
fringesofthatsociety. Asau faitsaccomplis, meaningsare accepted and
mstitutionalised asthe prevailing common sense. The meaning ofthingsis
something we occasionally question but mostly acceptbecause tembeds
itsef deeply and nexorably within the socioculturalsystem. ¥we care to tease
them out, there are subtle (and notso subtle) powerrelationships present in

the idea of meaning. fthe meaning of something hasendured, oremergesin
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a society,a certain reasoning hasprevailed based on shared orcommon
understandings.

Intermogating meaning through a mind, matter,body, orbrain syllogism as
traditionalphilosophy often does(forexample Descartes idea ofthe mind-
mattersyllogism), may limit the field ofendeavourbecause relationshipsonly
focuson the individualand hissherperceptions. Ona broadercanvas, not to
acknowledge the relevance oreven the existence ofotherconnected

me aning systemsisto avoid the possibility of collective human understanding:

Any theory of individualmeaning thatcannotbe squared with the
possibility of shared meaning would leave usnot only with the
unsatisfactory conclusion that socialunderstanding isimpossible. k
would additionally leave us with the unhappy paradoxthatwe could
not understand the theory itself." (Gergen, KJ. (1994) in Overton, 1994,
p. 20)

Some theorists, like Iakoffand Johnson (1999), see these understandings, or
what we might term the prevailng common sense, resulting from c o gnitive
science orcognitive linguistic framesbased on a kind ofcollective view of
suc h things asmorality, time, self and causation. Human beingsare physical
beings, and assuch theirrationalemotionalselfcannotbe separated from the
body in which itiscontained; one ofthe crtical points pursued by Iako ff and
Johnson (1999) in theirextensive body of researc h. Further, they argue that the
conceptionofselfisfundamentally metaphoric. Thismeansthat the
metaphorc conception ofourselvesisembedded deep within our

unc onsc io us, whic h c o gnitive scientists believe makesup 95 percentofall
thought (Iako ff & Johnson, 1999, p. 13).

kisa biologicaland metaphysicalnecessity that human beingsbreakthings
up into digestible chunksso we can bettermanage and understand them.
Thisispart ofthe way in which ourneuralstruc ture reasonsto create spec ific
categoriesto processcontextualinformation (Iako ff & Johnson'snotion of
prototypesisrelevant here). Thus the relationship between reasoning and
meaning iscausal The processofcategornsing, lumping and splitting
(reasoning) causesmeaningsto be created through various metaphorc
associationsorprjections. Fwe lookat thisin te s o f self-org anising syste ms,

mformation, inrespective of where itisdernved, isdifferentiated and integrated
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acrossvarousemergentlevels. Just how thisoccursisascontentiousasitis
speculative, and wilnotbe discussed in detailin this thesis. Suffice to say that
the limits ofthe cognitivist modelsrelatesto the static frame wo rk within whic h
this ac tivity o c c urs; the limitsofothermodelsmay wellbe about their
complexity. Thatis, meaning isan emergent and inte ntio nalist re pre se ntation
ofthe symbolic universe, unique foreach person. This position must be further
explained so thatitcan build the ideas undedying this the sis.

2.3 Can Meaning be Captured as a System?

At this point, the realm ofcomplex systemscan be introrduced asan altemate
perspective to tackle the problem of meaning. fwe see whatwe know and
understand asan interconnected web of knowledge that synthesise s both the
rationalistapproach and empincist approach, then we begin to see that
meaning canneverbe linearorcausal In otherwomrds, the notion that
meaning isderved in a linearway by first que stioning, then observing, then
amving atsome kind of answerorposition becomesinfeasible. Moreover, if a
meaning can be thoughtofasa system, even with boundares, then it might
exhibit allthe qualitiesofa system, such aslarge numbers ofinterc onnec ting
components, emergent properties, interac tion-rich relationshipsbetween

components, self-organisation and so on.

Ifthe nature of meaning canbe expressed intermsofthe featuresofcomplex
systems, then we canbegin to thinknotonly about what (subject) meaning is
but also about how (context) meaning mightbe amved at. Any
conceptualisation of the problem meaning, of course, givesrise to an
ontologicaloreven metaphysicalsense ofthe subject. But as Cilliers (2000)
cautions, itisimpossible to first e stablish the system of knowledge (meaning)
and then id e ntify the knowledge within that system because the two are in
“continualtransformation” (p.9). However, if we acknowledge that the
problem of boundaresisinherentin allcomplex systems, inc luding thatof
meaning, then we canbegin to capture meaning, notasan end in itse If, but
asa dynamic process. thasbeen proposed forsome decadesthatthe suite
of generalsystemstheores, including complex systems theory,can offermuch,

notonly to materalsystems, butalso to non-materalsystemssuch associal
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systemsororganisations (Smon, 1962; Emery & Tist, 1972; Emery, 1993, 1981,
Kauffman, 1993, 1995; Wo lfram, 2002; Stacey, 1996, 2000; Capra, 1996, 1989;
Wheatley, 1994; Dawkins, 1989, 1986; Waldrop, 1992; Gleick, 1988; Axehod,
1984; Be rtalanffy, 1969; Ile mke, 1990, 1995, 1997; and von Foerster 1981, 1996).

kispossble to capture meaning in complex systemstermrms and explain why, for
instance, certain environme nts limit the spread ofcertain formsofknowledge,
and the typesofvarnablesthat mightbe atplayin those envimnments. For
example, such thingsasnew ideas(attractors) may create a new context
(bifurc ation point), thus destabilising the accepted state, and overtime forcing
(self-organising) the meaning system into a new paradigm (state of

e q uilib ium).

Aswe have discussed, the application of syste mstheory to sociocultural
phenomena isnot without precedentin termsofprinciples. kisin fact pre-
empted in Kant'sorDescartes ideason issuessuch asmorality, forexample.
Whata systemsapproachoffersisa new paradigm, new language and new
concepts with which to explore areasofparadox, controversy and

equivoc ality in human behaviourand the behaviouro f its institutio ns.
Conceptssuch asemergence, bifurc ation, auto poiesis, re fle xivity, attrac tors,
self-organised, adaptive, landscapes, critic a lity, fitne ss, c haotic, non-linear,
fuzzy, fractal, networked, entropic can now be applied to phenomena in the

socioculturalrealm.

Using the discourse ofcomplex syste ms, with its no tions o f patte ming, ne two rks,
novelty and connectednessprovidesa new perspective, by proposing a
different way of conceptualising the talk and text (Slverman, 1992). Rather
than engage n empincaldata gathering to produce a modelto analyse the
behaviourofa particularmanagementfad so we can predictthe behaviour
ofothermanagement fads, this thesis willinstead engage in a theornzation of
me aning systems, exemplified by the phenomenon ofmanagementfads. This
theornzation and exemplfication wilengage traditionalways (rec all the
rationalist/ e mpirc ist polemic ) of thinking aboutepistemologicaland
ontologicalthemesofourprevailing common sense and juxtapose them
against the discourse (notthe method) of complex systems. n orderto
exemplify how thismight be achieved, this the sis willexplore the nature of

connectedness, complexity and relationship in meaning and apply it to the
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socialphenomenon of managementfads. Emustbe emphasised here that
managementfadsperse are notthe focusofthisstudy, but mtherhow they
canbe engaged to show how meaning canbe characterised intermsof
whatitcomprsesand how that contributes to the totality of human

understanding.

2.4 Meaning: Digging deeper

Aswe have already discussed,because meaning canbe conceived ofasa
system, its conte xtualnature must be included aspartofwhatitconveys. Iwil
now brie fly disc uss the views of ILako ff & Johnson (1999), Cillie rs (1998) and
Inhmann (1994) to provide an overallcontext in which we might further
explore the nature of meaning and understand whyitcanbe analysed from a

complex systems perspective.

24.1 TIakoff & Johnson

We cannot thinkabout meaning and hypothesise it witho ut seeing its
connectednessto such thingsashistorical context, cultural milieu and power
relations. Norcan we ignore the situatednessofourphysicalselvesand our
biologicalpredilection to categorse. T reiterate, when we categorise,
breaking thingsup into digestible ¢ hunks, we construct what Iakoffand
Johnson (1999) callthe '‘containermetaphor. Atthe levelofthe metaphor,
containershave a spatialconfiguration (interior, exterior, ough, smooth, deep,
shallow and so on), boundarnes,canbe placed in relation to othercontainers
and inferencescanevenbe made aboutothercontainers. Howeverlakoff &
Johnson suggestthat "'conceptualizing categoresascontainershidesa great
dealofcategory structure. Ehidesconceptualprototypes, the graded
structuresofcategores, and the fuzzinessofcategory boundares” (1999, p.
20). Because conceptualcategoriesare a neuralstruc ture (we make them
with ourreasoning), everything we know, inc uding the me aning of things, is
embodied. With allthe research into neural ne two rks (Cillie rs 1998), this point is
unlikely to be challenged, even by the most representationalmodels (for
example, Chomsky and Fodor). The notion ofthe embodimentofourconcepts

isimportant to cognitive scientistsand embodied realists: “An embodied
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conceptisa neuralstruc ture thatisactually partof, ormakesuse of, the
sensorimotorsystem ofourbrains. Much ofconceptualinference is, therefore,
sensorimo torinference” (Lako ff & Johnson, 1999, p. 20).

2.4.2 PaulCilliers

Cilliers (1998, pp. 65-66) identifies fourcharactersticsof meaning to which a
fifthisadded.

1 Me aning is ho listic

2 Meaning isin part a normative notion
3. Meaning dependson the envionment
4 Meaning isa historicalconcept

5. Meaning isembodied.

IFwe take these five conceptstogether,itispossible to conceive of me aning
asa system —a complexmeaning system. The meaning fulne ss of human life
requiresthat we categorise allinformation available to us, including thatin our
unconscious. Thisinformation evolvesand isrelationaland connected, thus
creating a self-regulating system thatcannotbe fully representational Here
the discourse of complex systems c an assist with how we might frame the
enomity of thistask. Asaleady discussed, the notions ofnetwo rks,
approximation, pattem, thythms, attractors, bifurcation and so on,canbe
engaged to theorse and explain the problem ofmeaning. As Cilliers (1998)
pointsout, “instead of working with conceptsorclustersofconcepts, you work
with a system ofrelationshipsata sub-conceptuallevelthatcannotbe given,

orrather,isnotin need ofa semantic interpretation ...” (p. 71).
2.4.3 Niklas Iuhmann

Niklas Inuhmann hasdeveloped unifying theoresto explain the behaviourof
socialphenomena based broadlyon a systemsappmach. Forluhmann
(1995), communic ation is the most importantcomponentofa human social
system. Fwe thinkabout human interaction, the failure to sustain whatis
meaning fulin communication wilrenderthe system of communication

unreliable, and the whole system may risk falling into decay and cease to exist.
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Thisis where, forexample, certain knowledge might begin to exhibit nonlnear
behaviour, which createsa new feedbackloop, resulting in changesto the
main system. An example mightbe resistance to aneconomic impostby a
govemment, such asthe raising oftaxes. Fresistance becomesso intense as
to eruptinto widespread and large-scale conflict, revolution can occur,
resulting in a complete transformation ofthe orginal system of gove mme nt,
evenchaos. Inthisexample, the communication between the govemment
and itspeople failed to convince them thatraising the taxrate wasin their
interests. Add thatto theirexpernence ofthe increased taxrate, which caused
widespread poverty and protection ofelites,and an overwhelming source of
conflictisgenerated thatthe ornginalsystem isincapable of sustaining. The
emergence ofthe new regime then self-organises around what information
and communic ation ismeaningfulto the most numberofpeople (even if
assisted by force), and wilbe characterised by chaotic disruption (from the
many feedbackloops),because information is fragmented and unrelable.
Communication exchanges, peacefulin the previous state, now produce
noise and instability between the components. This state of affairs will c o ntinue
until the system stabilises with more reliable relationshipsbetween the
componentsand lesschaotic behaviour. In some cases, the emovalofsome

componentsmay assist in the longertem survivalofthe whole system.

Thisprovidesa crude example of luhmann’stheory because it focuseson
communic ation between ele ments (re la tio nship s) within the system, rather
than the experience ofthe people (components) within the system.
According to Iuhmann, communication is a synthesis of three dime nsio ns:
information, utteranc e (Mitteilung), and understanding (Verste hen). This
tripartite nature ofa communication iscrticalforInhmann since it gives
communic ation, and hence socialsystems, theirimeducibly socialnature
(Inhmann 1995, p. 140; 1984, p. 195). Iuhmann’s ability to distanc e himse If
from the human subjectsofsocialsystemsisoften raised asa criticism,
because he seessuch thingsasfavelasorghettossimply as‘neglected
envimnments excluded from the totality of the largersystem because they

are economically, socially and politic ally re dund ant.

Although the crticisms of Iuhmann’stheory - that social syste ms c onsist of rule s
aswellascommunications-isrelevant here, so too isthe conceptof

autopoiesis, which luhmann espouses ascharacternstic ofsocial syste ms. The
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term autopoiesis,coined by Chilean biolo gists Humberto Maturana and
Francesco Varela (1973) wasinitially designed to differentiate living systems
from nonliving systems. However, if we apply autopoiesisto social systems
ratherthan biologicalsystems we see thatthey are justasdefined by their
organisation and connectednessaswellastheircomponent properties.
Iooking more closely at luhmann's (1995) accountofsocial systemsseesthat
they do notconsistsolely of communicationsbutalso contain a struc tural
component whic h, unlike ¢ o mmunic atio ns, sub sist through change (p. 139-
140). Thisraise s the issue ofthe temporalnature ofa system,a conceptthatis
noteasily addressed by eitherthe rationalist orempiricist approachesto the
problem of meaning. The very nature ofa complex system is that it is
constantly evolving; what we observe, orwhat we are capable of modelling is
merely a snapshotin time. ¥we thinkaboutthe problem of meaning in this
way, itstemporalnature becomes something forwhich we can easily find
examples,evenin one generation. Abolition ofthe death penalty,
dependence ona globalised economy, the speed ofinformation exchange,
changesinracialand religioustolerance, and the warontenmorare examples
of meaning systems(orparts of meaning systems) thathave adapted to the
changing envimnment. ¥we care to move further, there are even
connectionsbetween these examples. But change to meaning within

so cioc ultural syste msis mo stly more subtle, so much so that we generally fail to
see it in ourlife time, unlessthere are cataclysmic eventssuch aswarsor

environme ntal disa ste rs.

The notion thatsocialsystemscanbe characterised as“analyticalmodelsof
empincally objectively existing organized aggregatesofrelated ac tions,
produced by theirextemalobservers” suited Iuhmann’sidea thata system
could be identified by de fining the unit ofitsoperation and observation
(Vratusa, 1999, p. 137). According to Iuhmann (1984), this unit should be the
communication orinteraction of cognitive actionsof meaning selection and
construction ofboundaresbetween the system and its envionment. I this
way differentiation can occurbetween the subsyste msthatisthe resultof
communic ation, and those that form part ofthe environment. This is why
Inhmann’sidea ofsocialsystemsisimportant to thisthesis. The idea thatsocial
systemscanbe seenasnetworked, from the position ofthe observer-

intricately connected and continually changing theirlinksbetween the system
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and the envimnment and within the system itself - see its ‘me aning selection
mec hanisms’ become competitive. Moreover, within thiscontinualprocessof
self-organisation, no part ofthe system can be in controlwitho ut in tum
subjecting itselfto control. Inhmann’s (1984) rejection ofthe idea that
govemmentsare fullyin controlofsocial systems(‘modem society hasno
centre and no head’)isreplaced by an emphasis on this netwo rked
approach,characterised by competition and evolution atevery level The
socialsub-systems Inhmann refers to, in continualprocessesofchange and
self-referentialcontrols,can be seenasa physicalprecursorto the idea of
complex meaning systems. Any attempt to fully controlthe entire me aning
system with allits components contradic ts the principle of socialdiffe re ntia tion
and thus meaning-making. Snce homogeneousunitsare not one ofthe
characternsticsofa complex system, a social system cannot func tion in the
situation where allbeliefsand ideasare the same in some kind of Utopian
existence like Plato’s Republic.

This is where the ideasofIuhmann’ssocial systemscoincide with the
hypothesisofcomplex meaning systems. Inuhmann hasused the idea of
complex systemsto develop histheoreticalperspective because social
systemsare notperfectly integrated, coherent, predictable and static. The
same resonance appliesto the problem of meaning. Groupsoftheornes,
knowledge and ideas,bound in ontologicaland epistemologicalframewo rks
(loosely called meaning systems at this point) and contextualised by time, are
often interconnected, and sometimeseven dependent, but neverare they
perfectly ntegrated, coherent, predictable and static. The capacity ofthe
discourse of complex systems theoresto capture thisdynamic envimnmentof
a totalsystem in continualchange,dominated by certain powers that ensure
the survivalofsome ofits sub-systems,canequally apply to societiesasitcan
to the world ofideasand knowledge. Thus, if we see the entire system as the
sum totalofallhuman understanding forinfinity, thenitbecomespossible to
theorise what this system might comprise, orin Iuhmann’s terms its ‘unit o f
operation and observation’. Thisthesis proposesthatthisunitcanbe

categormnsed asa ‘complexmeaning system.’
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2.5 Thought as a system

Ikt isalso worth briefly noting the work of David Bohm (1994) bec ause he
regardsthoughtasa system and something that should notbe fragmented.
Many ofthe problemsofthe planet,according to Bohm, could be addressed
if we did not continue to separate out and constantly refine and categorise
(recalllakoff & Johnson, 1999) ourknowledge aboutthem. Separating
thoughts (ideas) and fine-tuning them to such an extent thatthey 'forget what

they were connected to in the first place,isone of Bohm's gre ate st laments:

WhatImean by 'thought'isthe whole thing - thought, 'felt', the body, the whole
society sharing thoughts-itsallone process. kisessentialforme notto break
thatup,because itsallone process; somebody else'sthoughtbecomesmy
thought, and vice versa. Therefore it would be wrong and misleading to break
it up into my thought, yourthought, my feelings, these feelings, those feelings. I
would say thatthought makeswhatisoftencalled in modem language a
SYSTEM. A system meansa setofconnected thingsorparts. But the way
people commonly use the word nowadaysit meanssomething allof who se
partsare mutually interdependent - not only fortheirmutualaction, but for
thermeaning and fortheirexistence. (1994, p. 16)

Because thought and meaning canbe seen asa system, it includes all the
things that sunound it —feelings, the human body and itsphysicalneedsand
localenvironment, thoughts passing backand forwardsbetween people, the
mstutitio nalisation of thought (the prevailing common sense), allevolving,
adapting and changing in a processthathasoccumed since ancient times.
This constant evolution and refinement ofthought (meaning), isaccording to
Bohm (1994), one ofthe greatflawsofwhatwe term the human condition:
Now, Isay that thissystem hasa faultin it - a 'systematic fault. Eisnota
fault here, there orhere, butitisa fault thatisallthroughout the
system...Thoughtis constantly creating problemsthat way and then
trying to solve them. But asit triesto solve them it make s it worse

because tdoesn’tnotice thatit'screating them, and the more it thinks,
the more problemsitcreates. (1994, p. 111)

The reason fortouc hing on Bohm's workisthat hisconceptualisation ofthought
asa system isrelated to the idea of meaning systems. Applying systems
thinking to nonmateralephemeralphenomena like knowledge, thought and
meaning does, however, run the risk of philo so phic al e so tericism, whic h is why

there mustbe caveatsand limitationsapplied to this disc ussion.
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2.6 Caveats and limita tions

2.6.1 Cautiononmodelling

Thinke rs like Guastello (1995, 1999), Stacey (1995, 1996, 2001, 2003), Whe atley
(1992, 1997), White, Smith & Tansey (1994), White Smith & Bame tt (1997), and
many others, have applied some form of systemstheory to some form of
socioculturalissues. However, the relative acceptance ofthe applicationof
system theoresto socioculturaltheory hasbeen tempered with caution by
some who see limits to itsapplicability in the realword, and have even
labelled it asfaddish (Begun, 1994; Jo hnson & Burton, 1994; Mc Kelvey, 2002).
Forexample, Richardson (2004) sugge sts that:

] Building networked models(cellularautomata, agent-based
simulation, etc.) doesnotmean you are a complexity thinke !

= Using words like ‘emergence’, ‘self-organization’, etc. doesnot make
you a comp lexity thinke r!

. Eisvery common to use nonlnearmodelsin a lnearway.

= Complexity thinking ismore ofan (philosophical) attitude towards
suc h thingsratherthan a particularsetoftools.
(Stide 4)

A complexsystemsapprach to meaning might also attract c ntic ism o f tho se
who see that‘complexity isincompressible’ and that, therefore, reducing the
system to mere modelswilllead to distortions (Cilliers, 1998; Richardson et al,
2000). Thus, the models we might use mustbe atleastascomplexasthe
subjectitse If; quite a taskif we addressthe issue of why suc h thingsas

management fadsthrve. Stacey (2000) agrees:

...extreme care needsto be taken in using (such) modelling asa
source domain foranalogies with human action. The very actof
modelling requiresan extemalmodeller, and the specification of the
modelrequiresthe initialdesign of a system, even though whatis
being modelled isan evolutionary processthatissupposed not to
depend on any outside design... Syste ms thinkers have tried to deal
with thisproblem by widening the boundary of the system to include
the observer,butin doing so they alwayslocate some kind of
agencyoutside the boundary (p. 26).

This is why there isno intention to “model” a complex syste m in this the sis in

detail Rather, through theorsing and discussion, positionscan be reached
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abouthow we might conceptualise meaning syste ms so the mannerin which
they are formed makes sense.

2.6.2 Why Not Pursue a Foucauldian Analysis?

Although MichelFoucault hasmuch to say about “meaning syste ms” this the sis
isdelberate in its inte ntion not pursue a Foucauldian analysis. The aim o f this
thesisisto analyse the dynamicalprocessofmeaning making. Thus, the focus
isonprocessdynamicsratherthan powerrelationsa la Foucault. A
Foucauldian analysisof powerrelationshipsin society is a the sis in itse If, and
weaving the complexities of that disc ussion into the idea of meaning systems
would overshadow othertheoretical perspective s whic h this the sis se e ks to

introduce.

2.6.3 Ianguage asa System

No matterwhat standpoint the arguments are from - c o gnitivist, social

c onstruc tio nist, rationalist orempircist - language is,of course, considered
fundamentalto the conceptofmeaning. Whetherasa frameworkforsocial
discourse ordevelopmentalexplanations, language isrelevant to the
theornsation of meaning. However, a detailed consideration oflanguage is
beyond the scope ofthisthesisand israised only nsofarasitrelatesto ho listic
conceptionsofmeaning systems. Some discussion oflanguage asa system
appearsin Chapter?.

2.7 Conclusion

Thischapterhaselaborated on the idea thatthe discourse of complex
systems, usually applied to maternalsystems,can equally apply to the word of
knowledge and ideas; thatis, the wordd of meaning. Applying the discourse of
complex systems to me aning instantiate s no tions o f re la tio nship s, ¢ o nte xt,
networks, pattems and the othermore 'scientific' disc ourse terminology
associated with complex syste ms the ory: bifurc ation, attrac tors, fuzzy sets, and

SO Oon.

Chapter 2 — Theorising Meaning 36



Usually, theornsationsabout the problem of meaning are discussed from within
the majorbranchesofphilosophicalthought - metaphysics, phenomenology,
aestheticsforexample -aswellasmore contemporary socialc onstruc tivist
the orie s suc h as e xiste ntia lism, nihilism, and postmodem theoresoflanguage
and culture. Asthischapterhasproposed,itisalso vald thata discussion of
meaning can be argued using the discourse of complex syste ms theory:
conceptualising meaning intermsofhow itemeiges, adaptsto the
sociocultural milieu, connectsto othermeanings, orisabandoned, for

example.

In termsofproviding contextto the debate, the rationalist versusempircal
dichotomy isimportant in the theorisation of meaning because it provides a
juxtaposition of altemative and valid explanationsabout what we know, how
we have come to know it and its relationship to meaning. In otherwonds,
scientific discoveries and the knowledge of hindsight are not nec essarily
explicable through rationalist debate,and experience doesnotnecessarily
provide proofthat something ismeaningful T conceive of meaning asa
system orcollective schema, a consensualapprach implicitly and e xp lic itly
understood and agreed to by socioculturalgroupings, about how things ought
to be done seesthatthe complexpattemsofmeaning-making (the how) isas
equally important asthe epistemologicaland ontologicalframeworksit

comprises (the what).
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Chapter3: Complex systems and social phenomena: Key
concepts

The previouschapterargued that syste msperspectwescould be applied

to understand proble msofmeaning. Thischapterwill buid upon the

disc ussion from the previouschapterand introduce conceptsunderying
comple x syste ms thinking with the intention ofoffering "a transdisc ip inary
perspectie thatemphasise sthe intrinsic orderand interdependence ofthe
wond and allits manife stations” (Banathy, 1998, p. 1). The c hapterwilexplain
how these complex systemsconceptsare relevantto theonsing meaning. In
panticularit willlook at how the idea of networksand pattemscan be used to
examine phenomena thoughtto be inexplicable through more traditional
methodsofinquiry. Asa secondary theme, expanding briefly upon the
Aristote ian notion that mattercannot e xist without form (patte m), thisc hapter
also contrasts beliefin the certainty of Newtonian scie ntific knowl dge with a
position that recognises all scientific conceptsand theonesare imited and
approxinate. The posttion of the obsemwerisalso introduced and argued as
integralto how indwiduals will unde rstand and capture a comple x me aning

system.

The language and discourse of comple x syste ms (that is the tec hnical
language aswellasthe concepts) gwesusmore toolsto descrnbe unexpected
phenomena and the pattemsofconnection that may be at work within that
system, panicularly when we considersocialmeaning. Some ofthe concepts
raised in thisc hapterre quire furtherelabomtion, but the detailis foundational
T addressthis, IThave provided Appendix A: Syste ms Theory: An Ove rie w.

3.1 Introduc tion

Before we discussmeaning in termsofcomplex systems, some contextis
required. Instead ofstarting with philosophy and the nature of meaning, belief,
epistemology,ontology and so on, to amive ata complex systemsperspec tive,
Iwillcommence from within the discourse of complex syste ms the ory itse If.
Complex syste ms thinke rs almo st always justify theirtheoretical (and scie ntific )
perspective by refemring to the dichotomy between the old paradigm and the
new paradigm ofthought. The termscould be seen assimple, yet convenient

labelsto make anideologicalpoint that requires no furtherelaboration.
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Cannotwe simply state there are multiple waysofunderstanding the word
armund usbecause ofthe unique position ofthe observer? I isimportant to
articulate these positionsbecause contemporary complex syste ms thinking
operatesin an altemative thought paradigm based in scientific and
mathematicaldiscovery. Those who write about (ormodel) complex syste ms
often see themselvesashaving amved atthe end ofa philosophical(and

sc ie ntific ) joumey, by first examining and then discarding othermodesof

(re d uc tio nist) thinking. In terms of c o nte xtual analysis, partic ulady sinc e this
thesisengagescomplex systemstheory, we need to see how and why
complex systemstheory (new paradigm ofthought) hasbecome an
altemative to othermore traditionalideolo gic al(ratio nalist) o r sc ie ntific
perspectives (old paradigm). However, there isno intention to detail the
phiosophicaldifferencesbetween these two positions, exceptinsofarasit
relatesto the theornsation of meaning. Thave provided Appendix A (Syste ms
Inquiry: Basic Conceptsand FoundationalResearch) to expand on the

complex systemsconceptsraised in this the sis.

3.2 Complex Systems and Social Me aning

Complexity theory hasbecome a broad-ranging interdisciplinary subjectover
the last fourdecades, asexemplified by authors such asNicolisand Prigo gine
(1989), Waldrop (1992), Holland (1995), Belew and Mitc hell (1996), Arthur, Dura uf
and Lane (1997), Eve, Horsfalland Iee (1997), Kauffman (1993), Gleic k (1988),
Capra (1993, 1997), Wolfram (2001) and others. These researchersuse complex
systemstheory to compliment theirresearch in varying ways, forexample, from
Wolfram’s (2001) challenging conceptofcellularautomata to Gleic ks (1988)
more accessible and therefore popularised theorieson chaos. Definitionsof
complexity theory are broad-ranging, and whatexactly a complex system
might look like isalso contentious. Forexample, Cowan (1994) see s c omp le xity
as:

... [refeming] to systems with many different parts which, by a rathermyste rio us
processofself-organisation,become more ordered and more informed than
systems which operate in approximate thermodynamic equilbrium with their
surmoundings ... Complex systemscontain many relatively independent parts
which are highly interconnected and interactive and thata large numberofsuch
partsare required to reproduce the functionsoftruly complex, self-org anising,
replicating, leaming, and adaptive systems. (pp. 1-2)

Smilady, “a complex system isan evolution generated by simple mathematical
rulesorphysical principlesthat exhibitscomplicated, unpredictable behaviour"
(Grffeath, 1992, p. x). Or, drawing upon the theoriesofRobert Rosen, Don
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Mikule c ki (2003) in hispresentation called “Relational Systems Theory: An
Appmachto Complexity” seescomplexity as:

... the property ofa realwond system thatis manifestin the inability of any one
formalism being adequate to capture allits properties. Erequires that we find
distinc tly different ways of inte ra c ting with syste ms. Distinc tly diffe re nt in the se nse
that when we make successfulmodels, the formalsystemsneeded to descrbe
each distinct aspectare NOTderivable from each other.

(Slide 5)

Robert Rosen's differentiation between simple and comple x syste ms is also

use ful: "A system issimple ifallits modelsare simulable. A system thatisnot
simple, and thataccordingly must have a nonsimulable model, is

complex" (Rosen, 1998, p. 292). Further, Rosen (1985) believes that the po ssibility
of 'complexity", in an intuitive sense, arises when a system actsin unexpected
ways; thatis, in waysthatdo not match the predictionsofourmodels(pp. 421-
422). Therefore, Rosen's definition provide s an intuitive notion ofc o mple xity,
ratherthan one whichisdefined. Eisalso importantto note thatcomplex
systemsare defined essentially in termsofwhatthey are not (ie., simple
systems). Thisisdone by specifying asminimala criterion aspossible (ie., having
atleast one non-simulable model) inorderto provide a precise, yet

unre stric tive , distinc tion between simple and complex. In contrast,complex
systemsare,in a sense,open-ended: there isno apparentupperlimitto how
complexa system canbe constructed, and therefore, no apparent limit to what
characternstic s suc h systems might have. A brief summary of some ofthe

differencesbetween the two categoresofsystem appearsin Table 3.1.

Table 3.1: A summary of the key differences between simple and complex systems

This table is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library
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(Source: Gwln (2003, p. 25))

A useful-if somewhatlimited —modelforthe illustration of complex systems
comes from the New England Complex Syste ms Institute (NECSD website and is
reproduced at Figure 1.2. Although thismodelcontainsallthe elementsof
complex systems discussed, it has limitationsin thatitdoesnotofferany real
explanation forthe existence orindeed behaviourofa dynamicalcomplex

system. kEdoes, however, attemptto map outthe termain of comple x syste ms.

This figure is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

Figure 3.1: Characteristics of complex systems
[Source: Marshall Clemens, NESCIWebsite, www.nec si.org]
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Thking many authorstogether!, ten key propertiesofcomplex systems are

generalyregarded asfollows:

Iarge numberofinterconnecting components.
Componentsare non-determministic and non-tractable.
Inte rac tion-ric h relationships between components.

Interactions exhibit nonlnearbehaviour.

ou ok

Inte rac tions mo stly e xhibit short range information, butcan

precipitate long-range influence (sensitivity to initial

c onditio ns).

6. Feedbackloopscause changesto the system.

7. Exhibitpropertiesofemergence and self-organisation because
the system also interac ts with its e nviro nme nt.

8. Operate underfarfrom-e quilbrium c onditions.

9. Cannotexclude history (pre-programmed ele me nts e xist).

10. Each elementin the system isignorant ofthe behaviourofthe

system asa whole,and mayonly respond to localised

info rma tio n.

3.3 Complex Systems Applied to Social Phenomena

There have been a numberofexamplesofthe application of complex systems
theoresto anaspectofthe behaviourofsocioculturalphenomena,oran
agent within the system, oritsaffect on the widerspatiote mporal syste m itse If.
Forexample, Sotolongo (2002) observesthat "...societie s e xhibit the syste ms-like
charactensticsofself-organised systemsfarfrom equilbrium ... (and) behave
like nonlnearcomplex systems with a self-organised unfolding" (p. 105). Also,
Gunderson etal (1995), citing Holling’s (1986) work, istypicalofhow ecological
systemstheory hasbeen applied to social systems. Theirunderstanding of

func tion, hierarc hy, and scale in nature incormporates Holling’s now we ll-known
theory of ecosystem func tion with hierarc hy theory (Allen and Starmr, 1982; O’ Neill
etal, 1986) into a generalmodelofthe dynamicsofadaptive systems.
Gundersonetal’scomplexadaptive systemsmodelisapplied to
understanding rigidity and change in govemment wildlife management

mstitutions. They review some relevantsocialchange theores from the social

! Thislist hasbeen adapted from the theoresofa range of authorssuch as Stephen Wolfram (2002), Stuart Kauffman
(1996), Ind wig Bertalanffy (1968), Fitjof Capra (1996, 2002), Rogerle win (1997), Mitc hel Waldrop (1992), Fred Emery
(1989), Francis Heylighen (1995, 1997), Paul Cilliers (1998) and Ilya Prigogine (1994). n termsofsocialmeaning, complex
syste ms thinking offers an altemate explanation of such things as institutionsorsocialphenomena because its be haviour
canbe analysed through the ten key properties asoutlined above.
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sciences, searc hing for, and finding, theoriesorcomponentsoftheonesthat
appearto mesh with theirposition. Tumer, Horsfalland Iee's (1999) edited
collection also promotesthe use of complex systemstheory and chaosto
understand socioculturalphenomena. Teenage pregnancies, chidhood
friendshipsand communication pattemsare examplesofanemerging trend of
areas where the suite ofcomplex systemstheoresare being applied to social
phenomena. Models,oratleast diagrammatics, form a significant portion of this
wo k.

Anotherexample is L Douglas Kiels (1994) work with public sec tororganisations.
Focussing on the nonlnearand often chaotic behaviourof working
envimnments associated with these workplaces, Kielsresearch pre-empts
cicumstancesthat have the capacity forprediction. In otherwords, he looksat
namow rangesofissuesassociated with these work places. While thisappmach
scemsreasonable,ittendstoward problem specific solutionsonly (forexample
time -se rie s tasks), foc using on incrementalchange, yet omits the cultural,
ethical and epistemologicalcontext ofthose institutions. Neverthele ss, as with
othertheorsts who apply systemstheory modelling to socioculturalphenomena,
often the choice ofcircumstance ishaphazard and largely restricted to

we ste m-style behaviourist models, even though some ofthe conclusions would
suggest otherwise. However, such theoresofcomplexadaptive systems
generallyincorporate a large body ofwellresearched ecosystem function and
processinto a general, nomothetic modelofsystem organisation and change.
The language of complex systemsalso servesto benefit any analysisassome of
the termsoffernew waysofintermmogating the components ofthe system and
the environment in whic h that system is situated. Fuzzy logic providesan
altemative way ofunderstanding unc ertainty. From thisnew way of
understanding canbe derved innovative apprmachesand strategiesfor
working with the unc ertainty that so often characternsessocialsystems. For
example,according to Dimitrov (1997) the application offuzzy logic to social

systems creates opportunities to examine:

e contradictions and mconsistenciesembedded in socialsitua tions;
e issuesthathave beenrepressed undercrticalsocialdynamics; and
e thatwhichisconcealed and beyond observed socialphenomena.

Fuzzy lo gic is suited to studying such 'subtleties in social systemsbecause ofits
ability to:

e dealwith vague, ambiguousand uncertain qualitative ideas and
judgeme nts;

e concentrate onparadoxicaland enigmatic aspectsofdecision situa tio ns;

e focusonthe marginsofanydecision making 'space'; and
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e appreciate the uniquenessin any decision making act.

T summarise, the application ofcomplex systemstheory to explain
socioculturalphenomena isnot without problems, but there isa growing body
ofliterature dedicated to the task. Two overarc hing theme s found in this

lite rature wamant furtherdisc ussion here, namely:

1. The role of networksin complex syste ms thinking about sociocultural

phenomena; and

2. The importance of pattem in such work

3.4 Networks

Asthe scientific community began to embrace systemsmethodology, new and
mnovative waysofdescrbing phenomena emerged. Forexample, the new
science ofecology enrnched the emerging systemic way of thinking by
introducing two new concepts: community and network. By viewing an
ecologicalcommunity asan assemblage oforganisms, bound into a functional
whole by theirmutualrelationships, ecologists facilitated the change offocus
from organismsto communitiesand backagain, applying the same kindsof

conceptsto different system levels.

Asthe networkconceptbecame more and more prominentacrossa range of
scie ntific disciplines, systemic thinkersbegan to use networkmodelsto view
organisms. They saw that organisms, asnetworksofcells,organs,and organ
systems, could be understood asnetworksofindividual o rganisms, like
ecosystems. The view of living systemsasnetworksprovidesa novelperspective
on the so-called ‘hierarc hiesofnature’. Since living systemsatalllevelsare
networks, we must,according to Capra (1996, p. 35), visualise the web oflife as
living syste ms (networks) interac ting in ne two rk fashion with othersystems
(networks). In the ‘the web oflife’, every phenomenon and lving organism is
interconnected, echoing ideas from the Gaia Hypothesis (Iovelock, 1979). Living
organismsare characterised by a continuousexchange ofenergy and matter
and therefore we can visualize the web oflife asmade up ofliving systems
interacting continuously in a netwo rk fashion with othersyste ms. Analysing
complexphenomena intermsofnetworksand related relationshipscanbe

traced backto the theory oforganisation ofliving syste ms.

Ateachscale,undercloserscrutiny, the nodesofthe networkrevealthemselves
assmallernetworks. We tend to amange these systems, allne sting within larger

systems, in a hierarchicalscheme by placing the largersystemsabove the
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smalleronesin a pyramid fashion. But thisisa human prjection. h nature there
are no ‘above’ or‘below’, and there are no hierarchies;each part ofthe
system isasimportantasanotherforthey alloperate collectively to form the
entire system. Just how these pattemsofrelationship workbetween the
componentsbecomesthe focusforunderstanding the behaviourof the
network. Therefore, drlling down to the pattem and relationships, ratherthan
concentrating on the componentsthemselves, iskey to a syste ms thinking, or
the networked, approach. Such thingsashubsand connectorsbecome
important asthe analysisofa networktakesshape. AsBarabasi(2003) seesiit:

...networksare noten rmute from a random to anordered state. Neither
are they atthe edge of andomnessand chaos. Rather, the scale-free
topologyisevidence oforganizing principlesacting ateach stage ofthe
network formation process. There is little mystery here, since growth and
preferentialattachmentcan explain the basic featuresofthe networks
seen in nature. No matterhow large and complexa networkbecomes, as
long aspreferentialattachment and growth are present it wil maintain its
hub-dominated scale-free topology. (p. 91)

Anotherkey criterion ofthinking about netwo ks is the ability to shift one’s
attention backand forth between systemslevels. n general, different systems
levelsrepresentlevelsofdiffering complexity. Ateach levelthe observed
phenomena exhibit propertiesthatdo notexistatlowerlevels(Capra, 1996;
Guastello, 1995; Kauffman, 1994; Cohen and Stewart, 1992; Waldro p, 1992). The
systemic propertiesofa particularlevelare called ‘emergent’ properties, since
they emerge atthatparticularlevel According to Capra (1996) in the new
syste ms thinking, “...the metaphorofknowledge asa building isbeing replaced
by thatofknowledge asa network” (p. 56). Aswe perceive reality asa network
of relationships, ourdescriptions, too, form an interconnected networkof
conceptsand modelsin which there are no foundations, only relatio nships. This
meansthatrelationshipscan also shift between statesascomponents
manoeuvre to seek out the best position fortheirsurvival orre plic a tio n. This is
where the notion ofnodes, hubsand connectorsbecomesimportant asthey
signify where the prevalent and most sought aftercomponentsare situated in
the network. Thisisespecially usefulin system modelling orsimulation. The
following diagram (Figure 3.2) representsa map ofan enzymatic reactionin a
typicalcell The reason forincluding thisdiagram isthatit provides a use ful visual
fora complexweb ofinteraction. Eissimple to observe thatthe nodesand
hubshave increased activity and the smallerdotscould represent an individual,
orindeed a minorcommunication exchange. There isno need to interpretor
overanalyse thisdiagram;itissimply presented forthe purposesofillustration as

anexample ofa complexnetworkofinterac tions.

Chapter 3 — Complex Systems and Social Phenomena: Key Concepts 45



This figure is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

Figure 3.2 - Complex Network

(Source:Alberts, 1994, p. 228)

However, thisnew approach to science immediately raises an important
question. Feverything isconnected to everything else, how can we everhope
to understand anything? The logicalconclusion to this connec tionist modelis
the position that infinite meaningsequals zero meaning; where the final sum
game isnothing. Forexample, applying this thinking from the new paradigm of
thought to the word ofideasand knowledge seesthatallmeaningsare
connected. Thus,eachcomponentofa theoryoranidea restson other
theoresand ideas from first principlesor'phenotype’. The remarkably complex
nature of meaning therefore, would indicate thatthere are asmany meanings

that stand forsomething (representationalmeaning) asthere are individuals.
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And in orderto understand one meaning, we must understand allothers. Grand
unifying theoriessuch asthisare mind-bendingly complex, and not usually well-
respected because they often omit some aspectimportantto some discipline,
serving to imtate some area ofthe academic community. Thisobtuse argument
willnot take usvery farin any debate. Therefore, a position mustbe reached in

orderto breakthisphilosophicalimpasse.

Tuming once again to the naturalwond, f allnaturalphenomena are ultimately
interconnected, inorderto explain any one ofthem we need to understand all
the others, which isobviously impossible. What makesit possible to tum the
systemsapproach from abstract science into something more applicable to
socialphenomena isthe acceptance thatthere isapproximate knowledge. This
insightiscrucialto alofmodem science, where the position ofthe observeralso
key in understanding the systemsperspective. The old paradigm isbased on the
Cartesian beliefin the certainty of Ne wtonian scie ntific knowledge. In the new
paradigm itisrecognised that allscientific conceptsand theoresare limited
and approximate. Science canno longerprovide any complete and de finitive
understanding (Capra, 1996, p. 41). Fwe accept, forexample, thatthere is
more than one truth foranidea,then we canalso acceptInhmann’s (1984)
notion that there is func tionaldifferentiation of meaning in modem society.
‘Shadesofgrey and prevarication overthe realm of possible s?isanalogousto
the struggle forexistence in the naturalword. The notion thatthere canbe
approximation ofconcepts,and that meaningsgenerated canbe either
homogenousorheterogeneousdepending on the position ofthe observer, also
forms the basisofthe idea ofcomplex meaning systemsdeveloped inlater
chaptersin this thesis. Thatthiscanbe conceived through networks of me aning
isimportant to the developing argumentthat pattemscanbe observed to

betteranalyse problemsofmeaning.

3.5 Pattem and Complexity

The idea ofa pattem oforganisation —a configuration of relationships
characternstic ofa particularsystem —became the explicit focus of systems
thinking in cybemeticsand hasbeena crucialconcepteversince. Aswe have
seen, from the systems point ofview the understanding of all syste ms be gins with
the understanding ofthe pattems which connect. Throughout the history of
westem science and philosophy there hasbeen a tension between the study of
substance (matter) and the study of form (pattem). The study of substance starts
with the question, ‘Whatisit made of?’ The study of form starts with the que stion,

? Lemke often italicises this word to highlight his point.
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‘Whatisits pattem?’ Just whatthese pattems might mean, and how we study
them is something that hasperplexed the scientific and indeed the philo sophic

community formany centuries (Capra, 1994).

One ofthe main theme s in this thesisis that the key to a comprehensive theory
of any system liesin the synthesis ofthose two very different approaches: the
study of substance (ormatter) and the study of form (struc ture orpattem). In the
study of matterwe measure and weigh things. Pattems, however,cannotbe
measured orweighed; they mustbe mapped. T understand a pattem we must
map a configuration ofrelationships. h otherwords, matterinvolve s quantitie s,
while pattem involves qualities. Yet as Casti(1994) pointsout, pattemscan be
difficult to descbe and even harderto recognise (p. 17). Thisisbecause even
though the basic building blocksorcomponentsofthe system may remain

sta tic , the ir re la tio nship with otherareasin the system isdynamic and may only

be available atcertain times.

The study of pattem iscrucialto the understanding ofallsystemsbecause
systemic properties, aswe have seen, arise from the propertiesofa pattem.
Whatisdestroyed when a living organism is dissec ted is its pa tte m. The
componentsare still there, but the configuration ofthe relationships among
them —the pattem —isdestroyed, and the organism dies. Mo st re d uc tio nist
theoriesbecome captured by empircism and failto grasp the importance of
pattem (Gleick, 1987; Casti, 1994; Kauffman, 1992; Waldrop, 1992; ILe win, 1992;
Rosen, 1991; Capra, 1987, 2003). Although the science ofnetworksclaims some
mmadsinto the understanding of patte ming, those atthe vanguard ofresearch
admit there isstillfarto go towardsitsacceptance asa majordiscipline within
the study of complex syste ms (Watts, 2003, p. 305).

One complex syste ms scientist who seesrecumng pattemsascriticalto
understanding allnaturalphenomena, inc luding human behaviour, is Stephen
Wolfram. In short, Wolfram's (1983, 2002) workon cellularautomata largely
consistsofcalculating the entropy of configurationsgenerated by different
rule s, and saying that, while the rulesare simple, the pattemsthey potentially
generate are complex and intriguing. The graphic below (Figure 3.3)

demonstratesa simple rule, through many ite ra tio ns.
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Figure 3.3 - 3-colortotalistic cellularautomata showing repetitive and nested
behaviour.

(Source: Wolfram, 2002, p. 63)
Wo lfram's (2002) key text, A New Kind of Science,declaresthatthe failure of

modem science to addressthe nature and dimension ofcomplexity in the
naturalwond led him to pursue hisresearch into the behaviourofcellular
automata. At the risk of over-simplifying hisvast body of wo 1k, e sse ntia lly, his
thesisisthat the naturalsciencesstudy regulanties' because theycan be easily
observed (Wolfram, 2002, p. 861). When mathematicsisapplied to modelthese
regulanties it sometimescreatesuniversallaws that govem the behaviourof
naturalsystems, leading to predictions about like systems, and even their
adaptation to non-materalsystems, like organisations and human behaviour.
Yet,according to Wolfram (2002), these universallaws have failed to explain the
pattemsofcomplexity, which have been largely ignored (p. 861). The position
taken by Wolfram isdemonstrative ofthe dichotomy between the old and new
paradigmsofthought which, despite many yearsofdebate,isno closerto
being settled.

The debate about the scientific relevance of pattem israised here merely to
flustrate the depth ofresearch, and also to acknowledge that some of these
conceptsare conducive to the theornsation of meaning. Wolfram'snotion of
the computationalimeducibility of some complex pattemsalso lendsitself to the
conceptualisation of meaning in thisway. Forexample, there are some ideas
thatcannotbe reduced to simple semantics, and defy so-called rational
explanationsofbehaviour, such asthe notion of faith. So too, hisprinciple of

computationalequivalence which asserts that:

[complex systems]...tend to be exactly equivalent in theircomputational
sophistication. So thismeansthat there isin the end no difference
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between the levelofcomputationalsophistication thatisachieved by

humansand by allsorts of othersystemsin nature and else where

(Wolfram, 2002, p. 844).
Wolfram's pointisthatthe behaviourofallcomplex systems, whetherthey are
gases, the human brain, a biologicalorganism orcellularautomaton broadly
comespondsto algornthmic patteming. Thisofcourse challengesthe assumption
thatcomplex systems like socialphenomena are specialbecause Wolfram's
principle of computationalequivalence demonstratesthat abstract syste ms like
cellularautomata can achieve exactly the same levelofcomputational
sophistication. Thisis precisely why this area is c onte ntious. What the prnciple of
computationalequivalence encapsulatesisboth the ultimate powerand the
ultimate weaknessofscience. Foritimplesthatallthe wonders ofourunive rse
canineffectbe captured by simple rules, yetit showsthere can be no way to
know allthe consequencesofthese rules,exceptineffectto watch and see
how they unfold (Wolfram, 2002, p. 846).

Applying this principle to the problem of meaning, there are pattemsof
connection between certain meanings, some of which are self-evident and
some contingenton othermeanings. Yet, the simple rules, orunive rsals
accepted, forexample, asthe prevailing common sense, are often impossible
to interpret because we cannotgetbeyond the discourse of what we seekto
observe. In otherwords, the pattemsexist, but we only see part ofthem
because we are eithertoo faraway from their'reach'orwe are so close that
we cannotseparate meaning from ourown experience ofit. Thisis why it is
theorising meaning asa dynamic system, ratherthan a conceptin stasis, may
enable usto draw upon the pattemsthatemerge to betterunderstand how
they are networked to othermeanings. Also atissue isthe idea of
mstitutionalised meanings. Once accepted asa pattemofbehaviour(or
understanding ), the energy required to retain and preserve these meaningsis
lessthan the energy need to question orremove them. Because itiseasierto
accept, institutionalised me anings, orthe prevailing common sense, make
individualslesscapable (because they are arguably lessenergetic) of
accepting otherpossibilitie s. Thisis why fads and fashionsdevelop persuasive
pattems (ormeaning systems) thatattractorco-optfollowers. Thisthread willbe
elaborated furtherin Part 2 of this the sis.

3.6 The Relationship between Networks and Patte ms

Having appreciated the importance of pattem forthe understanding oflife, we

cannow ask: sthere a common pattem oforganisation thatcan be ide ntified
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in allliving systems? One ofthe mostimportant propertiesofa living system is
thatitisa network pattem. Wheneverwe encounterliving systems —organisms,
partsoforganisms, orcommunities of organisms—we can observe that their
componentsare amanged in network fashion. Wheneverwe look at life, we look
atpattem and we lookatnetworks. As Watts (2003) observes:

By specifying precisely how connected systemsare connected, and by
drawing explicit relationships between the struc ture ofrealnetworks and
the behaviour(like epidemics, fads, and organisationalrobustness) of the
systemsthey connect, the science of networkscan help usunderstand our
word. (p. 303)
The recognition that networks and patteming could be importantin
understanding the behaviourofliving systemscame into science in the 1920s,
whenecologistsbegan to study food webs. Soon afterthat, recognising the
network asthe generalpattem oflife, syste ms thinkers extended the network
modelsto more complexlevels. Cybemeticists, in particular, tied to understand
the brain asa neuralnetworkand developed specialmathematicaltechniques
to analyse its pattems. Forexample, the whole brain can be divided into
sub se ¢ tions, orsubne two rks, which communicate with each otherin network
fa shion. All this re sults in intric ate pattemsofintertwined webs, ne two rks ne sting
within largernetworks (Varela etal in Capra, 1996, p. 82). Thisparticularmethod
of viewing complexity at workhasalso been used by those such as Cillie rs (1998)

who usesneuralnetworksto demonstrate aspectsofhuman interac tion.
The fourkey properties of networks are id e ntified througho ut the lite rature as:
no nline arity;

feedback;

re la tio nship s; and

Ll

time.

Because networksofcommunication may generate feedbackloops, they may
acquire the ability to regulate themselves. Forexample, a community that
maintainsan active networkofcommunic ation willle am from its mistakes,
because the consequencesofa mistake willspread througho ut the netwo rk
and retum to the source along feedbackloops, such asstory-telling. Thus, the
community can comectits mistakes, regulate itself, and reorganise itselfby
comparng and contrasting cumrent behaviours with that ofthe past (either
favourable ornot). hdeed, self-organisation hasemerged asperhapsthe
centralconceptin the systemsview oflife, and like the conceptsoffeedback
and self-regulation, it is linked c lo sely with ne two 1ks. The patte m of life,
according to Capra (1996, p. 82),isa networkpattem capable of self-
organisation. And as Watts (2003) points o ut thro ugho ut his te xt, whilst
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mathematics, modelling, calculation and calbration are producing concepts
like andom growth, percolation theory, phase transitions, and unive rsality in the
new science ofnetworks, the map ofthistemtory isincomplete without the input
ofotherdisciplineslike economicsand sociology which overday and organise
the components within them. T this list mustbe added contemplation about
meaning, epistemologicaland ontologicalframe wo rks. Thus, the orising and
modelling biological physicaland socialnetworksrevealspattemsof
connection that, although may be difficult to explain, revealpotentialfor
predic ting future states. This the sis proposesthat if this same theornsation is
applied to the problem of meaning, the pattemsexposed mayrevealan
altemative to rationalistorempircist approaches. One ofthe pathsthrough this
theoreticalmaze isto furtherexplore the dichotomy between form and pattem;

substance and matter.

3.7 Fomm and pattem; substance and matter

The tension between mechanism and holism isan inevitable consequence of
the ancientdichotomy between substance (matter, struc ture, quantity) and
form (pattem, order, quality). It is this dichotomy that c auses the struggle in
mntellectualcommunitiesbetween whatisconsidered relevant and whatisnot;

the micro and the macr; the linearversus the nonlnear; substance and form.

Aristotle was the first biolo gist in the we stem tradition to distinguish between
matterand form but atthe same time linked the two through the passage of
time and the processofdevelopment. Unlike histeac herPlato, Arstotle
believed that form had no separate existence but wasimmanentin matter—
that mattercannot exist without form. Aristotle’s view of matterc ontains the
essentialnature of allthings, butonly asa ‘potentiality’. By meansof‘form’, this
essence becomesrealand capable ofbeing observed and studied and
capable ofadapting. In this sense, Aristotle’scategoresattempted to c lassify
the substance in orderto understand the form by companng both form and
matter. As previously disc ussed, this view o f scie ntific discipline s, me taphysic s,
ethicsand politicsasbeing explicable through a formalsystem oflogic and a

set of unifying principles, dominated thinking formore than two thousand years.

The great shock fortwentieth century science,according to Capra (1996), has
been that whole systemscannotbe understood by analysisalone. The
propertiesofthe partsare not intrinsic properties, butcan be understood only
within the context ofthe largerwhole. Thus, the relationship between the parts
and the whole hasbeenreversed. In the systemsappmach the propertiesofthe

partscanbe understood only from the organisation ofthe whole. Accordingly,
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systems thinking concentratesnoton basic building bloc ks, but on basic
principle s o f o rganisation. Syste ms thinking in this se nse, is ‘c onte xtual - the
opposite ofanalyticalrationalthinking. Analysis means taking something apart
in orderto understand it; syste ms thinking me ans putting it into the contextof
the largerwhole. Such thingsaspattem and organising relationsare justas
important asthe agentsand componentsofthe system itself (Capra, 1996, pp.
28-30).

Table 3.2 providesanotherexample ofthisapproach, intermsofdiscourse. & is
reflected on different scalesby many textsthat apply syste ms thinking to some

form ofsocialbehaviour.

Table 3.2: Tiaditional and emerging perspectives of complexity

This table is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library
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(Source : Dent, 1999, p. 15)

Assuggested in thistable, the compansonsdrawn reinforce the ancient
dichotomy between pattem and matter, form and substance. Many
pemutationsand combinationsofthistable exist in sc holary joumals and te xts,
where the accompanying descriptorsto such tables provide various
recommendationsabout how to convert from the stateson the left side to those

on the right side. But mostly these prescriptionsneverreach a synthesisbetween
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the two wordviews. The assumption is that somehow the stateson the right side
are superororpreferable to those on the left. Others have wrtten about the
timesin the ‘wildemess’ (Ackoff, 1981) when the traditional views transcended

those represented on the right hand side.

However,itiscontended thatboth viewsare complementary. The history of
intellec tualthought acrossdisciplnesisreflected in the reasonswhy one
wondview dominate sthe other,not how to be one orthe other. It is the synthe sis
between these two wordviews thatiskey to understanding most sociocultural
phenomena: the dichotomy between substance and form, pattem and matter,
mind and body. How they fit together,connectordisconnect, isintegralto the
purpose of explaining, socialphenomena especially. When we focuson the
dichotomy between these two positions, ratherthan on the positions
themselves, a new word of possibilty and analysisopens. Forexample, using
one orthe otherisnotnecessanly productive. Using both views together,
concentrating on the pattemsofconnection between both sides, however, is.
As Bateson (1972) sugge sts:

...(mycolleaguesin the behaviouralsciences) have tred to build the
bridge to the wrong halfofthe ancient dichotomy between form and
substance. The conservative lawsforenergy and matterconcem
substance ratherthan form. But mentalprocess,ideas, communic ation,
organization, differentiation, pattem, and so on, are mattersof form rather
than substance. Within the body of fundamentals, that half which deals
with form hasbeen dramatic ally enriched in the last thity years by the
discoveresofcybemeticsand systemstheory. (p. xxv)

3.8 Complexity and Knowledge

One ofthe mostimportantby-productsofthe new sciencesisthatcomplexity
affimsthe idea that knowledge isno longersimple, norlnear. Different kindsof
knowledge ordifferent pointsofview descrbe differentaspectsofphenomena,
whetherthey are biological socialorchemical The systems view c aptures this
knowledge undervarnousdisciplines which are seen to worktogetherto
descrbe, construct and even measure objec ts scientifically. n thisway whatis
being descrbed orviewed isthe whole, with the parts inte rc onnec ting and
working togetherto make the whole (Checkland, 1981; Churc hman, 1968;

He ylighen, 1999). The language and discourse of complex systems givesus more
toolsto descrbe unexpected phenomena and the pattemsofconnection that
may be at work within that system, particuladdly when we considersocial

meaning.
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This the sis proposesthatjustasa complex syste ms analysis o ffe rs e xplanatio ns
aboutthe naturalwond, the same conceptsmayalso be applied to ideational
schema, such asknowledge,orideas. Because knowledge oreven
understanding ofa phenomenon require s the amassing togetherofdifferent
setsofinformation, allinteracting to provide a cognitive understanding,itcan
be seen to mimorthe behaviourof phenomena from the naturalword. In other
words, simple information in itse If (ike an inert gas) lackscontextand canbe
without value, but —combined with othersetsofinformation (orperceptions,or

knowledge) —can produce understanding.

We can go furthertowardsexplaining knowledge intermsofcomplex systems if
we engage the language and conceptsofcomplex systems, such as
bifurcation and attractors. Forexample, the idea thattruth canbe seenasan
attractorin a chaotic processofcollecting and accumulating knowledge
(Casti, 1994) can be furtherdeveloped;so too, the partthatreligion might play
in shaping why societiesbehave ina certain way. A bifurcation may ma nife st
asa waronaccepted idealsbecause new setsofsocialconditions (for
example, unionization) may serve to challenge the prevailing common sense.
Some knowledge cleardy escapesanempiricaltag (truth, values, ethics, and so
on), therefore a complexsystemsapproachcanbe engaged to include the
role ofthe observerasone ofthe key issues dealing with sub je ¢ tivity and

individualunderstanding.

3.9 Caveats

Although systemstheory dependsupon an ‘organic’ metaphorimported from
biology,itisnotasrigomwusly measured, calculated and applied aswould be
expected. Infact, some (Czamiawska, 1997) see thatthe word 'system' has
become a grossmetaphor, where the open systems metaphorofinput-
throughput, output, feedbackcycles, differentiation, and integration is a
reductionist setofcategores, and defeatsthe very purpose itisdesigned for. In
addition, the semantic argumentsabout what 'system' hascome to represent
have become embrmwiled in a philosophicalconflct between traditional
ideology (which condemnsreification of humans) and science (which
celebrateshumans partin kaac Newton'snotion ofthe clockwork universe).
Others (Tumer, 1997) observe that systemstheory isa gross simplific ation of the
multiplicity of incoherencies, fragmentations, and pluralities, and that people
(and indeed theirideas) cannotbe treated asan abstractobjector
componentofthat system. Cilliers (2000) is also crticalofthe application of

complex systemsto socialphenomena, particularly in termsofmodelling, "we
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cannot make simple modelsofcomplex systems" (p. 31). h more complex
modelsofcourse, as Cilliers (2000) points out, “it would be as diffic ult to interpret
the modelasto interpret the system itself” (p. 28). The suite of systems theores
have "generated more than [their] fairshare of misunderstandings, conve nient
myths, and gross misunderstandings", often providing scie ntific legitimacy fora
raftof specialagendas within the scientific oracademic word (Eve, 1997, p.
270).

3.10 Conclusion

Aswith any (c ontentious) theory, there isongoing debate in scientific and other
intellectualcirclesabout how complex syste ms thinking can be succ e ssfully
applied to any phenomenon. Even within scie ntific disciplines, where wide st
acceptance ofitspracticalapplication hasoccumed, complex syste ms thinking
continuesto be bothlauded foritsinnovative nonlnearapproach, and reviled
because it lacksthe prescriptivenessofmore traditional, but re duc tio nist
approaches. Some (Cilliers, 2000; Richardson, 2004) believe complex
phenomena cannotbe effectively modelled, while others (Wolfram, 2002) do
notbelieve the modelling goesfarenough, and continue to push the se
boundarnes. Within the limitsofreasonable debate about how bestto apply the
principlesthat underie complex syste ms thinking, however, there are a number
ofkey themes,orelementsthatcanbe universally applied to any nonlnear

system, particularly socialphenomena.

™ apply complex syste ms thinking to socialphenomena meansthat first we
have to elevate it from a discrete problem orissue confined by language,
ideologyorotherartificialscope to one where the phenomenon maybe
intricately connected and networked to a myrad ofothersimilar(orvastly
different) socialphenomena. Whetherthisis simply a crticism of more traditional
approachesofanalysisorwhetheritisbom out of frustration through lackof
understanding, the position ofthe observerisno less subjective from either

perspective.

Also descrbed asthe old and new paradigmsofthought, couching social
phenomena intermsofcomplex systems presents similarc hallenge s to analysing
physicalormaternal syste msunderthe same lens. Asnoted above,being able to
understand oratleast map the pattemsofconnection in these systems is similar,
forexample, to luhmann’s(1984) idea that there is functionaldifferentiation of
meaning. Acceptance thatthere canbe no absolutesoruniversalsoffersa
partialexplanation of this position. Forifthere are no absolutesoruniversals the

'shadesofgray and realm of 'possibles’enablesusto push the boundarnesof
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traditionalanalysisto encompassand acceptthatsocialmeaning canindeed
be infinite. Howeverembracing a method foranalysisthat hasno boundarnesis
equally problematic asone in which the boundares are artificially and
unecessarnly restricted. The position ofthe observeroffersrelief from thisso-called
theory of everything, because whatan individualseesasrelevantto an analysis

isintegralto how they wilunderstand and capture a complex meaning system.

Chapter 3 — Complex Systems and Social Phenomena: Key Concepts 58



Chapter 4: Sociocultural Systems as Complex Me aning
Syste ms

This c haptersynthe sise sthe relevant themesfrom Chapters2 and 3 to
advance the conceptof’complex meaning systems’. Iparticularly re ferto
the theonesof Humberto Maturana and Fransic so Varela, Niklas luhmann,
Donald Campbell, Jay Ie mke, and Paul Cillie rs, who have theonsed the
nexusbetweencomplex syste msand socioc ulturalsyste ms. The rele vant
theone s discussed in thischapterare autopoie sis, c ulturale vo lution,
evolutionary episte mology and socialse miotics. What the se theone s have
incommon isthe link between traditionalsocioculturaltheory and comple x
syste mstheory. Forexample, many ofthese theonesaddresswhy social
and culturalpropertie s have emerged, whatecolgical demogmaphic,
technolbbgical and economic factors might have set the stage fortheir
appearance,and how they might func tionally inte e late with others. The se
theonesalso sugge st new le nseswith which to observe sociocultural
phenomena, focusing on the pattemsofrelationships ratherthan simply
whatthey comprnse. How this theonsation advancesthe problem of

meaning wilbe addressed atthe conclusion of thisc hapter.

Also, it is hig hlighte d in this c hapterthat the majorcontnbution the idea of
acomplex meaning system bringsisthat it provide s a structured accountof
the processofmeaning making in a socialsystem. A formalframework for
the analysisof meaning isnotdealt with adequately in eithe rtraditional,
rationalapproaches, norfrom discipline sin the new parmdigm ofthoug ht.
Thisc hapterintroducesa six-phase modelofcomplex meaning syste ms to

addre ss this p o sitio n.

4.1 Introduc tion

Foratleastthe lastthree decades, the sciencesofcomplexity or nonlinear
dynamicalsystemstheory' as Guastello (1995) termsit, have been increasingly
applied to explain socioculturalphenomena. Complex syste ms thinking has
been applied to many socioculturalphenomena - from understanding the
behaviourofindividuals, groups and institutions to suggesting prediction models
forthe economy and future utban planning. Some thinkers, ike Pondy (1976),
have suggested detailed frameworks which build upon eariermodels (Boulding,
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1968) of hierarc hy of system complexity. Originally presented in 1956, Boulding
id e ntified nine levelsofsystem complexity. The following isa blending of

Boulding'sand Pond'slevels from the same article:

levell - Fameworks(geography and anatomy ofthe universe,
namative maps, story-telling)

level2 - Clockworks (simple mac hines, the ore tic al struc ture of
physic s, c he mistry and economics)

Level3 - Control Syste ms (the mo sta ts, transmission and

inte rp re ta tio ns o f info rma tio n)
level4 - Open Systems (Self-maintaining, self-re producing)

level5 - Organic Systems (blue-printed growth systems, plants —

division among labourcells)

level6 - Image Systems (specialised information receptors; 'brain' —

receiptofinformationleading to animage)

level7 - SymbolProcessing Systems (self-consciouslanguage users,

human awarenessofwhat they know)
level8 - Network (multi-c e phalous systems, social organisa tion)

Level9 - Systems of Unspecified Complexity

(Boulding, K, 1968 in Pondy, LR. 1976, 'Classic PaperSeres', HCO Joumal,
2005, Vol 7 pp. 121-122)

Yetforallthe promise ofthese eardy frameworksformodelling complex systems,
it would seem we have notprogressed beyond the scope ofthe theory, other
than to engage supercomputersformodelling neuralnetworks, cellular
automata and complex mathematicalalgonthms. Thisis the reason why this
theoreticalpathisto be approached with caution. Yet, at the same time, the
limits of more traditionalresearch methodsinto human social syste ms, through
suc h tec hniques asstatisticalanalysis, and codification ofdata, have emerged
because ofthe often random, nonlnear, unpredictable nature of many
problemsin thisarea. Forexample, the inability to establish the chain ofcausal
connection between whatisobserved and whatisexpernenced seemsto be
betterplaced in the sciencesofcomplexity because ofits fuzzy logic,
mprecisenessand lackofclearboundarnes. Whilst many thinkers (forexample,
Csanyi & Kampis, 1987; Mandelbrot, 1987; Nic o lis & Prigo gine, 1989; Kiel, 1998;
Ma tthe ws, 1999; Menry, 1997; Llee, 1997; Stacey, 1999,2000, 2002) see complex
systems disc ourse asinjec ting new life into the examination of human
sociocultural systems by creating new paradigms, others (Tumer, 1997;

Mc Kelvey, 2001) caution against the faddish application of complex systems
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theory to social systems, particularly organisations. Tumer(1997) offers a
scepticalview ofthe relevance of complexity theory in the socialsciences:

Postmodem science sometimesappearsto be littl more than a way of using
conceptssuch asnonlinearty and chaosto support New Age magical thinking
orthe animusofpoliticalinterest groups. Such strategic misinterpretationsof
legitimate scientific ideasare not new —evolutionary theory wasused to
support deteministic viewsofhuman nature and human history, relativity was
used to support moralrelativism, and quantum theory wasused to support
random oraleatory theoriesofcreativity and mnovation. (Tumerin Eve, Horsfall
and lee, 1997, p. xi)

Further, imerbelievesthere are temtoralissues associated with the o wne rship
ofcomplex systems, allproponents competitively vying forthe claim to being
the ‘pure discipline’, and suspicions abounding in the scientific ¢ o mmunity
abouthow the science isapplied. Thishasprovided what Tumer(1997) seesas
large divisio ns:

... between those who study ‘deteministic chaos and those who allow an
elementofthe random into the picture; between those who believe itcanbe
use ful only when stric tly c onfined to mathematicaldescriptions and those who
hold thatit marksthe one-way bridge from math into physicalreality; between
those who see it assomething thatcan take place within the traditional
frameworkofspace aswe understand it and those who feelitdemandsnew
definitionsofspace itself; between those who regard the field asreconcilable
with classicalnotionsoftime asa spacelike dimension and those who see itas
a new piece ofcontent within science and those who regard it asimplying
mo d ific a tio ns in sc ie ntific method; between those who see itasa supplement
to the mechanism ofevolution and those who regard evolution itselfas a
specialcase ofnonlnearemergence;and between those who see itasa
confimation of human freedom and responsibility and those who see itas
anotherscientific reduction ofthe human to the mechanistic. (Tumermn Eve,
Horsfalland Iee, 1997, p. xii)

Nevertheless, non-linearmodelling ofsocialsystemsisalso being increasingly
pursued, particularly agent-based simulation (Gilbert and Toitzsc h, 1999; Conte
etal, 1997, Gibert and Conte, 1995; Richardson, 1991). K would seem that the
complexity sciencesmay be well-suited to addressareas where there isinherent
controversy, paradoxand equivoc ality in explanationsofsocialphenomena. As
Tumer(1997) observes:

... the powerofthe new science maybe precisely thatit offersintelligible ways
ofobtaining deteministic systems, space outofmathematicallogic, ireversible
time outofreversible space, scientific method out of scientific ¢content, living
systems out of nonliving matter,and human freedom out ofbiocultural
nec e ssity. (p . xi)
™ expand on the conceptsraised in the previouschapter,itisproposed thata
synthesisbetween the toolsfrom complexity science and theoretical
methodologiesoftraditionalmethodsofsociocultural cnitique may have the

capacity to offerinnovative explanationsofsocialphenomena because such
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synthe sis intro d uc e s sc ie ntific disc o urse, previo usly o ff-limits to the analysisof

human social syste ms.

Importantly, the finalsection ofthischapteradvancesthe development ofthe
idea ofcomplex meaning syste ms. But first we need to examine an important
theoreticalstep to a formalconceptualisation ofsocial systemsbased on the

science of systemstheory, in particularbiolo gic al syste ms.

4.2 Autopoiesis - comparing living systems to social systems

The conceptofautopoiesisbeganasa toolofscience, in particularofbiology,
but quickly spread to areasasdiverse associology, psychotherapy,
management, anthropology, and organisationalbehaviour. The motsof
autopoietic theory began in the eary 1970s when two Chile an sc ie ntists,
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela posed the following question: ‘To
whatextentcan human socialphenomenology be explained in termsof
biologicalphenomenology?’ In otherwords,can we describe human social
behaviourby observing the behaviourofnaturalsyste ms? Many thinke rs
through the ages,acrossa range ofdisciplnes, have searched foran answerto
this que stion. However, Maturana and Varela were probably the first to
comprehensively and formally unite an organic systems view with sociocultural

perspective s using conte mporary scientific, theoreticalparance.?

Maturana and Varela (1980) contend that “autopoiesisisnecessary and
sufficient to characterise the organisation ofliving systems” (p. xvii)). They claim
the reverse can also be asserted: thatifan entity ischaracterised by self-
producing organisation,itisrecognised asa “living system” (pp. 9-11, pp. 82-84).
Autopoietic systemsare systems:

...thatare defined asunities, asnetworksof productionsofcomponents, that
rec ursive ly through theirinterac tions, generate and realise the network that
producesthem and constitute, in the space in which they exist, the boundares
ofthe networkascomponentsthat participate in the realisation ofthe network.
(Maturana, 1981, p. 21)
Othertheornsts, such as Iuhmann (1982, 1986, 1995), Brier (1995, 1996), Whitaker
(1993, 1994, 1995), Mingers (1994), Graham and Mc Kenna (1999) and Ma rio tti
(2000), believe autopoiesis distinguishesa generaltheory of self-referential
systemsand offersa lessabstract way of differentiating between living systems
(cells, brains, organisms, etc.), cognitive systems and socialsystems (societies,

organisations, interactions). Because of Maturana'sand Varela'sdefinition, all

3 Autopoiesisisnot the only contemporary biologically-based appmach. Outofmany, one
could also include Csanyiand Kampis autogenesis, Swenson's autoc atakinesis, and even
Capra’srendition ofthe Gaia hypo thesis.
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these systemscanbe termed autopoietic, thus providing a consistent way to

c lassify tho se systems. Forif we can see that allliving systems have certain
characternsticssuch asself-organisation, they are c onsiste nt with auto poie tic
systems which are operationally closed and rely on the networks of operations
thatcome forth to create them. Although each ofthese theornstsseesthat
autopoietic theoryismore aboutoperationsthan the observation of systems
themselve s, disting uishing between different typesofsystem ordifferent modes
ofrealisation of autopoiesisis given varying e mphasis in the ir wo rks.
Nevertheless, the common thread forthose writing aboutthe conceptisthat
autopoiesisoffersa parascientific approach, merging atleastthree paradigms
(science,in particularbiology, psychology and sociology), to offernew
perspectivesand a new discourse to explain a range ofsociocultural

phenomena.

However, as luhmann (1986) c autions:

... thiskind ofappmachisusable only if we are prepared to acceptits anti-
Arstotelian premise that social systems, and even psychic systems, are not living
systems. The conceptofautopoietic closure itself re quire s thistheoretical
decision,and leadsto a sharp distinction between meaning and life as
different kindsof autopoietic organisation; and meaning-using systemsagain
have to be distinguished according to whetherthey use consciousnessor
communication asmodesofmeaning-based reproduction (para. 12).
Autopoiesisacknowledgesthat pattemsofconnection exist, but the focusison
the auto-production ofthe elementsto sustain the system, ratherthan on the
pattem itse If. In this sense, Maturana'sand Varela’sproposalisthat living systems
are like self-producing machines. But, since no otherkind of machine iscapable
ofending up with so me thing diffe re nt from itse If, autopoietic systemsare
simultaneously producersand products; circularsystemsthat workin termsof
productive circ ulanty (lnuhmann, 1986). n otherwords, they are simultane o usly
autonomic and dependent syste ms. Both Mario tti (1998) and Imhmann (1986)
see thiscondition asparadoxical Although in autopoietic theory the focusison
the ability of the system to reproduce itself, e ssentially Maturana believesthat if
we are notable to understand the systemic characterofliving cells, it follows
that we wilnotbe able to adequately understand living organisms. This is q uite
an important point, assome ofthe more intransigent syste ms the orists belie ve
thatthe detaillofthe componentsissecondary to the relationship between the

components.

Where reduc tionistic thinking focuseslargely on the elements ofthe system to
understand the whole system, autopoiesis seeksto disc overthe relationships
between the elementsand pattemsofauto-production orself-organisation that
enable the system’s survivaland renewal How the elementsdraw on other

parts within the system and on resources from the extemalenvironment is also
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key to thisposition; asisan understanding ofthe componentsofthe system

itse If. But if we think about living systems, orindeed any othercomplex system,

they adaptand evolve. Maturana and Varela (1980) overc ame this through

theirnotion of 'struc turalcoupling’' which charactersesthe interactionsbetween

the system and itsenvimrnment; each serving a mutual purpose of self-

organisation.

4.3

Social systems as autopoietic models

There are a numberofstatements we can make aboutsocialsystemsthatcan

be used intermsofbioclogicalorautopoietic models:

1.
2.

10.

Social systems are open syste ms.

So cial systems form dissipative structuresbecause they are situated

farfrom thermodynamic equilbrium.

Social systemsevolve relying on traditions, memory and history to

shape future behaviour.

Socialsystemsare adaptive systems, adapting themselves to the

changesthattake place in theirenvironme nt.
Adaptation ofsocialsystemsisactively creative.

Socialsystemsare characterised by feedbackloops, whichcanbe

stabilizing orunpredictable.

Socialsystemsare comprsed of othersystems, ornetworks which can
display nested hierarc hies and system behaviourwhich may ormay

not imitate the behaviourofthe socialsystem itself.
Social systems are purposeful, in otherwords, they exist fora reason.

Social systems exchange information thatisnoteasiy measured; this
may inc lude such thingsasideas, feelings, ethical, aesthetic, moral

and culturalvalues.

The human elementofsocialsystems meanstheycanneverbe
totally predictable. Thisisbecause human beingscan be selfish and
do notnecessarnly act altruistic ally forthe benefit of the whole system

(recallthe disc ussion in Chapter2).

(adapted from Parallelada, 2002, pp. 138-140)

Anotherwayoflooking atsocial systemsisasthid-orderautopoietic systems

ansing from structuralcoupling among second-order, metacellularlving systems

such asinsectsorpeople (Maturana and Varela, 1980, pp. 107-108). According

Chapter 4 — Sociocultural Systems as Complex Meaning Systems 64



to Graham and Mc Kenna (1999), theorists from a broad range ofdisciplines
argue that human socialsyste ms—from interpersonalrelationshipsto the global
society —are observing, cognitive, self-observing, self-producing, self-de sc ribing
entities, which can be descnnbed asautopoietic. Forthisreason, sociocultural
systemscan neverbe constant, even though some ofthe subsystems may have
elementsofpermanence aboutthem. Thismeansthatthe key feature ofa
living system isthe maintenance ofitsorganisation; the “preservation of the
relationalnetwork which definesit asa systemic unity” (Maturana, 197, p. 318).
(Also cited in Graham and Mc Kenna, 1999, p. 2.)

However, as with complexity theory, some (Mingers, 1995; Visko vato ff, 1999;
Mario tti, 2000) que stion the extent to which autopoiesiscan be applied. They
are criticalthatsocialsystemssuch asorganisations, socialclassesand even
informalgrupingsare termed and analysed asliving syste ms. The se c ritic s
believe thatsocialsystemsemerge undermore behaviourist models; that is, they
respond to socioculturalconditioning, and factorsbased on individualand

collective behaviour, innate tendencies,and dominant powerrelations.

Whethercontemporary writers/theoristsomit ordownplay autopoietic theory
because they are not familiarwith its potential, ordismissit because ofits

pse ud o sc ie ntific implic ations, e xamining the interplay between a more
traditionalanalysisand organic perspectivesisa fertile area forfurtherresearch,
forexample,research based on empincalmethods. Graham and Mc Kenna
(1999) also recognise thiscrticallink and contrast Maturana’sand Varela’s
autopoietic theory to Ilemke’s (1997) notion ofecosocial systems. [emke's work
isconsidered seminalto contemporary perspectives about the synthesisof
sociocultural systemstheoresand complex syste ms theores. His workin thisarea

willbe discussed towardsthe end ofthischapter.

However,before the idea ofevolution in autopoietic theory isintroduced, it is
use ful to mention that the study oflanguage offersevidence ofa sociocultural
phenomenon which produces'behaviouralcoordination through mutualand
re c ursive struc turalchange' (Maturana and Varela, 1980, 1981). Put simply,
humanscommunicate via complexlanguage and symbolic pattemsthat
evolve evenoverone generation. Eisthe case, however,thatif we were able
to converse with a person from a thousand yearsago,we would find it
extremely diffic ult to communicate, language differencesaside. Physiolo gic ally,
humanshave notchanged signific antly overthe last forty thousand yearsor
more, but theirlanguaging has. Thisisasmuch to do with adapting to a
changed envimnment (humans— sub-system, physicalenvimnment —whole
system) as it is with suc h things as story telling, c ulture and mec hanisms for

controlofthe prevailng common sense.
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4.3.1 Evolution in autopoietic theory

Aswe leamed in the previouschapter, complexity theory offers plausible
explanationsformany ofthe cument challengesto neo-positivist e vo lutionary
theoreticalmodels. Suc h thingsasneutralselection, molecularclocks, selfish
DNA, hierarchicalselection, the emergence oflife, the complexgenome,
ecologicalsuccession, and punctuated e quilbrnum are diffic ult to explain using
simple evolutionary models,notleastbecause ofthe discourse available to
descrnbe such phenomena. Complexity theory placesorganismsand concepts
within a rendering ofnature thatis hierarchicaland self-organising at multiple
temporaland spatialscales. We tend to understand these broaderconcepts
even though the detailofthe theory may be obfuscated by the disc ourse.
Physicalselection (‘survivalofthe stable’) and chemicalselection (‘survivalof
the efficient’) are related to naturalselection by these dynamic processesin
whic h life iscreated notthrough ‘flrozen accident’, butby an explicable
elaboration ofa basic theme (although inreducibly and historic ally
contextualised). Thisidea comes from Richard Dawkins' view (The S lfish Ge ne)
i which everything, fom a mountain, to a bubble,isseen to be a stable
collection of atoms. Dawkins (1989) explanation of stable statesfocuseson his
idea of'the replicator which emerged from the primordial soup fourto six billion
yearsago,and reamanged itself into stable c onfigurations which form linkages
to be used by itsimmediate sumoundings. The buiding bloc ks linked up with
othersin more and more complexwaysand copied, with 'the replicator
becoming rarer(Dawkins, 1989, p. 97). Eventually, organisms form and compete
with their sumo unding e nviro nme nt forsurvival, the mo st se lfish e volving as the
fitte st (Dawkins, 1989, particulady Chapter11, "Memes: the new re plic ators").
Dawkins idea ofgene selection holdsthat groupsforwhich individualmembers
would be willing to sacrifice themselves, would be more likely to survive than a
rivalgroup. Yet Dawkins’ theory about how thisoccursismore sympathetic to
the view thatindividuals do this not foraltruistic reasons, butaspartofa long

termm survivalstrategy. As Dawkins (1989) puts it:

Iwould put my money on one fundamentalprnciple. Thisis the law thatall
life evolvesby the differential survivalof re plic ating entitie s. The gene, the
DNA molecule, happensto be the replic ating entity that prevailson our
planet. There may be others. Fthere are, provided certain other
conditionsare met, they wilalmost nevitably tend to become the basisfor
anevolutionary process.

But do we have to go to distant words to find otherkindsofreplicatorand
other, consequent, kindsofevolution? Ithinkthata new kind ofreplicator
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hasrecently emerged on thisvery planet. Itisstaring usin the face. L is still
in its infancy, still d rifting ¢ lumsily about in its primevalsoup, butaleady itis
achieving evolutionary change ata rate thatleavesthe old gene panting
farbehind.

The new soup isthe soup of human culture. We need a name forthe new
replicator,a noun thatconveysthe idea ofa unit of cultural transmission, or
a unit of imitation. "Mimeme'comesfrom a suitable Greekmot, but Iwant
a monosyllable that soundsa bitlike "gene'. Thope my classic ist frie nd s will
forgive me if labbreviate mimeme to meme. Fitisany consolation, it c ould
altematively be thoughtofasbeing related to “"memory', orto the French
word méme. kshould be pronounced to thyme with "cream’.

Examplesofmemesare tunes,ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways
of making potsorofbuiding arches. Justasgenespropagate themselves
in the gene poolbyleaping from body to body via spermsoreggs, so
memespropagate themselvesin the meme poolbyleaping from brain to
brain via a process which, in the broad sense,canbe called imitation. (p.
211)

There isno intention to furthertraverse the temendousscope of Dawking
theorneshere, but, suffice to say, smilarprinciplescanbe applied to the idea of
socialevolution. A numberoftheorsts (Donald Campbell, Niklas luhmann, Illya
Prigogine, Heinz von Forre ster, Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela
among others) have castsocialevolution in similarterms. Socialevolution
addressesitselfto the emergence ofsocialproperties, particulady through
imitation and traditions. Asemergent culturalbehaviours are identified and
situated historic ally, socialevolutionists attempt to relate culturalpatte ms into
functionalecologicalexplanatory models. Socialevo lutio nists, forexample, ask
why culturalpropertieshave emerged, whatecological, demographic,
technological and economic factors might have setthe stage fortheir
appearance,and how disparate social properties func tionally inte nelate with
others. They attemptto explain emergentsocialpropertiesin materalways,
whic h is similarto the methodsecologistsuse to descrbe ecosystem function
and organisation, and the transitionsbetween multiple, func tionally stable
ecosystem states. However, autopoietic theorsts (ormore comectly, those
working with autopoietic theory) such as Maturana, Varela, luhmann, Geyer
and otherslookmore closely at the effects ofthese relationships (forexample,
predatory competition), at the levelofthe socialsystem itself. The focusis more
on the whole,thanon anintermogation of how the sum ofthe parts make up the

whole.

The classicalunderstanding of evolutionary theory seesa system as moving
toward to a state ofequilbrium, with organisms that comprse the system

perfecting theircapacity to adapt. The systemsperspective seesevolution as
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operating farfrom equilbrium, unfolding through a complexinterplayof
adaptation and creation, where any smalltriggercould send the system to the
edge ofchaos. The entire envionment in the systems view isimportant because
imformation isexchanged between the organism and its sunmo undings; the
sumounding envimnmentisalso capable ofadapting and evolving in re sponse
to fluc tuations. n otherwonds, the exchange ofenergy, matterand information
with the system producesthe effectsofcompetition, cooperationand co-
evolution. Therefore the focuschangesfrom the evolution ofthe organism to

“coevolution plusenvimnment” (Capra, 1982, p. 287).

Thking thisnotion of evolution one step further, Maro tti (1994) sugge sts that,
since a socialsystem isdetemined by its struc ture (autopoietic), there should
notexist dispensable parts (ie. individuals), otherwise itisnota complete
system. Thisis of c o urse, is the very thing that attracted Iuhmann to autopoie tic
theory: because it provided him the levelofabstraction to descnbe social
phenomena without explicitly c onsidering the role ofthe individual (Visko va to ff,
1999, p. 4). Perhapscertain customs, traditionsorlanguages may, through
evolutionary processes, be abandoned, butthe main productofhuman social
systems (the need to communicate) isarguably indispensable. Forexample,
Maturana and Varela (1980, 1981) posit through theirtheory that in nature there
isa tendency forthe interaction ofincreasingly complex autopoietic syste ms.
However, thisincreasing complexity oc c urs through the coupling of simpler
autopoietic unitiesto build up more complex organisations, in whic h the
hierarc hy principle is the rule: a system isinside anotherone, thatissuperorto it;
this one is, by its tum, inside anotherone, thatissuperorto it; and so on. Thiscan
be compared to the nested hierarchicalmodelsproposed in the section on
networks in the previouschapter. Also, the notion of hierarchy ofcomplex
systemsasproposed by Boulding (1956) and Pondy (1976) containselementsof
so cial syste ms. (Contrast this, however, to Wolfram’s view that c omplexity is

based on nume o us ite ra tio ns o f simp lic ity.)

Therefore, to these socialevolutionary the orsts, e vo lution is the source of
constantemergence of higherand higherlevelsofcybemetic control
According to Turc hin (1990), evolution proceeds by me tasyste m transitio ns, in
which a numberofpreviously uncoordinated systemsbecome controlled by a
metasystem, thereby vastly expanding the effectsofitsfree choices. The
evolutionary growth ofthe controlhierarchy isa fact of natural history, whic h
hasthe statusofa naturallaw. like every law ofnature, the law ofevolution
doesnotdetermine uniquely and in detailhow things should develop. k only

setsthe boundaresbetween a range of possble future states.
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4.3.2 Orzanisationsassocialsystems

Aswe have outlined, Inhmann (1990) emphasise scommunic ation as the
foundation ofallsocial systems. According to Inhmann (1990), "the conceptof
autopoietic closure hasto be understood asthe recursively closed organisation
ofanopen system"(p. 12). h some cases,socialsystemsare open to energy but
closed to mformation and control Thus,according to Johannessen (1998), even
if the system is:

...closed nomatively,it doesnotfollow thatitisnot subjectto influences

from the outside word. An autopoietic system isopenly cognitive, and

can therefore both influence othersystemsand atthe same time leam

and adaptto the outside wordd. Organisationalleaming and mnovation

are thereby linked to the cognitively openloop (p. 363).
However, the idea ofsocialsystems asautopoietic systemsis contentious;
Imhmann (1982, 1986) and Robb (1989) believe autopoietic theorycanbe
applied to social systems, whereas Maturana (1981), Mingers (1989) and Varela
(1989) see there isonly imited potentialforapplication ofthe theory. Despite
this difference of opinion, there are attemptsto map thistermain. Johannessen
(1998) provide s the following analytic modelforthe study oforganisationsas
socialsystemsby meansofsocialautopoiesistheory (p. 365). Thisdiagram
emphasisesthe nature oforganisationsasbothclosed and open systems, where
the loop between the cognitive leaming and the envionmentisopen. Ecan
also be seen thattension exists between the nomative supe rstruc ture in the
system which ispartially closed, thus hindering mnovation. There isno intention
to analyse thisdiagram beyond thisobservation, asthe debate about the

extentoforganisationsasautopoietic systemsisnotthe focusof this the sis.
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Figure 4.1 - Model fororganisations as social systems

(Source:Johannessen, 1998, p. 365)
4.4 The role of the observer

The role ofthe observeriscrticalto the ¢ ontinuing disc ussion of auto poie tic
theory and how it affectssocial systems. According to Whittaker(1997), when a
cognitive system makes distinc tions which cleave itsenvimnmentinto ‘object
and ‘other,itisoperating asan observer. Maturana (1980) seesthat there isno
objectively existing reality ndependent of any observer. Without the observer
there isno subjec tivity, norindeed objectivity, we "c annot e xperentially
distinguish between what we callperception and hallucination" (Maturana
cited in 1978 in Kenny, 1989, para. 9, approx. p. 5). The observer'brings forth' his

ownreality by making hisoperationsof distinc tion, as Maturana elaborates:

Therefore, we lterally create the wordd in which we live by living it. Fa
distinc tion isnot performed, the entity that this distinc tion would specify
doesnotexist; when a distinc tion is performed, the created entity e xists in
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the domain ofthe distinc tion only, regardless of how the distinc tion is
performed. There isno otherkind of existence forsuch an entity.
(Maturana, 1988, p. 29).

Further,according to Maturana:

Anobserverisa ... living system who can make distinc tions and specify that
which he orshe distinguishes as a unity, as an entity different from himselfor
herselfthatcan be used formanipulations orde scrip tio ns in inte ra ¢ tio ns with
otherobservers. (Maturana, 1978, p. 31)

Thus, the observerisone ofthe key conceptsin autopoietic theory,because:

Observing is both the ultimate starting point and the most fundamental
questionin any attemptto understand reality and reason as phenomena of the
human domain. hdeed, everything said issaid by an observerto another
observerthatcould be him - orherself. (Maturana, 1988, p. 27)
The fundamentaloperation in observing is that of distinc tion: “...the pointing to a
unity by pefforming an operation which definesitsboundaresand separatesit
from a background” (Maturana, 1975, p. 325). Through the rec ursive
disting uishing o f e ntitie s through action, the observeris “...able to operate asif
extemalto (distinctfrom) the circ umstancesin which he finds himse If”
(Maturana, 1975, p. 315). However, as Whittakerpoints out, the observerisnot
actually standing apart from those circ umstancesbecause the entire and the
only domain in which he/she operatesisthatofhis’herclosed (self-
interconnected) nervous system. Thus, according to Whittaker, the notion of the
observercircumscrbesallinquiry and alldisc ussion. (Recallhere the notion of
embodiment proposed by Iackoffand Johnson [2001] outlined in Chapter2).
The qualfication of any observation with respectto the vantage pointofa
given observermakes autopoietic theory inhe re ntly re lativistic with respect to
the person and history in the position ofobserver. Moreover, since shared or
collectively negotiated descriptionsofexperience (e.g.,recollections[past],
consensus [present], plans [future]) are qualified with respectto the interac tions
among given observers, autopoietic theory is inhe re ntly relativistic with respect
to the interacting observers and the history of interac tions among them. This
effectively rendersthe conceptofautopoiesistime and contextdependent
(Whittaker, 1997).

In the mechanistic scientific view of knowledge, knowing isetemal, and
universalmathematicalstructuresorlawscontrolallmovement, matterand
force —including toolsforobserving the behaviourofliving beingsand formulae
for‘measuring’ the language and rationality of humans. Foratleast the last four
centuries, science wasbelieved to provide answers to the fundamentalnatural
lawsbehind allmatter. But it is from the reasoning thatcaused the

Enlighte nment in the fiust place that we see formaldivisionsoccumng between

the rationalist and empincist perspec tives.
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Gregory Bateson'scybemetic theory of mind also suggestsa new and creative
non-mechanicalunderstanding ofthe relation between the conceptof

mo tiva tio n-inte ntio na lity and information (Brier, 1995). Bateson (1979) de fined
the mind asa systemsphenomenon characterised by a set of criteria which
systems have to satisfy formind to occur. Any system that satisfie s tho se c rite ria
willbe able to processinformation and develop the phenomena we associate
with the mind — thinking, leaming, memory, and so forth. In Bateson’s vie w, mind
isa necessary and inevitable consequence ofa certain complexity whic h
beginslong before organismsdevelop a brain and a highernervous system.
Bateson’scrteria formind tum outto be closely related to those characternistics
of self-organising syste ms. From the systemsperspective, life isnota substance or
force, and mind isnot an entity interac ting with matter. Both life and mind are
manife stations ofthe same setofsystemic properties,a setof processesthat

represent the dynamicsofself-organisation. (Bateson,1979, pp. 93-100).

This re tums ourdisc ussion to reduc tionism, considered e arierin this c hapter. The
descrption ofthe mind asa pattem oforganisation,orset of dynamic
relationships,isrelated to the description of matterin organic syste ms. Mind and
matterno longerappearto belong to two fundamentally separate categories
asDescartesproposed,butcanbe seen to represent different aspectsofthe
same universalprocess, asin the sculpture, sculptor, and the actofsculpting.
Thisisalso related to the systemsconceptofthe mind being characternstic not
only ofindividualorganismsbut also ofsocialand ecologicalsystems. As
Bateson emphasised, mind isimmanentnotonly in the body but also in the ways
information is exchanged with the body. There are largermanife stations of the
mind of which ourindividualminds are only subsyste ms existing in a kind of
collective consciousness. Thisperspective hasvery realimplic ations forour
attitudesaboutthe word, even in ourimmediate sumoundings. Forif we see the
planet (ecosystems, social syste ms, c o mmunitie s, o 1g anisa tio ns, the e xte mal
envimnment) asnotonly alive, but also mindfuland purpo se ful like ourselves,
then everything we say and do isconnected to everything else. Thismeansthat
in the stratified orderofnature, ndividualhuman mindsare embedded m the
largermindsofsocialand ecologicalsystemsand these are integrated in the
planetary mental system —the mind of Gaia —whic h in tum must participate in
some kind ofuniversalorcosmic mind. What we are describing here of course, is
the very heart of metaphysics, religion, and ourunderstanding of God. The
notion of ‘mind’ asa multileveled phenomenon, of which we are only partly
aware in ordinary statesofconsciousness, is widespread in many non-We stem

c ulture s and religions.

Finally, the word in which we live isthe word that we build outofour

perceptions, and itis ourstruc ture thatenablesusto have these perceptions.
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This struc ture it isformed from oursocialinteraction and is unique to us; we are a
unique observer. Fthe reality that we perceive dependson ourstruc ture, there
are asmany realitiesasperceiving people. Thisexplains why so-called purely
objective knowledge isimpossible: the observerisnot apart from the
phenomena he orshe observes. Snce we are determined by the way the parts
of which we are made interconnectand worktogether(thatis, by our

struc ture ), the envimnmentcan only triggerin ourorganisms the alterationsthat

are detemined in the struc ture ofthese organisms.

In Maturana’s view, when someone saysthathe orshe isobjective, it means
that he orshe hasaccessto a privleged wordview, and that this priviege in
some way enablesthem to exercise an authonty thattakesforgranted the
obedience ofeverybody else who isnotobjective. Thisisone ofthe basesofso-
called logicalreasoning. Ourconditioning leadsusto see the word asan
object,thus we thinkofourselvesasseparate from it. Maro tti (1997) p o sits
furthe rthat:

...through the ego, we see ourselvesasobserversseparate from the restofour
ownpsyche. norderto operate suchanobjective proposal, itisnecessary to
establish a boundary between the ego and the word, the same way we did
between the ego and the restofourtotality. So, since we are divided the same
wilhappen with ourknowledge, which willalso result divided and limited.
(approx. p.6)
Aswe saw eardier, Descartes’ separation of mind and body require s similar
though farmore philosophicalreasoning, butbasically comesto the same
conclusions,asdoes Bateson (1989). That is, ourobjec tivity is no thing more than
a fragmented and restricted wordview. As Mario tti (1999) observes, it is from this
position that we thinkofourselvesasauthorsed to judge everybody who does
notagree with us,and condemn them as‘non-objective’ and ‘non-intuitive’. In
otherwords,departing from a fragmented and limited viewpoint, we think that
ispossible to amve atthe truth and show it to ourpeers—a truth that we

imagine must be the same forevery person.

4.5 'The nexus between complex systems and social systems: Three unique
perspectives - Donald Campbell, Jay Iemke and Paul Cilliers

IThave chosen to furtherexpand on the thoughtsofDonald Campbell, Jay
Iemke and PaulCiliersbecause they provide unique insights, from diffe re nt
perspectives, into the nexusbetween complex systems and social syste ms.
Moreoverallthree go one step furtherand also offerreflectionsabout how the
problem of meaning mightbe canvassed intermsofa social system. In other
words, theirviews characterise the socialconstruction of meaning mcomplex

syste ms thinking te rms.
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4.5.1 FEvolutionary epistemology —Donald T. Campbell

Donald Campbel's thinking takesthe evolutionary modelon a different tangent
than some of hiscontemporaresusing biologicalmetaphorto explain human
social systems. Poblemsofepistemology were discussed in previous chapters,
and the notion ofevolutionary epistemology introduced in thischapterto
provide an example ofthe application ofevolutionary theory to one ofthe
productsofhuman socialsystems, knowledge. T briefly recapitulate, Donald
Campbellcoined the term ‘evolutionary epistemology’ in which he generalised
Poppersfalsificationist philosophy ofscience and applied it to knowledge
processesatallbiological, psychologicaland sociallevels (Heylighen, 1995).

Donald Campbellapplied his philosophy to the development ofsocialsystems,
arguing thatculturalevolution isnecessary to explain the developmentof
human society. The necessary tension between culturaland biologicalevolution
allowed him to explain such thingsasthe organisation and decline ofarchaic
societies and the emergence ofreligious systems. He used the se insights to
propose the conceptofevolutionary ethics, which could guide ourac tions
without recourse to arbitrary metaphysical principles, like religion. He also
applied these ideasto contemporary socialphenomena, arguing foralte mative

typesofsocial organisation.

Evolutionary epistemology istherefore an apprmachthatseesknowledge asa
productofthe same vanation and selection processesthatcharacterse
evolution of natural syste ms. ks c o me rstone is that the orginalfunction of
knowledge isto optimise the survivaland reproduction ofthe organism that uses
it. Thus, organisms with betterknowledge oftheirenvimnments are more
adaptable and therefore more successfulthan organisms with lessadequate
knowledge, orlimited capacity to use it. In this way, the classification that
occursthrough evolution of knowledge dependson the degree to which its
camersurvives natural selec tion through its e nvionme nt (He ylighe n, 1995). Thus,
evolutionary epistemology notesthat the individual, ontogenetic development
of knowledge isthe result of varation and selection processesof‘ideas’ or
piecesofpotentialknowledge. n otherwords, knowledge isthe productby
various means (vanation), and the weeding out ofthose hypothesesthat tum

outto be inadequate (selection).

Asstated, evolutionary epistemology hasitsrootsin Poppersepistemologyof
science which dealt with ‘conjectures’ and ‘refutations’, and noted thata
fundamentalcrterion forevery scientific theory isthatit mustbe ‘falsifiable’,

thatis, able to undergo selection. The whole spectrum ofevolutionary
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knowledge processes, from genetic mutation to scientific model-building, is
capable of fitting within this theory. Campbell(1974) built upon that frame wo 1k,

and histheornesreston three basic ideas:

1. the principle ofblind-varation-and-sele c tive -re te ntio n;
2. the conceptofvicariousselector;and
3. me ta syste m transitio n.

These ideasrepresentanordered framework forthe processofcreating
knowledge. Forexample, the generation of new knowledge begins with a 'grab
bag'ofinformation. Campbellseesthat we fiteroutbad information through a
kind ofblind trial, where we select, on the basisoflimited understanding,
knowledge that we wish to retain forimmediate purposesorat some future
time. Once the new knowledge hasbeen retained in memoury, the blind trals
give way to more informed selection mec hanisms, vic ario usly anticipating the
selection by the envimrnment. An example ofthismightbe how we anticipate
ourreaction to some good news. At the levelof metasystem transition, notonly
the knowledge may be challenged, but the processforretaining the
knowledge may undergo changesitself.

Therefore new information may adjust the filters we apply to previously retained
knowledge, generating higherlevel vic ario us se le ¢ to rs, re sulting in the
development ofmultilevelcognitive organisation and, theoretically, more
intelligence. Fwe tum from the individualto the socie ty itse If, this thinking ¢ o uld
apply to the way in which, collectively, societiesdevelop (and abandon) ideas
aboutsuch thingsasbelief, values and ethics (Heylighen 1995). Thus, it is
contended thatthe way meaning systemsare created ina society could be

explained using Campbellsframeworkforevolutionary epistemology.

4.5.1.1 Evolutionary epistemology in social systems

Evolutionary epistemology takesa bilateralapproach and seesknowledge
emerging asa result of the cognitive mechanismsofhumansand theirfit with
the naturaland socialwond; knowledge being the productofthe processesof
trnaland emmorleaming and naturalselection ofideas. Eardierc hapters disc ussed
traditionalapproachesto epistemology, which arose from the problem of
disting uishing between knowledge and belief. Plato’sview of knowledge isthat
there must be justific ation; yet, his c ritic s lame nt the oversight of thingssuch as
empincism, and observation. Evolutionary epistemology drawsupon models
and theoresfrom evolution to characterise and resolve issuesconceming
conceptualchange and the developmentofideasand meaning. AsCampbell
(1974) explains:
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In the course ofevolution, there have been tremendousgainsin adaptive
adequacy,in stored templates modelling the useful stabilitie s of the
envinnment, in memory and innate wisdom. Stillmore dramatic have been the
greatgainsin mechanisms forknowing, in visualperception, leaming, imitation,
language and science. Atno stage hasthere been any transfusion of
knowledge from the outside, norofmechanismsofknowing, noroffundamental
certainties. (p. 413)
Within the collective understanding of meaning-making, there is constant
struggle forthe powerand the controlofagents. The motivations forcontrol
evolve in the biologicalsense because only the strongest components survive .
Thisisone ofthe reasonsbiologicalmetaphorispopularasa comparson for
human socialsystems. The life-cycle ofagents, of phenomena, ofthe extemal
influencesplaysoutin similarway to thatin the naturalwordd. Forexample, in
complexsocietiesgrmupsare incorporated into organised ¢c o mmunitie s, and
the se into nations. Nodesofselection and self-organisation through competition
canbe envisaged ateach ofthese levels. Agentsinteract, nfluence and
organise the system into seriesof subsystems, allinterc onnec ting through a

complexweb ofbehaviours.

However, the similaritiesbetween human socialsystems and biologic al systems
collapse underthe weight of such thingsasvalues, beliefs, and meaning.
According to Campbell, the great majorty of e volutionary biolo gists de ny the
efficacyofbiologicalgroup selection of ‘altruistic’ traits in whic h individualsact
forthe preservation ofthe group atthe rskoftheirown wellbeing and ‘inc lusive
fitness’ (ie., the representation of theirown genesin future generations)
(Campbell 1958, cited in Heylighen 1995, approx p. 10).

Esse ntially, this me ans that the e ffe c ts forse lf-sa c rific ial a ltruistic traits willbe
undemined by group versus individualselection. According to Campbelland
He ylighen (1996), a group thatincludes heric ally se lf-sac rific ing altruists may
thrive better. The inclusive fitne ss gains from thiswilbe shared equally by the

no n-a ltruists within the group, and seen asacceptable by those with altruist
tendenciesin the group. Forthe altruists, these gainsare in part undemined by
the risks they run. The non-altruists pay no such costs, and thusout-breed the

se If-sa c rific ia | a truists in the within-group genetic c o mpe tition. Thus the
prevailing common sense emerging asa result of thiscompetition contains
tho se institutionalised meaningsconsidered valid. Fom an axiologicalpointof
view, value of meaning can also incorporate dimensionsofcontrolforthat

me aning, to ensure its survival The notion of survivalof the fitte st not only
appliesto physicalsystemsbut also to behaviourwithin tho se syste ms. This wo uld
include such thingsasvalues, beliefsand opinionsnotdirectly related to the
physic alsurvivalofthe species. The resulting mec hanisms would include mutual

monitoing and punishment for‘immoral orunacceptable behaviour, e xclusion
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ofidealsand meaningsthatare notpartofthe evolving ‘successful social

system.

Further,according to Campbelland Heylighen (1995), humansprobably have
aninnate fearofostracism, and a tendency to find painful the signs o f ho stility
coming from those we workorlive with on a regularface-to-face basis. The fear
ofostracism meansthatwe crave inclusion and a sense ofbelonging to certain
groups within oursociocultural system. hnate tendenciesto enforce group
solidanty on others (altruism) would be supported by both individualand group
selection and may be identified asa prerequisite forgroup selec tion. Ultima tely,
thismeansthat such thingsasbelief,ideology and meaning compete for
ascendancy in the socialword in much the same way thatbiologicalorganisms
compete to survive in the naturalwond. Such competition may be capable of

being explored a little deeperthrough the concept of metasyste m transition.

‘Metasystem transition’ involvescompetition between othergroupings and
componentsofthe system atthe same level butalso competition between the
interests ofthe largerencompassing socialunit. We have already leamed thatin
complex systemssuch associeties and organisations, the envimnmentis more
socialthan physical, consisting of varioussocial prac tic e s: rituals, rule s,
conventions and noms. The value ofthese practicesin conventionalme aning-
value systemsisthatthey need to be acquired and accepted by the individual,
before they can become meaningful Groups, physically and metaphorically,
form around a myrad ofsocialagents where the value ofthese socialagentsis
notdirectly connected to survival but to the maintenance ofsocialcohesion
and communic ation mec hanisms. Tensionsare often played outto enable
dominant valuesand beliefsto emerge, and theirmessagesto diffuse within the
social system.

According to Turc hin (1977 cited in He ylighen 1995), me ta syste m tra nsition (MS])
theory is the study ofthe evolutionary origin of hierarchicalorcontmwllevels.
Campbelland Heylighen (1995) point out that there are alte mative views whic h
see the definition of control(inc luding the presence ofa goalorreference level,
acomparator,a sensorand aneffector), assimply no controlatthe sociallevel
Ihdividuals may try to influence otherindividuals, but there isno overarc hing,
collective system with a unified goal, common perceptions,orgoaldirected
actions. Controlisreinforced by the prevailing common sense, whic h ste e rs the
creation ofnew waysofthinking ormodelsofreality. Turc hin (1977, cited in

He ylighen, 1995) forec asts that thisintegration wilincrease in width and in
depth, though evercloserconnectionsbetween individuals:

kishardly likely that at present anyone would undertake to predict how farthe
integration ofindividuals willgo, and what forms it will take. There is, however, no
doubtthatthe directexchange ofinformation among the nervous systemsof
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individualpeople, and theirphysicalintegration wilbecome possible. kis
probable that physicalintegration willgive rise to higherand qualitatively new
formsofsuprapersonalconsciousness; and that willbe a processthatcould be
descrbed asmerging the soulsofindividualpeople into an Over-Soul (to use
Emerson'scomage). (p. 184)
Me ta syste m transition theory isrelevant to this discussion because it speculates
aboutthe nature of controlsand how they emerge atthe sociallevel, and may
accountforhow meaning isgenerated, sustained and abandoned. According
to Turc hin and Joslyn (1989), the me ta syste m transition is the quantum of
evo lution. Highly organized syste ms, including organisms and societies, are
multile vel hierarc hies o f c o ntro 1 re sulting from me ta syste m transitions of vario us
scales. Such large scale metasystem transitions may include the formation of
societies,developmentofideologiesorbeliefsorthe disappearance of
c iviliza tio ns. All the se transitions, orevents, take place within an evo lutionary
frameworkoftrialand emorprocesses which characterise naturalselec tion.
Hence,underthismodel varnation isnecessary forthe evolution of sustainable
me aning systems; meaning canonly be understood because it has survived in

the context of othermeanings.

452 JavIemke’ssocialsemioticsand culturaldynamics

Ihspired by Bakhtin’s social linguistics and Halliday’s functionalsemantics, Jay
Iemke’snotion ofecososocial syste msjoins the fieldsofbiologicalmetaphor,
complex systemsand sociocultural systemsin a unified theory. Lemke (1995,

1997) seesthathisidea ofsocialsemiotic sisintegralto ourunderstanding of

how oursocialwond isconstructed because itenables:

... usto make meaningfulactions (including utterances) by deploying the se
resourcesin recognisable, mostly habitual(and marginally creative) ways.
The habitualwaysin which we deploy them are identifiable as se mio tic
formations: the regularand repeatable, recognisably me aningful, ¢ ulturally
and historically specific pattemsofco-deploymentofsemiotic resourcesin a
community. ("Disc ourse, Dynamicsand Social Change", 1997, p.5)
Further,according to Iemke, socialactionsand reactionsare context and time
dependent. Again there are similanties here to autopoietic theory discussed in
previous sections. Forlemke (1995), socialactionsare socially meaningfulonly
to those belonging to the particulartime and context. lemke divide s time and
context amongst syntagmatic contexts(eventsbefore and after), paradigmartic
contexts (altemative events), and indexic alc onte xts (situationally co-oc cuming

events).

According to Iemke, the imeducible formalhierarc hy of contextualisation in
socialmeaning reflectsthe dynamicalhierarchy ofemergentlevelsof

organisation in human social-materal systems. Thisconnectionisaleady
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implicated in the socialsemiotic view of meaning, and also in Maturana and
Varela’sview of meaning. The semiotic systemsofa community are ab strac tions
ofthe resourcesin actualuse in that society: “The se miotic formations present
theirhabitualpattemsofco-deployment, and the metaredundancy relations
summarise theirmutualco-occumence distributions with respectto each other’
(Iemke, 1997, approx. p. 5). Allthese analytic formsare abstractionsoftypes
from tokens; they alldepend entirely on the moment-to-moment happeningsin
the community. kEisinstances(events,acts,occumences, perfformances) which

are the primary mec hanisms ofcontextualisation (Iemke, 1997, 1999).

But me aning systemsand cultureschange; what wasnot meaningfulcan
become meaningful, and thisprocessdependscrtically on a dialec tic
relationship between materaland semiotic dynamic s within a total syste m.
ILemke (1995, 1997) seesthat we need to understand the dynamicsofthe larger
eco-physicalsystemsin which culturesare embedded and from whic h the
energy of theirdynamicsdernves. Human socialcommunitiesare examplesof
materalecosystems. Even though physics, chemistry,and eco-biology are
simply c ultural disc o urse s — just as linguistic sand socialsemiotics are - these two
different orders of disc ourse c onstrue two different kindsofrelationsamong
eventsand processes. Eisthe connection between those different kindsof
relations thatisthe key to modelling c ulturaldynamic s (Lemke, 1997, 1999). This
canbe compared to the earierdiscussion ofourconnection to the matenal
word —ofmind and matter, pattem and form. The dichotomy between the two
statesisthe source ofconflictin human social systems and manifestsin what

society valuesasthe prevailing common sense.

Iemke’sessentialideasaboutcomplex systemsare notnew; they also appear
vario usly in c omplex syste ms thinking, forexample, in the worksofCapra,
Prigogine, Kauffmann, and many others. However, where Ile mke’s thinking
divergesisatthe pointofexchange between the materialprocessesand the
semio tic processes. Thiseffectively throws a net around this nexus, and captures
pattemsofconnection not welltraversed in the literature of comple x systems.
Although ILemke (1997) believesthe unity ofecosocial systemsissomewhat
hidden from view by ourfailure to appreciate the pervasiveness ofthe matenal-
semio tic coupling, cict umstance often thatimpedesourunderstanding of
materal processesin oursociocultural system. Thismeanswe can collectively
indict entire socialgroupings, cultures, and erasforfailing to addressbiases,
even though, asIlemke (1993) posits, our"'own culture camesideologicalbiases
ofa dominant class whose interests favoura view ofthe word asinde finite ly

exploitable materally and infinitely flexible c ulturally" (approx. p. 4).

Chapter 4 — Sociocultural Systems as Complex Meaning Systems 79



Esse ntially, the main arguments from Lemke’s (1997) article “Materal Sign

Processesand the Emergent Ecosocial Organisation” can be summarsed into

the following key points:

1.
2.

Allcomplex systemsare context and time-dependent.

Complexsystemscan also be attnbuted to ‘processes’ such as

lifecycles and socialsyste ms.

Socialsystemscanbe compared to lawsofthemodynamicsin that

there are inputs, outputs, dissipative structures, energy and entropy.

The notion of‘developmentaltrajectory’ impliesa certain sense of
predictability in thatcomplex systemsofa similartype display similar
lifec ycle s (traje c torie s) [lemke uses the lifecycle ofa butterfly to

demonstrate].

Iemke refersto the ability of complex systemsto demonstrate similar
trajectoresas ‘epigenesis’. Thismeansthey have similarstruc tures,
processesand pathologies; theirlifecycle isfixed and largely
predictable;in otherwords, pattems. Epigenesis also means similar
complex systemscanbe compared during similarstagesin their
lifecycle. talso meansbifurcation pointscanbe reached atthe same
time in different comple x syste ms — thus affec ting the total
envionment. [At the most extreme end, thisisexemplified by the
butterfly effect.]

Allepigenetic systemsbelong to regulatory subsyste m-sup e rsyste m
hierarc hie s, from the molecularto the planetary, and the hierarc hy
also include such thingsasorganisational ‘memory’ traversing the
entire network of complex syste ms. This infers that there is a hierarc hy
ofcomplex systems,ornested complex systems—each dependent

upon the otherin some Gaia-like fashion.

The notion ofecosystemsdemonstrate a higherorderunderstanding of
culturaland socialchange. “Organismsand ecosystemsare both
largerscale supersystems constituted by and acting to integrate and
regulate the smaller-scale subsystemsthey contain” (approx. p. 10).
Ecosystemsdo notdie; rather,theyevolve,adaptorcede to the
supersystem of which they are part.

The evolution and developmentofa complex system is about the
system itselfasa collective, ratherthan about the individual
components which make up that system. Certain bifurc ation points

can cause disruption in the system, and if thisisrepeated, the system
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eitheradapts,behaveschaoticallyordieseven though there maybe

a semblance of ‘order in the complex system.

Iemke’snotion ofecosocialdynamicsand semogenesisis worth pursuing further
in this disc ussion. An autopoietic and sociolinguistic theory of self-organising, se If-
descnbing socialentities extends to viewing the effectsofa discourse on a
community’s socialenvimnment uponitsown descriptions aboutitself and vice
versa (Lemke 1995, pp. 37- 39; Maturana and Varela 1980, pp. 48-50; van Dik
1994, p. 110; Graham and Mc Kenna, 1999).

Further, forIlemke (1993), the notion ofa 'language'isnotonly an abstraction
from use,itisan abstraction fom the empircaldiversity of language in use. t
evolves,developsand ischaracterised by allthe featuresofa complex system.
kEdependson the usesto which it is put, and its ‘func tionality’ isrelated to the
extentofdynamic processesin the human socialcommunity. Forexample
many languageshave become extinct, ashave the disc ourses with whic h they
were associated. KisIlemke’sconclusion thatthisisbecause ofthe complex
interaction ofthe ecosocialsystem, which did notadaptto the changing
envimnment and conditions. Asa language evolves, its symmetresare broken,
unitary formsbecome differentiated and multiply in meanings and uses, a
completely modified language emerges. Justasan ecosystem needs dive rsity
to survive and thrive, so too language needs,in lemke’swords, a rich mosaic,
patchwork, ornic he to ensure maximum capacity to adapt (Iemke, 1993,
approxpp. 2-4).

Also, there are different languages, ordiscourses, fordifferent groups. Ile mke
cites Haliday, who hasidentified an important pattem called semo genesis.
Esse ntially, semogenesisis the progressive se mantic differentiation and diffusion
(through suc h thingsasbifurcation points,oremergence) in the language
system. lemke descrbesthisasa cycle, where differencesare seen to impact
on and create furtherdifferences, leading to symme try-breaking events and
subse quently the creation ofnew contexts, and so on. So, in this we see the
same systems thinking principlesapplied to organic systems, to the mind, to

social systems, now being applied to language itself.

Yetone ofthe problems with interpreting ourword of symbolsand words to
match the symbolsisthe “etemally slippery nature oflanguage, mathematical
orotherwise” (Casti, 1994, p. 6). As Casti(1994) tells us, the philosopher
Wittgenstein was haunted by the problem ofdescrnbing the nature of words and
whatthey represent. Parts of Wittgenstein'sre presentationaltheory has
similartie s to lemke’s position, in that there exists a stable orlo gic al struc ture
through which we understand ourwond, and thatislanguage. The widely

accepted view of Wittgenstein's the ory is that ling uistic statements are
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me aning fulonly when they comespond to orrepresentactualeventsorobjects
which can then be proven true orfalse by observation. Forthings to make sense
orbe meaningfulto the observer, the nature of whatlanguage represents and
the logicalstructure ofthe rralword mustbe atleastlinked. These links, of
course, become the mostimportant feature of a disc ourse. The relatio nship
between the observed word and language caneasily be captured by the
prevailing common sense. lssuesrelating to power, dominant c ultures, religion,
truth and epistemologicalframeworks can influence these linksto such an
extent that the nature of representation becomesobfuscated in the processof
interpretation. In the end Wittgenstein saw that the linkbetween the real-wond
fact and the language to describe it had to be ‘pointed’ at, atherthan spoken
about. Thisessentially meansthatlanguage can quite easily become an
mstrumentofpowerand ofcoercion forthose who understand the nature ofthe
linkbetween the observed word and the language used to descnbe it.

However,according to Ilemke (1997), human culture hasalready c onstruc ted
the key toolneeded to make such a modelofitself: a linguistic syste m whic h is,
semio tic ally its own meta-system. Any naturallanguage may serve asitsown
meta-language, with tsown grammar, and more importantly a theory of how its
speakersmake meanings with that grammar. A community deploys the
vaganesofitslanguage in discourses-socialformationsthatdefine a particular
way ofusing language to make a particularkind of meaning. Those discourses
(inc luding the discourse of culturaldynamics) may be employed to modelat
least some processesofthe whole cultural syste m whic h include s them.
Discoursesare made by the socialand culturalinteractionsofmany actual,
individualspeakersovera period oftime, inte ra c tio ns whic h simultane o usly

exc hange processesin the human community (Le mke, 1997).

Also relevant here, and with echoesof Wittgenstein, isthe capacity for
‘crossing-over between the materialwond and the semiotic,eachcapable of
sparking changesin the otherthatlead to new pattemsofconnection,in an
etemalcycle. Forlemke (1995, 1997), an essentialpart of this c ycle is the
existence of pre-semio tic features of events orsitua tio ns: ma te rial d iffe re ntia tio ns
which do notyet have culturalsignificance, but which can enterthe semio tic
system asnew features. Thisofcourse containsnotionsthatharkbackto our
brie f disc ussion of me taphysic s — similarto the formsthat Plato descrbes, the
metaphysicsof Kant and the inexplicable in Kant'stranscendentalidealism, and
what systems thinkerscallchaos. Thislinkbetween matterand substance,
pattem and form wasintonduced in eardierchaptersand wilbe furtherexplored

asthe thesisreachesits conclusion.
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4.5.3 Paul Cilliers’ theorv ofrepresentation

According to Cilliers (1998), a theory of representation isessentially a theory of
meaning. Representation attemptsto explain how the wordsofourlanguage or
the structuresin ourbrain become meaningful, by trying to define the
relationshipsbetween these words and the physicaland cerebralstructuresthat
make up ourword. Mathematicsisa good example. Most mathematical
formulae are made up ofelementsthat stand forsomething. Forexample,y =
mx +c isused in geometry forcalculating gradients. The symbols re pre sennt
elementsin the problem: y being the intercept on the y-axis; m, the multiplier; x
the intercepton the x-axisand ¢ the constant (and, of course, the symbols =
and + are also representations). The example givenisa faidy simple concept;
more complexmathematicsrequiresformulae which covermultiple pages.
Though thismakesrepresentation more diffic ult, the computerand gradual
refnementin mathematicstechniquesoverthe lastdecade have simplified
problemsthat would once have taken many weeksto calculate. Given the
comectformula,based on Newton’slaws and substituting the right values, it is

usually possible to determine the answers.

However, when we come to modelortry to capture such thingsasnatural
language orhuman sensory capabilitie sorhuman emotions, orthe behaviourof
societies,itisnot possible to create a simulation of higherand complex
cognitive processes,even by the mostadvanced computers. Thisisbecause
the processofrepresentationisfarfrom being formularsed. How do we
represent such thingsaswhatparticularwords mean? Or, more pertine ntly, why
doesthe meaning ofcertain words me an diffe re nt things to different
mdividuals? How can thisbe precisely modelled? Can pattem-recognition and
approximation be modelled suc cessfully? As Cillie rs (1998) rig htly points o ut,
before any ofthiscanbe even attempted, itisnecessary to explain the process
by whic h the relationshipsbetween symbolsand the word are established (p.
59). Are rule-based representationsand networkrepresentationscapable of
being analysed together? When we search fora more empircalflavourto our
research, such questionsare a good starting point, butthe adequacyoflogical
calculusdoesnotseem to fit wellwith understanding some ofthe more
complexnotionsof human systems. Such notions form partofa long tradition of
philosophicalreflec tion on the relationshipsbetween language, the mind and
the wonld.

Cilliers (1998) arguesfora distrbuted representationalmodelwhich hasa more
robustapprmach since no specific feature ofa distrbuted networkistied to any
specific neuron. According to Cilliers (1998), “robustnessmay be lessimportant

to a system thathasto dealwith idealised abstractions, butitis vitalfora syste m
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that hasto dealwith the contingenciesofthe realword” (p. 70). Ciliersgoeson
to refute crtiquesofdistibuted representationalmodelsas“often flawed,
specifically because the notion of distrbuted representation iseitherignored or
misunderstood” (p. 70). Nevertheless, Cilliers (1998) seesthatrepresentational
modelshave much in common with po st-struc turalism, and further, thatboth
perspectivescan inform each other. Cillie rs (1998) c onc lude s his disc ussio n with
the assertion that a strong theory ofrepresentation willalways presuppose the
metaphysicsofpresence, arguing that such a theory callsfortwo syste ms — the
signsthemselvesand, extemalto them, the meaning ofthe signs—made
presentto each otherthrough the processofrepresentation (p. 82). n a system
of distrlbuted se mio tic s the sign is c onstituted “by the sum o f its re la tio nship s to
othersigns” (p. 81). Cilliers (1998) furtherelaborates:

The ease with which we fallfora generaltheoryofrepresentation can perhaps
be explained by the importance ofimage in ourculture. ‘We give preference to
sensing through the eyesnotonly fortaking action, buteven when we have no
praxisin view’ (Demida, 1983, p. 4). When we say thatan image speaksa
thousand words—meaning thatan image issomehow more powerfulthan
language —we fallprey to the metaphysicsofpresence. We believe thatan
image bearsitsmeaning onitsface, thatitescapesthe playofrefemal
descrbed by distributed semiotics. A text may have to be nterpreted, butan
image speaksdirectly,orso we believe. Thisnotion is strongly resisted by po st-
struc turaltheory. (p. 82)
Thislossofcleardistinction between theory and praxishasramificationsnotonly
forscience butalso fortheory. The lossofinnocence forscience isnotconfined
to scientific endeavour,butextendsto a lossofclanty and objec tivity in
philosophy. Because the theory of meaning isessentially a theory of
representation, how we interpret the wordd dependsvery much on the what
and how ofusing the varouselementsofrepresentation. More importantly, our
choice of such a theory hasimportant ethicalimplications, notonly because of
how we interpret the theory, butbecause ofhow itisrepresentative ofthe

complexsystem it descrbes.

4.6 Complex meaning systems - towards a model

Aswe have seen throughout thischapter, applying complex systems theory to
socialtheoryisnot without problemsofinterpretation, norofperception.
Although the interestin complexity asa source oforderin social systems is
relatively recent (Eve, 1996; Gold spink, 2000), there isa need to develop an
ontology thatacceptsaslegitimate dynamicsthatemerge asa consequence
ofa complexinterplay of different sourcesoforder. Many socialand

organisationaltheorsts suggestthatcomplex systemsaleady providesa sound
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basis from which to theorise aboutsociology (Arthur 1995; Bella 1997; Gel-Mann,
1994; Gunter, 1995; Janstc h, 1980; Kauffmann, 1996; Stacey, 1995; Youngblood,
1997). However, others, inc luding Lilie nfield (1978) and Graham and Mc Kenna
(1999), wam that theorising ofsociocultural syste ms using complex systems

“take s the form of so phistry that le gitimise s struc turalamo rality” (p. 7).

Yet,according to Lemke (1997), the me aning syste ms within a c ulture enable
meaningsto be made, meaningfulsocialactivitiesto be enacted, and enjoin

the making ofcertain meanings, ensuring c ertain c onne c tio ns.

Society prescribesforusidealpattemsofconformmity; some we inte malise, some
we resist, but they alltake thissame form. kis meaning systems that make sense
ofthese pattemsand enable usto interact with oursociocultural system. As
Lemke (1998) seesit, there isno specialneed to enforce widespread c onfomity
to codified noms, only to adjust individualinstances within localsocial
tolerances. Standardisation isanotherway of saying the prevailing common
sense; asthischapterhasargued, the prevailing common sense orindeed
institutionalised meaning isnot something we mustacceptblindlyasan
inevitability of human social syste ms. The countervailing tendenciesat work also
involve personalmeaning syste ms, momentsofserendipity, chaosand fitness
landscapes. Sometimesthe predictability of human affairsis nothing otherthan
anindividualsobservationsordescrption of theirreality (yours, mine ortheirs).
Such behavioursoperate solely within the tolerancesofthe prevailing common

sense (because they are partofreality.)

™ reiterate from Chapter3, section 3.2, complex syste ms have the following ten

propetties:

1. Iarge numberofinterconnecting components
Non-deterministic and non-tractable
Interaction-rich relationshipsbetween components
Interac tions exhibit nonlnearbehaviour
Distribute d nature of information and re presentation
Feedbackloopscause changesto the system
Exhibit propertiesofemergence and self-organisation

Operate underfarfrom-e quilb rium c o nditions

© =N ok WD

Cannotexclude history (pre-programmed e le me nts e xist)

—
e

Each elementin the system isignorant ofthe behaviourofthe system

asa whole,and mayonly respond to localised information
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Using these properties, we can intorduce a frame work within whic h to disc uss
the idea of meaning. That meaning can be interpreted, notasan individual
ideationalschema,butasa collective orsystem thatcanbe affected by the
propertiesoutlined above ispartofthisoverallframework The disc ussion ofthe
two paradigmsofthought- mechanism and rationalism versus holism and
empincism - provides the dichotomy thatisbridged by the idea of meaning.
Meaning, because itis fluid and dynamic, and the position ofthe observer
ensure that meaning self-organisesaround varouscomponentsthatare
connected in mysteriousand novelwaysbecause those connectionsare only
known to the eye ofthe beholderand understood aspartofan individuals
interpretive schema. Therefore, the componentsofa meaning are impossible to
isolate; forexample, even with something simple and representationallke a red
circle. Butif we talkabout meaning asa ‘system’ we canbegin to grapple with
its vagares. Unlocking representationaland ideationalme anings within the
discourse ofcomplex systemstheory (forexample, the notion of punctuated
equilbrium) canrevealperspectivesthat maybe overdooked in more traditional

analyses.

Applying complex systemsto meaning revealsmeaning itselfasanopen
system, displaying allthe propertiesofentropy production and emergence that
characterise any otheropen system. We could describe the way that free
mentalenergy graduallyincreasesaspeople become used to the ideasand
the meaningsgenerated. A society doesnothave to workso hard when the
epistemologicaland ontologicalframeworksare legitimated, and there is little
orno conflict with this position. h otherwomrds, if the prevailing common sense is
accepted, there islittle competition because the meaning systems that
comprises the prevailing common sense are already established. However,
powerrelationsthat serve to sustain a meaning system can be challenged if
they do not supportthe mainideasofthe overallsociocultural syste m itse If.
Once some ofthe ideasofthe meaning system begin to be questioned, the
me aning system may decline (where the ideology istoo difficult to support) or
become stronger(because history showsthattrue believers wildefend their
faith in the system, often subverting the disse nting views). Thisis also the phase
where defence ofthe meaning system may lead to surveillance-like ac tivitie s in
orderto supportthe dominant valuespromoted by the system. Once the free
mentalenergyisdepleted, the meaning system comesunderattackbecause
ofthe interaction with otherme aning systemsthatare betterequipped to
handle the changesto the prevailing common sense. As in natural syste ms, the
symbiosisin the complex meaning system occurs when knowledge is

exc hanged — within the system itse If, and with othersystemsin orderto sustain

the largerwhole. However, as with natural syste ms, this imre ve rsib le se If-
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organisation hasto be spontaneousto be successful Spontaneity meansthat
the system'sfree energy decreases while it focuseson the changesin the
extemalenvironment. Fixation on such thingsasplanning and qualitie s o f the
existing system can become a hindrance during the bifurcation when new
qualtiesare required to emerge. The entire process,ofcourse,iscyclicaland

canbe represented in a preliminary way by Figure 4.2.

5

Figure 4.2: Complex meaning systems

As Hgure 4.2 suggests, there are a numberofphasesin the developmentofa
complex meaning system. In the first phase (Chaos), there isoften a sense of
orderin the meaning system, butitisnoteasily descrbable because ofthe
extreme fluctuationsin whatpeople perceive it to be. A sense ofthe chaotic
embodiesthe first phase;a phase where perhapslttle mnformation isavailable,
much less information about how this me aning system connectsto others. The
mformation thatdoesexistisspasmodic, unreliable and invarably the me aning
isobfuscated and confused. In the second phase (Complexity), info rma tion
beginsto gatherarund the system. Thiscould take the guise of powerful

personalities, basic tracts, beliefsorideas. Thiscan also be the stage where a
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large amay ofinformation becomesavailable,and isrevealed to have
connectionsand linksto otherparadigms, in the form of similarties, differences,
attraction orresistance. The third phase (Contingent Complexity) is the phase
where dependenciesbecome apparent. One ofthe featuresofcomplex
systems, as discussed in eardierchapters, isthat the whole isneverthe sum of the
parts. Thus contingent complexity indicatesthat some meaningsrely on others
forcumrency and validity. n the case of, say, a political move ment, the
ideologicalplatform must addressthe concemsofthe interests they re present.
The emergence of new ideaswillbe contingenton the acceptance by the
group orgroups who dominate the movement. Also, there are timescales; a
sense ofhistory and tradition isinvolved in c ontinge nt ¢ o mple xity; mile sto ne s in
the life ofa meaning system are often contingenton particulareventsthathave
preceded them. Therefore, memory (also in the form ofdata and its

interro gation) and reflexivity are crticalfeaturesofcontingent comple xity. The
fourth phase (SituationalorContextual Reality) seesthe complex meaning
system grappling with its sumo undings, trying to be st fit with the prevailing
common sense in whic h it is situated. Adjustment and self-organisation willoc c ur
in this phase, but the basic pattemsofconnection willremain. Thisis not usually
the phase characterised by large shiftsorchangesto the system itseIf.
Sometimesthe complexmeaning system wilbecome absorbed atthe fringesof
the prevailing common sense, quite possibly in the form ofradicalorextreme

moveme nts.

Diffusion and acceptance follow (Phase 5), indic ating thatthe complex

me aning system hasfound its way into the mainstream —orbeenaccepted as
the prevailing common sense. t hasbecome so entrenched in the whole
system thatno one seeksto question why itisthere. ¥ questionsare asked, the
complexity involved in understanding the system and itsconnectionsisso great,
thatonly 'radicals'are seen to make such attempts. Thisisbecause such
questioning goesagainst the grain of the prevailng common sense, and
unbeleversare generally portrayed as‘deviants’ or, worse, incarcerated for
their disse nting views. ntermsofa complex meaning system, thiscould be
represented as, forexample, the acceptance ofthingssuch asmanagement
fadsand thid word poverty,orby groups who bring attention to environmental
degradation, speciesloss, orsubstandard care forthe aged and persons with a
disability and so on. fwe disc uss such thingsascomplex meaning systems, what
happensinvanablyreoccursaspeople begin to self-organise around what they
believe to be a new setofideasrepresenting a paradigm shift. But, once the
processbegins, the ideasare gradually buried orreplaced byideas which
reflect the valuesofthe dominant groupsin society —orthe prevailing common

sense.
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Thiscanbe compared to the way a biologicalorganism adaptsto its physical
envinnment through the processofevolution. When entire societiesaccept
beliefsand valuesin the midst ofemerging orconceming politicaloreconomic
realities, theircapacity to find the connectionsto othermeaning systemsis
foiled by the resonance ofthe pattemsthatthey observe connecting their
belief system to that ofthe society in whic h they find themselves. h otherwords,
it is diffic ult forsocietiesto get beneath the prevailng common sense of their
time to adequately critique partofthatreality. A few people (again, usually
labelled 'deviants') understanding the originalideas and, trying to emulate
them, willrebel, often predic ting with clarnty what wilbecome once there is
complete orpartialdegradation ofthose originalideas. However, justassmall
unattached systemscannotcontrollargeronesin the biologicalorevolutionary
sense, seldom willpeople be successfulatstopping thatdegradation. Finally,
there isthe emeging uncertainty that hasbeen prompted by the questioning of
various sec tors in the society (Phase 6). Thisis where the society asa whole
rebelsand railsagainst the prevailing common sense en masse. Such thingsas
large public demonstrations, landslide election results, orpopularideas
becoming unfashionable to such an extent thatthey are nevermentioned

exceptin the context of history are some ofthe hallmarks ofthis phase.

4.7 Conclusion

The majorcontrbution thatthe idea ofa complex meaning system bringsisthat
it provides a structured accountofthe processofmeaning making in a social
system. A formalframework forthe analysisof meaning isnotdealt with
adequately in eithertraditional, rationalapproaches, norfrom discipline s in the
new paradigm ofthought. Ireversible (dissipative) self-organisation forms the
basisofsuch anaccount,asdoesthe pattem ofrelationshipsthatcause a

struc ture to exist. However, when a setofideasleadsto the self-organisation of
people around those ideasand then laterisabandoned, questionsabout what
exactlyinthose ideasattracted people in the fist place are raised by those not
connected to the complex meaning system. The most important, and
fundamentalpreceptofthistheornsationisthatnotonlyisthere isan apparent
and undedying simplicity which attracts people to certain values and beliefs,
butalso a ‘hidden potentiality’ forpeople to self-organise —notonly through
theirphysicalenvirornment, but also through theirepistemological ontological

and axiologicalframeworks —into a complex society.

The rejection and abandonmentofideologyoccursbecause ofthe increasing

complexity ofthe society which erodesthe essence ofthe originalsetofideas,
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causing more networked pattemsto emerge and then presentthemselves more
attractively to different groupsin the society. Each ofthe groupshasa different
interpretation of these perspectivesbecause a complexsocietyisnot
homogenous;a complexsocietyischaracterised by many ve sted inte re sts — the
need forsurvivalbeing one ofthe most fundamental Thisisa dynamic process
thatcan neverbe static because the inevitability of change through emergent
phenomena isone ofthe key featuresofa complex system. In social syste ms,
emergent phenomena manife st themselves any time when collec tive
behaviourtranscendsthe behaviourofits'component behaviour. Because it
transcendsindividualbehaviour, meaning must alwaysbe temporal However,
notonlycana complexmeaning system be viewed asa temporal
phenomenon,butitcan also traverse timescalesthrough history. Forexample,
we canexplore the meaning systemsthatcharacterised many movementsor
many ideas, if we care to understand how the pattemsbetween the ideas
emerged and operated untiltheireventualdemise, ratherthan simply
examining the struc ture ofthe ideasthemselves. Knowing thatcertain ideas exist
orexisted is simply not enough, we need to understand theirc onne c tio ns with
otherideasand how thataddsto the collection ofothercomplex meaning

syste ms.

Ih conclusion, the featuresthata theory ofcomplex meaning syste ms should
accountforare based on the processoutlined in Figure 4.2. The propertiesof
complex systemsoutlined eady in thischapterwillalso factorin anaccountofa
me aning system. We willuse these preliminary ideasasa basis forexamining
managementfadsin Part 2 ofthe thesis —this‘analyticalexperment’, as
descrbed in Chapterl willserve to test and furtherdevelop the modelof

complex meaning systems presented here.
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Chapter5: Management Fads - Characternistics and
Examples

The plethorma of manage me nt te xts, se lf-he lp and busine ss how-to
publications should be sufficient evidence to stand as te stimony to the
gmowing phenomenon that is manage ment fads. But the obsemwation that
the phenomenon ofmanagement fadsexistsdoesnotentirely mean this is
accepted, particularly by the academic community: it should be ‘tested’
against othersocioculturalphe nomena to ascertain the extent of diffusion
and what influe nce that may have on the socioculturalmilie u. Iooking for
waysto descnbe thisphenomenon and alte mative waysto examine what
it might mean foroursocioculturalsystem willbe the focusofthe thesisfrom
thispoint on. Using management fadsto explicate the theonsationsfrom
Part 1ofthis the siswill serve asa practicalapplication of the synthe sis — the
idea of complex meaning syste ms. As the first chapterin the second partof
this the sis, Chapter5 willlay the groundwork forapplying the theornesfrom

Part 1to the phenomenonofmanagement fads.

The discussion in Part 1 ofthe thesislooked atexplanations forwhy
dominant groupsin society promote certain ideasand ignore others
through epistemolgical ontologicaland axiological frame wo rks. The
conceptofmeaning systemswasproposed asa framework through which
the charmactensticsofsuch a thing asfadsmight begin to be examined.
Linking the se ideasto the explanation of manage ment fads and their
connection to the widersocioculturalsyste m is the focusofthisthe sis, and
thischapterbegins the task of outlining the phenomenon thatis

manageme nt fads.

5.1 Introduc tion

There isnow a solid body ofliterature about the succession of
managementfadsand buzzphrases (Ogbonna and Hamis, 2002; Crainer
and Dearove, 2001; Collins, 2000; Mic ke thwaite and Wooldridge, 1997;
Shapiro, 1995; Huc zynski, 1993). Arguably, the increasing le vels o f mistrust
and scepticism thataccompany these phenomena are also evident, as
Wooldridge and Mic kelthwaite’s comme nts show:

FachyearAmercan managers and entre preneurs shellout three -
quartersofa billon dollarsto remain competitive. Meanwhile,
companiesthemselves spend $15 billon forc onsultants to come in
and tellthem whattheycando to be more efficient. Trouble is, many
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so-called managementexpertsare simply peddling hot air’ (Inte rview
with Adrian Wooldridge and John Mic kelthwaite, Psyc hology Today,
Mav Apr1997, p. 23).

CarterMcNamara (2006) agrees:

There isa recentexplosion of management literature, much of which

asserts the strong need forchange in today's busine ss organiza tions. Few

people,ifany, disagree with thisneed forchange. However, the

unre alistic and evangelicalmannerin which thisneed ispresented may

be causing cynicism notlived since the Roman Empire (Mc Namara, 2006,

para 1.)
Ogbonna and Hamis (2002) assert that the recent trend forreorganisation
and the inevitable ‘buzzword’ by-productisspawned by the “imperative of
fashion ratherthan purely organizationalnecessity” (p. 48). The populanty
ofmany ofthese conceptsisgrounded in the assumption that the
adoption ofthe underpinning strategies willultimately lead to improved
performance. Indeed, the initialadoption ofthese conceptsisoften fuelled
by studies and marketing successstoriesclaiming direct associations
between the adoption of such practicesand organisationalperformance

(Ogbonna and Hamis, 2002).

But whatisa ‘managementfad’, and whatisthe nature ofsuch fads? The
following sectionsconsiderthese questions, lookatwhatcrticaltoolsare
needed to explain them, and finally, provide some allemative perspectives
aboutthe phenomenon. By way ofexplanation, the notion ‘testing’ isto be
applied in the loosest possible way. Asmentioned, no empiricaldata, other
than that provided by otherstudiesis used in this the sis. The notion of

‘te sting’ primarily relatesto the capacity ofthe idea ofcomplex meaning

systemsto hold formanagementfads.

5.2 Whatis a managementfad?

The terms managementfad, organisationalfad and management fashion
are often used interchangeably and are waysto descrbe a popularand
wellmarketed way of doing things within organisations. A fad isgenerally
thoughtofasa craze,a temporary cultural‘blip’, like the yo-yo craze of
the 1950sordisco in the 1970s. Management fadsare a more significant
phenomenon, although they are often astemporary and compelling. Fads
are generally associated with the ‘new’ and are common to a wide varnety
of genressuch asclothing, hairstyles, music, pastimesand hobbies,
language, and entertainment. n a populist sense, fadscan also be found

in literature (asin the ‘romantic’ period), art (impressionism, dada,
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surre alism), science (mechanism, ecosystems), and even religion
(Calvinism, Pentecostalmovement). But generally, fadsare thoughtofas
temporal, transient and trendy. Political/socialexperiments and historic al
movements such asfascism, anarchy and monarc hic aldic tatorships have
allbeen populardy described asfaddish at some time. Whateverthe
domain, fadsgenerally begin life aseitherreactive movements against the
mainstream orpopulansed trendsthat capture the curiosity and attention
ofpeople in the period leading up to and overtheirduration. Howeverthis
transience doesnotalwayshold true formanagementfads, assome may
lastforextended periodsoftime,and may even be consumed by
subsequent fads. Whatevertheirduration, fads, and in thiscase,
managementfadsare usually typified by the launch of a new and initially

popularidea orsetofideas.

Abrahamson and Fairc hild (1997) have descnibed managementfadsas
relatively transitory collective beliefs, disseminated by management fashion
setters. More recently, Carsonetal (1999) descrbed fadsas"managenal
interventions which appearto be innovative, rational, and functionaland
are aimed atencouraging betterorganizationalperformance" (p. 23).

Like wise, Milleret al(2004) see managementfadsashaving three main
characternstics: they become very popularvery quickly; stay popularfor
only a few years;and experience a steep decline in interest, leaving little
trace (p. 7). Thisis why there isa difference between fadsin, say, an artistic
sense, forexample the sunrealist movement, and management fads. (The se
differenceswillbe explored more thoroughly in the next chapter.) Thus, the
effectivenessofa fad isdirectlyrelated to itscapacity forretention and its
ultimate rejection. In eithercase, the fad losesits specific identity asan
intervention strategy at some point, resulting in tsdecline. However, as
Abrahmson and Fairc hild (1997) observe, the contentofa fad becomes
partofthe overalmanagementexperentialbase, which meansnew fads
should be atequalorhigherlevelsthan preceding processeslargely
because theycanabsorb the experiencesoffadsthathave already been

encountered.

Despite the growing scepticism, some considermanagementfadsto be
widely accepted, innovative interventionsdesigned to inprove some
aspectoforganisationalperformance(Gibson & Tesone, 2001, Jac kson
2001). Although Parellada (2002) agrees, he takesa more pragmartic
approachand seestwo paradigmsinvolved in analysing management
theories. The first he terms “good practices” which have resulted in good
outcomes, and the second isbased simply on the “capacity and
knowledge (orlackthereof) ofthe managers” (p. 132). Whetherornot
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those managementinterventionsbased on good practice tum into fads,
the industry supporting management ‘faddom’ isa complexone indeed.
Aswe analyse the vastamay of management inte rve ntio ns, the
underpinning theme isthatgenerally management writersare captivated
by what interve ntions workin organisationsand caution against
interventions that are doomed to fail

Huc zyniski (1993) separatesout fadsfrom ideasand definesa
managementidea asa “theory, framework, model, research finding,
principle,concept,saw oranecdote thatistaughtto managersor
management studentson managementcourses” (p. 444). Crainerand
De arove affirmm this po sition:

In the cutthmat word ofthoughtleadership-a battlefield ofideason

whic h c onsulting firms, academics, gurus, and a hostofothersvie forpole
position-there are two universal truths: Fist, ideasmatterand are
increasingly a criticalsource of competitive strength. Second, the battle is
suc h that the originatorsofthe bestideasare oftenignored, forgotten,or
shouldered aside. (Crainerand Deadove, 2001, p. 27)
Crainerand Dearove (2001) also observe that some common-knowledge
managementideas, especially those from within academia, when
summarized in the Harvard Busine ss Re view suddenly become the nextbig
thing: “Ibday'sobscure modelin a dry academic publication istomomow's
snappy guru presentation” (p. 28). Conse quently, it is not the thought
leaderswho getthe credit forornginality, according to Crainerand
Dearove, but the massmarketers. i the field of managementis particulady
prone to the mass-marketing phenomenon, the current interest mustbe
appealing and topical Forexample, managementfadsoften draw
inspiration from a broad range of “in” subjectsin areasincluding science
(complex systemstheory), economics (totalquality management and
processflows) and psychology (forexample, TGroups, enneagrams). kis
contended by thisthesisthat management trendsoften lack originality and
creativity. Thismay be partofthe reason fortheirrise and fallin po pularnity.
Such fadsmay be destined to become unfashionable because the
discourse ofthe idea itselfis fiimly moted in a contemporary sociocultural
milieu, and thatchanges. n otherwords, it is diffic ult to find otherlanguage
to critique a fad when limited to using the language ofthe fad itself.
Anotherexplanation isthat when changesoccurin the broader
sociocultural milieu, managementfadsmay failto keep pace with the
latest trends, retaining hackneyed conceptsand populistcatchphrases
which become 'dated'and sometimesopenly ridiculed, particulady by sta ff
and the media.
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Crainerand Deardove (2001) believe thatitis an unfortunate truth that
“mostgreatideashave allradybeen discovered. They are just c ontinually
rediscovered, and restated in a new and compelling way” (p. 29). They
provide the example of ‘reengineerng’,a conceptwhich is very similarto
anold practice from the 1950scalled ‘brown paperng’, discovered by
Frederck Taylor(1911). Harvard professor Benson Shapiro wrote about the
rediscovered processin his 1992 article “Staple Yourselfto an Order’. k was
rebadged by Jimn Champy and Mike Hammerin theirte xt Re e ngine e ning
the Comormnation.

Otherexamplesprovided by Crainerand Dearove (2001, pp. 29-30)

include:

e ‘competing againsttime’,developed by the Boston Consulting
Group'sGeorge Stalk Jr., c urio usly similarto an old consulting product
called short-interval sc heduling;

e Seth Godin's ‘permmission marketing’ seems much like the arguments
behind swe e pstakes;

e Geoffrry Moore,chaiman ofthe San Mateo, Califormia Chasm
Group, restates the industry life-c ycle argument with his ‘tomado’
and ‘chaos concepts—thusdrawing heavily on the sciencesof
complexity; and

e Harvard professorofbusine ss ad ministration, Mic haelPorter, and his
very suc c essful ‘five-forcesframework which wasgrafted from
modelsdeveloped by an economist by “brilliantly transla ting it into

the context of business strategy”.

Cramnerand Dearove (2001) are not the first to comment that most
managementaudiencesappearto care littl about originality, forin the end
it is about marke ting strate gies. Huc zynski (1993), Abrahamson and Fairc hild
(1997), Ogbonna and Hamis (2002), and Collins (2000) also observe the
tendency of managementconsultantsto be concemed only with how ideas

are marketed (ratherthan implemented) to improve theirdisse mina tio n.

In fact, Crainer(1998) positsthat managementfadsand buzzwords are
now produced by an industry whose core businesslies, notin the field of
management, butin the fieldsofmedia and entertainment. In the last half
ofthe twentieth century, hundredsofmanagementfadscame and went,
suggesting not only thatthere isa life-cycle to management fashion, but
also a hierarchy. And whereverthere ismention of hierarc hy there are
nested power/'controlrelationshipsthat sustain, legitimate and augment

the dommant disc o urse.
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Distilling from the group of authors who write about fads, the discourse ofa
managementfad canthusbe summarnsed asthe oversimplfication of
complexorganisational/ managementissue s using superficialconcepts,
buzzwords and/orsimple linguistic tec hniques such asalliteration, number
phrasesand irony. The discourse ofa fad isalso contextualin that asthe
fad declinesin popularnty orisabandoned, itslinkages to the
contemporary business word and indeed the rest ofthe sociocultural
system becomestenuous. Fadsattheirpeakare plugged wellinto the
social milieu, tapping into ¢ ure nt thinking, economic ally, socially and
politically. Forexample, if we tried to imple ment some ofthe methods
proposed by FrederickTaylor(1911) in a contemporary organisation, we
would quickly realise the differencesbetween the sociocultural system that

existed a century ago and that which exists now.

5.2.1 Some managementfadsand interventions

Table 5.1 (section 5.2) providesa listofmanagementideas, trends,
strategies, and interve ntions. Although certainly not e xhaustive, the
following listof managementideas, trends, strategies and interve ntions
demonstratesthe range of management inte rve ntio ns c urre ntly in use, and
also those which may no longerbe popular. Splicing togetherthe listsof
managementinterventionscreated by Pascale’s(1990), Grint’s (1997) and
Brickley et al’s (1997), the following id e ntifie s quite a numberof
recognisable organisationaltec hniques, toolsand fadsthat have

emerged, continued and declined overthe lastseveraldecades:

Decision Trees Intra pre ne uring

Managernal Grd Corporate Culture

Sa tisfic e rs/ d issa tisfic e rs One Minute Manager

Theory Xand Theory Y Rig htsizing

Bra insto rming Re struc turing

TGroup Training Portfolio Management

Conglomeration Culture

Theory Z Ieadership

Managementby Busine ss Proc e ss
Objectives (MBO) Reengineering (BPR)

Dive rsific a tion
Experience Curve

Stra te gic Busine ss Units

Outsourcing
Do wnsizing

Empowement
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Zero-Based Budgeting

Value Chain

De c entra liza tion

Wellne ss

Quality Circle s

Excellence

Management By Walking
Around (MBWA)

TtalQuality Management
Competencies

Iean Production
Organisational Culture
Benc hmarking

Just n Time (JID)

Ac tivity Based Co sting
Economic Value Added

Ma trix Org anisation Realignment

Kaiban Balanced Scorecard
SWAT Ana lysis Reengineerng

Me nto ring Coaching

Below the Green Line Continuous Inprovement
Ennegrams Best Practice

kisnotthe purpose of thisthesis to interrogate the virtues (orindeed
failures) of these prescriptions, norwillthere be any assessment ofthe value
ofthese interventionsforany one orgroup oforganisations. Empiricaland
otherstudieshave alrady examined a range ofthese management
prescriptionsoverthe lastdecade (Huc zyniski, 1993; Rigby, 1997; Crainer,
1996; Jac kson, 2001; Milleret al, 2004). kis unlkely that yet another
examination ofhow a fad istaken up in an organisation and then
abandoned (even forthe mostcomplexreasons) can add to the scholady

debate in thisarea.

Rather, this thesis wilfocuson managementfadsasa socialand
organisationalphenomenon, examining why fadshave come to exist, in
the collective sense, and offerexplanationsforhow they have become a
pemanent fixture on the cormporate landscape. The very nature of
managementfadsissuch thatithasbecome impossible to imagine
corporate life withoutthem. The question of whetherfadscause change
orchange causesfadswillbe addressed in the next chapter. Fornow, the
extent ofthe discourse of fadsis diffic ult to theonse because the language
with which we might examine fadsisembedded in the fadsthemselves
and supported by dominant powergrmupssuch aslarge busine ss inte re sts,
publishing houses and business facultiesin academic institutions. How fads
thrive and survive requires more creative and insightful e xplanationsthan

figuresthatrevealtheirtake-up and failure rates.
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5.3 How fads develop - the life-cycle offads

Huc zynski (1993) id e ntifie s o rg anisa tions, compe tition, ind ividuals, and

supplersascausesofmanagersadopting fads. Gibson and Tesone (2001),

Abrahmson and Fairc hild (1997) and de Burgundy (1996) id e ntify

envimnmental, conformity, organisationaland life-cycle causesasclassic

precursors to the adoption offads. These factorsare summarnsed in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1: Precursors to the adoption of fads

Pre c ursors Factors
Environmental o Essentially extemalto the organisation

e Turbulence in the organisational
envimnmentasa result ofenhanced
nvalry, declinesin market share or
positioning, oraggressive product
competition

e Highly competitive, unionised or
regulated industries are more vulnerable
to fad adoption

C onfom ity e Organisationswillengage insocialand
performance comparnson to imitate the
behaviourofseemingly betterperforming
organisations (herd behaviour)

e Confomity isrequired when o1ganisations
don’twantto be left out, orbehind
(nomative influence)

e Often more to do with the desire to avoid
sanctionsassociated with deviance from
the ‘nomm’, than bandwagon jumping

O1ganisational elegitimising of management ac tivity and

the role of management

oA history of frustra tion re sulting from failed

mplementation ofeardierfads (‘perhaps
the next one willbe better)

o'The desire forreputation and status

enhancement (‘first to market’)
eWilingnessto experiment (along with a big
budget)

eAn intemalc ulture of risk-ta king

oThe differentialequation (‘we’re different

and therefore innovative’)
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Pre cursors Factors

Fad Life-cycle eFadsare more likely to be adopted in their
eardy phases(invention and acceptance)
ratherthan in the latterstages
(disenc hantment and decline)

e Dependentupon existence ofother

fashions and events

e Influenced by the populanty offad

immediately preceding it

Drawing upon evidence provided by Gibson and Tesone’s(2001) research,
and contrary to Crainerand Dearove’s (2001) findings, it appearsthat
academic literature lagsbehind management practice. Gibson and
Tesone (2001) apply Ettorre 's (2000) life-c ycle theory of management fads
to five welFknown management fads— MBO, se nsitivity training, q ua lity
circles, TQM, and self-managed teams. The results are illustrated in Table
5.2.

Table 5.2: Barbara Ettorre's fad life-cycle

This table is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

(Source:Gibson & T2 sone, 2001, p. 124)

Ettorre’s (2000) description ofthe fad life-cycle isbased ona bel-shaped
curve, thatincludes five stages, asshown in Figure 5.2. In Stage 1, the
discovery stage, the fad isjust beginning to come to the public's atte ntion.
Very eardy articlesare appearing in the literature. kisduring Stage 2, the
wild-acceptance stage,thatthe fad becomesvery popular. During Stage
3,digestion, criticsbegin to suggestthatthe fad isnotthe 'siverbullet'
promised. In Stage 4, disillusionment, widespread recognition that problems
exist with the fad startsto emerge, and finally in Stage 5, hard-core, only
the staunch supportersremain loyalto the fad. Duning the disillusionme nt

stage, the nextfad hasalready begun to capture the attention ofthe

Chapter 5 - Management Fads: Characteristics and Examples 99


halla
This table is not available online.  Please consult the hardcopy thesis available from the QUT Library


organisation, hastening the decline ofthe cument fad. However, thisdoes
notmean thatthe fad fadesawaycompletely. The fad may serve asa
catalystorantecedentto some new managernalfad orpractice,orit may
become partofthe normalwayofdoing things, repackaged undera

different name.

This figure is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

(Source : Etorre, 1997, p.35)
Figure 5.1: Ettorre’s life-cycle ofa management fad

An aspectoffad life-cycles worth emphasising isdespite whetherthey are
shortlived orwhetherthey survive overseveralyears, managementfads
are undeniably ttme and context dependent. Partsof existing fadscan
evenbe enveloped byotherfadsastheybecome partofa new ‘idea’.
This willofcourse affectthe language associated with the new fad asit
absorbsthe ornginalfad. The language ofthe new fad and how itis
marketed becomesa key feature ofits successorotherwise.

5.3.1 Buzzwonds

The disc ussion now tums to the language ofthe discourse of management
fadsthemselves. Defined asa slogan orfashionable piece ofjargonby

mo st dic tionaries, buzzwords —in particular‘management buzzwords —
have developed a pejorative connotation. Thisofcourse leadsto a
dismissive attitude about anything coming from buzzwords, even the
grounding theory orresearch: “Much of whatistouted by management’s

‘gurus’ isindeed bland and supetficial, f not completely vacuous” (Co llins,
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2000, p. 10). Collins (2000) goeson to explain that supetficiality need notbe
the productofbuzzword mania. Afterall, ashe comectly points out,
sociology isliterally ‘awash with buzzwords’ (p. 12), some time s so
convoluted that words from French and Geman are substituted because
they sound better. Yet,sociology asa discipline itisnotrdiculed asbeing
silly and superficial (Collins, 2000).

Still, the fieldsofsociology and psychology do notseem to have
experienced the ignominy offaddish interve ntions to the extentof
managementfads. There could be severalre asons forthis. First, sociology
and psychology are seento be better‘served’ by the hard sciencesand
even medicine through a bamage ofclinicalstudies. Second, it is o fte n the
case thatemployeessee a succession of different managementideas

re sulting in high scepticism which soon enough eamsthe tag asa
managementfad. Thid, management buzzwords are simplistic and often
have anelement ofthe unusual, forexample, "'who moved my cheese."
(Johnson, 1998). h otherwords, sometimes the feature ofthe absurd in a

buzzword may even influence the way the managementfad operates.

In her1997 article, Barbara Ettorre asked:

How cancormporate America operate without buzzwords? They willbe with
usalwaysbecause businessorganizationsare a ready market forthem.
How many acronymsorbuzzwordscan you recite thatare in common use
in yourown company? These are inte malshort-cuts. To outsiders, they
might be little understood, but to everyone in the organization, they make
perfectsense. (p. 33)
Ettorre (1977) observed thatin orderto fitin to ourworkplaceswe adopt
and inte malise the shorthand formsused by others. Acronyms and other
jargon apparently make usfeelmore comfortable and acclimatized to our
socialenvimnment. However, because they usually describe a much more
complex state of affairs, buzzwordshave, probably wrongly, wound up with
a lightweight and negative connotation. Consequently, buzzwords are
often ‘thrown out’ with the entire theory and the principlesbehind the

theory.

Ettorre (1977) providesthe example of Duckersmanagementby
objective:

Ebecame a buzzword, tookon thousandsofothernames... kwasabout
how powerfulgoalsare asa motivator. Ican give you a wheelbamo wful
ofresearch saying this. But [afterthe buzzword] it nevercame back. (p.
34)

Herconclusion: “buzzwords are ultimately too superficial, lazy [ways of]

communic ating. They are the fast food of management" (p. 34).
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Ettorre (1977) cites Rich DeVane, vice presidentat CSC Index at the time
(who gave usreengineering) assaying thatbuzzwordsdescrbe notonly a
fad,butalso a company's ‘ticket of entry’ into becoming a suc c e ssful
enterprse. He cites quality, agility, rerengineernng, growth and laments that
"'whatpeople find tirrsome iseach [consulting] fim'sattemptto puta
different spin on it” (p. 35).

5.3.2 'Two researched examples—Milleretal2004 and Rigby 2001

5.3.2.1 Miller et al (2004)

Mileret al(2004) have identified eight properties that distinguish between
fadsand whatthey term as'classic s': simplic ity, o ve -pro mise, unive rsa lity,
step-down capability, zeitgeist esonance, exaggerated novelty,
celebratory role modelsand evocative prose (p. 7). Anexplanationof
the se terms follows:
Smple - Afad’sideasare easy to communicate,comprehend, and
reduce to a smallnumberoffactors, dimensions, straightforward or

charactenstic s. Clear-cut distinc tions, perfect contrasts, and ideal
typesare proposed. Simple solutionsare suggested.

Promising -Fad auteursare confidently didactic. There isno false
humility orhedging. Fads promise results such asresultsgreater
contoland efficiency, more motivated and productive wo rke rs,
more satisfied customers, orsome othervalued result.

Uniwersal - Fadspropose solutionsforeveryone. Inparted truths are
said to apply to almo st all o rg aniza tio ns, func tio ns, tasks, individ uals,

orcultures. Fadsclaim enomous generality and universalrelevance.

Step-down capability - Fadshave the capacity to be inplemented
in ritua listic and superficialways. Recommendationscanbe
implemented quickly and easily, often without having much effect
onorganizationalpractices. Recommendationsinvolving large
expendituresofresourcesorsubstantialredistibutionsofpowercan
be avoided.

I tune with zeitgeist - Fads resonate with the majortrends orbusine ss

problemsofthe day. They respond to challengesthatare broadly
felt and openly discussed. These might result from deficienciesin
current administrative practices, technology c hanges, orshifts in
economic orsocialconditions. Solutions are in tune with prevailing
values.

Novel notmdical-Fadsare novel, notradical They question existing

assumptions, crticize widespread practices, and point to fresh new
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waysofdoing things. However, thisnovelty isnot so much a new
discovery asa rediscovery and repackaging ofolderideas, values,
and appraches.

Legitimacy via gurusand starexamples- Fadsare supported by
talesofexcellentcompaniesand the statusand prestige of gurus,
notbysolid empiicalevidence. Storiesofcorporate heroesand
organizationalsuccessesprovide role models and suggest prestigious
adherents, lending an aura oflegitimacy to the ideasbeing
espoused.

Lve ly, entertaining - Fadsare almostalwayspresented in a way that
canbe descrbed asconcrete, articulate, bold, memorable and
upbeat. They are filled with labels and buzzwords, listsand acronyms.
Intere sting anecdotesand cormporate warstoriesabound.
Descriptionsare vivid and extreme, making fads fun to read about
and listen to.

Mileret al(2004) used the ABI/ Inform database to establish by quantum of
joumaland presscoverage the characternsticsofseven potentialfads, and then
used the same method onsixof whatthey detemrmined as‘classics’ from the
period 1985 — 2001 (Figure 5.2). Thiscomparison accords with Ettorre (1997) and
Huc zynski (1997) who have made similarclaims. In fact, Ettorree's 'life cycle of a
fad'accords with Millers finding s in Figure 1 below.

This figure is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

Figure 5.2 - Publication counts of fads and classics

[Source: Milleret al(2004) p. 8]
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Afterplotting theirresults, Milleret al(2004) went about more thoroughly
intermo gating the fadsand the classicsto determine whetherthey
demonstrated the eight key properties they'd identified. The re sults o f the
Mileret al(2004) researc h is that those interventions assessed as having
more ofthe eightkey properties were classified asfaddish. From their
research, those interventionstermed as "classics"contained lessofthe eight
properties. T betterilustrate this point, the Milleret al(2004) research data

based on theirassessmentisreproduced in the following table:

This table is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

Table 5.3 Properties of Fads and Classics
[Source: Milleret al(2004) p. 11]
Mileret al(2004) conclude that although managersshould be wary of

interve ntions that demonstrate the eight key propertiesoffads,fadscan
also be seenin a positive light. Fads have the potentialto "signalissues,
problemsand techniquesthat managersreallycare aboutand may

suggestapprmachesofvalue to specific contextsand enterprises." (p. 17)

5322 Darrell Rigby (2001)

Rigby (2001) provides a detailed treatment ofthe rise and fallof

reengineering asa managementtool Hisresearch marks quite an
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important empirc al mile stone in the understanding and analysisof
managementfads. Rigby (2001) and hisassociatesbegan the research in
1993, mailing 10,000 surveysto seniorexecutivesofcompaniesin 15
countriesin North Amerca, Europe, Asia and South Americ a. The

questionnaire focused on six main themes:

Company’smanagementtoolusage overthe pastfive years.
Company sprioryearmanagementtoolusage.
Expected managementtoolusage in the coming year.

Satisfaction levels with managementtoolsused.

ok L

Attitudestowards managementtoolsand generalbusiness
issue s.

6. Comporate demographics.

The response rate varied each yearand ranged between 1.8% and 2.3%.
Rigby (2001) found thatin 1999, North American companiesused an
average of11.4 ofthe 25 managementtoolsasked about,down from 13.4
from the previousyear. Globally, 70% of managersreportedly used four
managementtoolsmore consiste ntly than any others. These were strategic
planning, mission and vision state ments, benc hmarking, and customer
satisfaction measurement. ktis also interesting to note the changesin
managementtoolsoverthe seven yearsthe survey wasconducted,
summarsed in Table 5.4.

Table 5.4: Most popularmanagementtools by yearand contine nt (US,

Europe

Year

and Management tool

place

1993 Mission and Vision State ments, Custo mer Sa tisfac tion
Me asure ment, TQ M, Compe tito r Pro filing , Pa y-for-
Performance

1999 Strate gic Planning, Mission and Vision State ments,
Benc hmarking, Custo me r Sa tisfa ¢ tion Me a sure me nt,
Core Competencies

North Tolsthatdeal with growth — (Growth Strategies and

America Mergerhtegration Te ams), Mission and Vision
State ments, Cycle Time Reduction, Supply Chain
Integration

Europe Tolsdealing with market c ertainty — Marke t Disruption
Analysis, Real Options Analysis, Scenaro Planning, TQM
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Knowledge managementand processesforcapturing and sharing
intellectualassets tumed outto be the significant ‘losers’ in the survey, with
both low utiliza tion (28.5%) and low satisfac tion (3.22%) scores relative to
the average.

Defection rateswere also a key factorofthe survey. These rates were
determined by gauging the managementtoolsused in the previous five
yearsbutsince abandoned. Hence, the lowerthe defection rates, the
higherthe usage (Table 5.5).

Table 5.5: Managementtools defection rates

Highest management tool Iowest managementtool
defection rates 1999 defection rates 1999
Re al O ptions Ana lysis Stra te gic Planning
Ma ke t Disrup tion Analysis Customer Satisfac tion
Scenario Planning Me asure ment
Virtual ams Growth Strategies
Mergerlntegration Teams Pay-forPerformance

Mission and Vision State me nts

Rigby (2001) found thatoverthe seven yearsofthe research, executives
mcreased theirattention to delivering financialre sults from 57% in 1993 to
68% by 1999. According to Rigby (2001), there wasno consistentcomelation
between satisfaction with financial re sults and the numberortype oftools
used. Righy (2001) observed thatboth successfuland less-suc c e ssful

companiesattempted to use the same numberoftools.

Formany tools, however, usersa tisfa c tio n is sig nific antly higherat suc c e ssful
companiesthan less-successfulones, with 24 out 0f 25 tools rec eiving
higheroverallsatisfaction scores from successfulcompanies. Although
Rigby’s (2001) survey doesnotaddressthisanomaly, he offers some

possible explanationsasfollows:

1. Managersatmore successfulcompaniesare generally more

sa tisfied with everything, inc luding tools.

2. Cicumstantialorenvimnmentalfactorsat successfulcompanies

enhance the effectivenessofthe tool

3. Managersatmore successfulcompaniesare bettermanagers

who get more value out oftheirinve stme nts.

4. Successfulcompaniesare more attuned to whattoolworks
betterforthem.
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However, Rigby (2001) concludesthat the research isequivocal, admitting
“little obviousrelation existsbetween specific tools and suc c e ssful
companies” (p.17). He posits that successfulimplementation oftools

appearsto depend on a numberoffactors:

1. limiting the numberoftools;

2. focusing on imple mentation;

3. ensuring each toolhasstrong top-down management support;
and

4. choosing toolsthatbest supportthe company’sstrategic

objectives.

Finally, the mo st pertine nt re sult forthis thesisisthat 82% of managers
responding to the 1999 survey felt that tools promise much more than they
deliver.

The findingsofRigby’sresearch minorthatof quite a numberofother
researchersin the area. Nirenberg (1997) comes to similarc onc lusions,

stre ssing the pitfallsofassuming too much about the many toolsand
techniquesmanagersmay consider: “There is nothing inherent in the tool
that guaranteessuccessorfailure” (Nirenberg, 1997, p. 47). R. M. Gordon
(1997) notesthat highly paid corporate chiefs chase the latest
managementfad in the perhapsmisguided belieftheircompany wil
become wond classorcutting edge. He comparesthe hankering forthe
latest fad to teenagers gullbility and obsessive desire to be in on next big
thing: because “they're young, they're nexperenced, and they're
msecure” (p. 56). This ‘fad surfing’ hasgenerated an extensive and

impre ssive busine ss le xicon whic h the popularmedia (e.g., Chipman, 1993,;
Gordon, 1996) keep trackofthrough the sporadic publication of glossares
and dictionaries. However, the htemetnow offersa much more
comprehensive and cument assessment ofthe latestin management
fashion. The website buzzwhack.com contains many thousandsof
buzzwords and buzzphrases pertaining to management and organisation,

even offering prizes forthe mostcreative examples.

5.4 The characternstics of fads

Huc zysnski (1993), too, concludesthat managementideas, and hence the
ideaswhich spillout from the ‘better businessschoolsand management
consultancies, have the potentialto become fads. He identifie s six key
‘familiesofideas’ which persistand have beenreproduced overtime.
These groupingshave common characternstics which set them apart from

theirle ss suc c e ssful c ounte rparts. Huc zynski’'s (1993) research demonstrate s
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key similartiesin approach, orientation and proble matic s whic h und e rlie

the key and enduring fadsofmanagement, noting that “Virtually allof the
managementfadsthathave beendeveloped overthe last hundred years
are based upon these sixfamiiesofmanagementideas” (Huc zysnski, 1993,

p. 445). The sixgroupingsare:
Bureaucracy

Sc ie ntific management
Classicalmanagement

Human relations

Neo-human relations

S ok oo

Guru theory

Huc zynski (1993a) tellsusthatforanidea to catchon and develop an
audience,it mustbe presented in a particularkind of way. He emphasises
that ‘successful ideasresonate with and reflect popularbeliefsand
dominantideologies. Citing Gelner(1985) —who researched successand
failure between truth and fallacy in hisexamination ofthe psychoanalytic
movement — Huc zynski (1993b) notes that “truth isnotan advantage in
producing a buming beliefin a theory oridea. Thuth isunpatentable” (p.
73). The connectionsbetween management fadsand the buzzphrases
and interventionsin the fieldsofpsychology and sociology are relatively

easy to detect.

Huc zynski (1993a) notes that the key management fads which have served
to shape westermn management have notbeen those which demonstrate a
sound methodologicalorempircalbasis, norhave the popularand
persistent fads shown any realtheoretical epistemologicalorontological
developmentsoverthe ‘out-dated’ ideas which they are supposed to
displace. Instead, Huc zynski shows that the key and persistent
managementfadsshare a common social(and pseudo-theoretical)
grounding and argues, therefore, thatthe key fadsofmanagement which

have nsen to popularty share the following:

1. an understanding ofthe wondd of work, which is:

e communicable and memorable;
e individually focussed;
e hasa malleable vision of human nature; and
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e legitimating of managementactivity and the role of
management.

2. an intellectualfocusthatenhancesthe statusofmanagement, and
has:

e a unitary orientation;

e some potentialforindividualtailoring on the part of the
manager,

e aleadership asopposed to a controlfocus; and

e some potentialto allow managersto develop feelingsof
controlin a world remarkable foritsupheavalsand disloc ation.

3. a practicalappealand application, whic h:
e consistsofa numberofstepsorprinciples;
e claimsuniversalapplic ability;
e cameswith it some authontyor‘proof;and
e camesthe promise ofa quick tumarund orquick dividends.

In fact, we can utilize Huc zynski's analysis to make predic tions about the
desirable attnbutesofa management fad. From Huc zynski's wo 1k,
therefore, we could envisage thatfora managementfad to take motand
develop support, it should offera limited numberofaction steps which
promise to work quickly and to produce results. Like wise, it should leave
mom formanagersto make smalladjustments so thatthey might feelsome
personalstake in the idea. Smilardy, the fad should display support forand

orentation toward management.

We can also postulate with some degree ofcertainty what c harac terstics
a ‘successful (thatis,a marketable) fad should not possess. Onno account
must the idea be new,onno account mustitchallenge existing
managementbeliefs,and on no account mustit say unflattering things
aboutthe cumentrle orconductofitstarget. According to Huc zynski
(1997), fora managementidea to secure fame, fortune and immortality for
its writer, it hasto meet five prerequisites. Specifically the idea must:

1. be timely —thatis, it should addressitself to the problems of the
age.

2. be brought to the attention ofits potentialaudience. Ideasdo not
promote themselves. Business schoolacademics, management
consultancies and training and publishing companiesplay an
important ole in the dissemination ofthe ideas

3. addressorganisationalrequirementsin a way that meets the
individualneedsand concemsofthe managersto whom itis
addressed

4. possessthe essentialingredients which allow potentialusers to
perceive it asrelevant to meeting theirneeds
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5. be verbally presentable in an engaging way. Notbecause the
majority of managerswilleam aboutitata public presentation
session, butbecause video and audio-based matenals willbe
developed from the authorspresentation ofthe idea itself.

(Huc zynski, 1997, p. 1)

More recently, Giroux (2006) in heranalysisoftotalquality management has
argued that 'pragmatic ambiguity isa practicalsolution to the diffic ulties of
collaborative action in situations where different points of view and c o nflic ting
interestscould lead to organizationalparalysis" (p.1). Giroux (2006) proposes that
"pragmatic ambiguity isboth the result and resource ofa collective ¢ onstruc tion
processoccumnmng durng the rise in popularnty of a new management
approach"(p. 1), whichiscloselyrelated to a notion she terms inté re sse me nt.
Thisadds anotherdimension to Huc zynski's five prerequisitesabove, as Giro ux
arguesthatitisno accidentthat'conceptsbecome more ambiguous, vaguer
and more encompassing asthe management fashion gains momentum,

indic ating the presence ofa positive feedbackloop between pragmatic

ambiguity and populanty" (p. 1).

5.5 Who are the management fad gurus?

The finalconsideration in descnbing fadsconcemsthe advocate ofthe fad
—the guru. A guru is (typically) a man of wisdom and enlightenment, Collins
(2001) tells us, solving the problemsofthe ‘mere mortals’ who flockto sitat
hisfeet. Citing Jackson and Carter(1998), Collins (2001) notes:

The word ‘gurt’ meansa spitualleader,and it derives from the Sanscrit
word forvenerable. ‘Venerable’ means worthy of worship, and its Latin
originsare connected with Venus, the goddessoflove: we should wo rship
ourgurus asfountainsoflove forus. (p. 111)

Jackson (2001) agrees, invoking a more c urme nt slant:

Incontemporary mediaspeak, the title “guru” isaccorded to anyone who
isrecognised ashaving developed a distinctive levelofexpertise in one of
a numberofeverexpanding spheresofhuman endeavour. On a daily
basiswe are exposed through the massmedia to “fitne ss gurus”, “literary
gurus’, “inve stment gurus”, “diet gurus’, “computergurus”’, and “personal
growth gurus”... the ambiguous nature ofthe term “guru” enables the
joumalists who chose to use it to sit on the fence and suspend judgement.

(pp.9-10)
Managementfad gurushave untilrecently only been taken seriously by
media sources such asprominent business magazines and cument affairs
programs (Jackson, 2001, p. 8). Thiscould be attributed to a numberof
re a so ns. Firstly, the term ‘guru’ may be applied in such a way that jouma lists

canplace a dermwgatory ormocking spin on the subject matterbeing
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exposed. Secondly, gurusof management, orthose from any of the fields
suggested by Jackson above, have enjoyed significantcommercialand
popularmedia success, thusmaking ‘good copy’. Thidly, gurus of anything
—even the self-styled ones—promote prescrptionsforchange, foradapting
to the uncertaintiesofthe modem age, transforming suc h thingsas

inve stments, profit margins, rerading speed, sexlives, body shape,and even
individualcharactertraits. However, the term ‘management gura’ is
gaining more acceptance within the academic community by virtue ofa
few wrters (such as Abrahamson, 1996; Clartk and Salaman, 1996;

Huc zynski, 1993; Jac kson, 1996 and Collins, 2000) who see thatthe term has
a resonance in the popularrealm that wamants more serious atte ntion. The
factthatso-called management gurusoften head up multimilion dollar
companiesisnotloston a numberofcommentatorsinc luding

Mic ke thwaite and Wooldridge (1997), Ogbonna and Hamis (2002) and
CarterMc Namara (2006).

Forexample, Mic ke lthwaite and Wooldridge (1997) observe that many use
the term ‘guru’ to descrbe management'skey commentators, only
because they are too polite to callthese people ‘chardatans in public.
Collins (2001) equatesmodem-day management gurus to the camet-
baggersthatmamed Amerca during the post-CiviWardepression, both
profiting from economic dislocation (Collins, 2001, p. 5). Even Druc keris said
to have observed, “Iascrbe the populanty of this hideous word to its fitting
more easily into a headline than itsoldersynonym —charatan” (cited in
Cluttetbuck and Crainer, 1990, p. 235).

Se lf-style d British guru, John Humble lists the following six e ssential qualitiesof
a guru:

integrative power

an extraordinary and intuitive sense of timing

longevity

inte mationalinfluence

missionary zeal

S e

an ability to liste n.
(Clutterbuckand Crainer, 1990, pp. 236-237)
T this, one could add high self-image and personalappeal

Huc zynski (1993) observe s that the term “guru”, when applied to
management,isused to denote an elite yet diverse grouping, who

simultaneously commentate upon management, while acting to shape, and
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reshape, the formsand practicesofmanagement. Huc zysnski (1993)

id e ntifie s three formsof management guru:

1. academic
2. consultant

3. hero-manager
allof which contribute to ‘guru theory’ summarised below.

Huc zynski (1993) also observesthat when gurus speak to management,
they speak with the powerofbeliefratherthan with the authorty of
science. As Collins (2001) pointsout, the factthat managersalways

purc hase the textthat goesalong with the guru presentation serves to
confim that gurusare asmuch performers asbusiness analysts (p. 6). This
suggestionisbacked up by Crainer(1996), who notes, “no executive office
iscomplete without a neatly amanged row of managementbe stsellers.
They are asmuch a fixture asthe family portrait and, cynics mightsay, as
much practicaluse” (p. 87). Crainer(1996) citesresearc h by the
Management Training Partne rship whic h found that:

Three-quartersof personneldirectorsbuy atleast fourmanagementbooks
a year. But,only one in five are actuallyread. Tom Peterscalculatesthat
while overfive milion copiesofhisih Search of Excelle nce have been
sold, only 100,000 orso readershave read it from coverto cover. (p. 126)

Asthe booksare replaced by newerversions, executives absorb the latest
big ideasatseminarsand conferences. AsCrainer(1996) adds:

There can hardly be a managerin the westem word who hasnotbeen to
aneventpromoting a particularindividuals view of how they should be
managing theirbusine ss. There is more the c onsultants with theirtheores
and formulae, the business schools with theirresident experts advocating
particulartoolsand tec hniques. There isno escape from the maelstrom of
brightideas. (p. 154)
Ik would be diffic ult to find an argument against the observation that the
people behind the ideas, the management gurus, have spawned a highly
lucrative and truly globalbusiness. The bestsellersmay be purely
decorative, but the management guru ind ustry is, quite obvio usly, big
busine ss. The leadersin the field demand daily feesin the thousandsof
dollarsperappearance. kisalso indisputable that anyone with Harvard in
theircredentials, orthe hintof vy Ieague,caneasily command in excess

0f $100,000 fortwo days work with a majorcompany.

Thisis an industry of big ideasand sizeable rewards whic h, from humble
beginnings, seemsto have developed itsown partic ulardisc ourse.

Surmounded by hype and hyperbole, the thinkersthemselvesare quick to
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distance themselvesfrom being labelled as gurus. Crainer(1996) provide s
the following perspectivesin his article:
There isa lotofobnoxious hype aboutbeing a guru to the extent that the
medium can destroy the message, wams He nry Mintzberg. Former
Harvard Busine ss Review editorand authorof When Giants Leam to
Dance,Rosabeth Moss Kanter, says: ‘Ireject the term guru because itis
associated with pandering to the masses, providing inspira tion witho ut
substance. There is a little bit of the shamanm a gura’. (p. 98)
kEhasbeenestimated thateach yearmore than 5,000 titles are published
offering advice aboutsome aspectofrunning an organisation (Bumes,
1998). According to Jackson (2001), the worddwide management
consulting industry was worth a conservative USD$92 billion in 1997. Jud ging
by the increase in the numberofmanagement and busine ss te xts on the
market, coupled with the increase in consultant guru firmms, itcould be
presumed this figure hasgone wellbeyond the $100 billon markby 2006. In
fact, the rapidly expanding market formanagement literature isnotloston
many commentators (see especially Mic klethwaite and Wooldridge, 1997,
Crainer, 1996; Huc zysnski, 1993; Collins, 2001; Jac kson, 1996, 2001), who
observe that much ofthe lterature, ratherthan coming from established,
formalinstitutio ns with a history of high quality sc holady public ations, are
often spawned by quick-fixnew-age leaming centres: “lndeed it seems
thatscholarly workson management now represent the marginalfringesof
the market formanagementbookswhencompared to the mass-market
appealofa group of managementcommentatorsoften termed the

‘gurus’ ofmanagement” (Collins, 2000, p. 19).

Forsome, Crainer(1996) notes, gurus are simply motivational Detail
forgotten, folowersbecome inspired by the ‘evangelical presence. Peters
isthe mostnotable memberofthisinspirationalband of gurus, according
to Crainer. By allaccounts, Peters’ seminars are highly entertaining e vents
where he strides the stage, perspiring and preaching. Pe te 1s' writing style is
similardy active, punctuated with ‘Wow!'s’ and exhortations. Tony Robbins is
another, whose fashionable entourage includes many ofthe rich and
famouson the ‘A-list’. Thisis the same, widely-published, motivational
speakerwho atone time in hiscareeradvocated firrwalking and other
equally shocking tacticsbased on neur linguistic programming (NIP), one
item in hiskitbag of strategiesforthe contemporary managerand

successfulteam player.

So,as Crainer(1996) asks, “What should be the role of gurus? Should they
be mastersofsimplification and accessibility, but little else? Or, should they
be pioneersoftheory,leaving managersand organisationsto wrestle with

the practicalities?” (p.24 ). Pethaps gurus should be thought-provokers,
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suggests Crainer,leaving academicsto eitherprove orrdic ule their
prescriptions, long afterthey have ceased to be a popularphenomenon.
AsCrainer(1996) observes:

Amid the hard sell, the quick-fixesand organisationalplacebos, it is true to

say that there is little that's original But, witho ut gurus, managers would
lose a rich source ofinspiration, nformation and c ontro ve rsy. Witho ut the
patchy frameworkoftheory, opinion and examplesofbest practice

provided by the gurus, managerswould be even more isolated and many

would leam that,as Van Momison observed: No guru, no teacher, no
method. (p.33)

Collins (2000) expandsupon Crainers (1998) analogiesby refemng to the

‘guru industry’. This he argues, includes writersand commentators “who live

in the shadow (orin the reflected glory) of the ‘gurus’” (p. 79). Therefore,

those active in Collins’ guru industry are not necessarnly gurus pe rse. This

me ans that within the guru industry there is a vast difference in the quantity

and quality of authors and the range of subjects disc ussed. Religio us

metaphoriscommonin observationsofguru behaviourand formsan

important part ofthe discourse. Colling’ (2000) frameworkforan analysisof

the guru industry analysisinvolves three groupings:

1. agno stic s and atheists;
2. redemptive texts; and
3. homagesand hagiologies.

The crticisms Co llins (2000) levelsat many scholarsand commentatorsof
the guru industry condemns the contradiction, anmogance and ignorance
ofthose wrting aboutso-called gurusthemselves. More about thiswillbe

discussed in the nextchapter.

5.6 Conclusions

One ofthe most mportant questionsthat remainsis: Whatlegitimatesa
theoryoridea, even fora short time? We could also add to that, why do
certain managementtheoresend up being termed fads? Whetherornot
managementapply prescriptionsto encourage stability orto ward o ff
change, there isno doubtthatthe management guru ind ustry is thriving .
Irespective ofcommentators eithercynically pointing out —orempirc ally
demonstrating —that managementfadsdo more hamm than good, they
have become a pemanent fixture on the business, cormporate and now
academic landscape.dJdackson (2001) agrees, noting that “the rapid

growth and tumoverofmanagement fashionshave been supported and
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actively promoted by an extensive networkofglobaland local
consultants” (p. 78). As Caulkin (1997) observes, “the economic modelof
consulting dovetails effortle ssly in the largermanagement fashion
production line which tiestogetherconsultancy, business schools and the

business pressin an eye-wateringly productive chain” (p. 33).

Ultimately,tismanagementoforganisationsthemselves who choose to
adopta fad,orto reject one and trust theirown experience orin-house
management tec hniques. Wooldridge (1997) suggeststhatthose who
folow managementfadstend to do so based on the premise that they
“[tackle] theirproblems, distrac ting time and attention from the real
businessof management” (p. 34). Forexample, the fashion fordelayering
caused companiesto getrnd ofmiddle managers whose experience and
connectionsare oftenimeplaceable. The cultofempowement
encouraged bankssuch asBarngsto hand too much powerto junior
‘rogues’. The fad for‘userpays hascreated unprecedented layersof
bureaucracy challenging efficiency and produc tivity. Comme rc ia lisa tion
too has,arguably, potentially decreased efficiency, by creating more
levelsofbureaucratic accountability to cut through forbe st outc omes. This
perception ofoverregulation hascreated itsown change management
burden, asorganisations rush to cope with rapidly increasing technological

mnovationsby adopting faddish inte rve ntio ns.

™ recapitulate, thischapterintrorduced and defined management fads,
and discussed the conventionalexplanationsofone source offads, the
management guru phenomenon. & highlighted thatbiastoward
acceptance offadstendsto dwellon the uncertain economic clmate,
and the management gurus' penchantforpackaging relatively simple and
'‘commonsensical solutions, and theirprowessat marketing them to a
desperate and gullble market (Abrahamson, 1991; Alve sson, 1990;
Maidique, 1983; Pierce and Newstrom, 1990). In the first sustained analysisof
management gurus, Huc zynski (1993) suggests that the reason
management gurusare so popularwith practising managersisthey
recognise, understand and caterto theirneedsand preoccupations.

Huc zynski, there fore, asserts that “the growth in the populanty of
management gurus' booksand seminars, farfrom being linked with the
uptum in managers confidence,in factrepresentsa response to
widespread self-doubt among executives, even those atthe top” (1993, p.
196). Moreover, Giroux (2006) hasidentified delberate strategy to keep the
language vague which seesa close connection between 'pragmatic
ambiguity' and popularnty ofthe fad. Furtherstudiesconducted

(Mic kle thwaite and Wooldridge, 1997; Crainer, 1996; Collins, 2001; Jac kson,
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1996, 2001; Rigby, 2001; Milleret al, 2004; Giro ux, 2006) sinc e Huc zynski's
research comoborate these earierfindingsand come to similarconc lusions
aboutthe key characternsticsoffads. The following chapterwil present a

more detailed analysisofthe critique of management fadsthemselves.
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Chapter6: Management Fads - The Critic al Lite ra ture

I thisc hapter, the nature ofcnticalinguiry into the phenomenonof
management fadswillbe discussed. The previousc hapteroutlined varous
atte mptsthat have been made overthe last decade ormore to provide a
robust, scholarly analysisof manage me nt fads and the irre latio nship to
managementtheory. Yetdespite the se studies, there isa deanth of

lite mture cntiguing management fadsand theirimpact on organisations,
and indeed lesson the broadersocioculturalsyste m itse lf. Lite rature
actually cntiguing studiesof manage ment fads is almo st no n-e xiste nt.
Perceptionsabout how socioculturalphenomena such as manage me nt
fadsare ecewed provide important insig hts into the be haviourofthe
phenomenon itself; a pointoften missed in the crniticallite ature. k is also
imporntant to reiterate thatitisthe phenomenonofmanagement fads that
isofinterestto this thesis, not the performance of particularmanage me nt

fads, ororganisationalinte rve ntions perse.

Using the disc ussion from the previouschapter, thisc hapterwil synthe sise
some genemlobserationsand assumptionsabout management fads; for

example :
e Managementfadsl gitimate the prevailing common se nse.
e Managementguru statusisa socialconstruc tion.

o The phenomenonoffadsisnot necessanly confined to the field of
management, but symptomatic of much widersocial, c ulturaland
politicalchanges (Jackson, 2001, pp. 2-3).

o Bumell's(1989) prediction that gurus will move contemporry
managementtheory from a pre mode mist phase to a postmode mist
phase furtherde monstrate sthe connectionsbetween organisational

behaviourand the widersocialword.

6.1 Introduc tion

Bumes (1998) believesitimportant forcrticalmodelsofmanagementfads
to be based upon a theoretically moted understanding of organisation
and management, underpinned by a mbust and igormus methodology for
the developmentofvalid hypothesesand furtherresearch. Further, Bumes
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arguesthatany coherenttheoreticalmodeloforganisation and

management must:

e acknowledge the existence ofother,competing models;
e be capable of withstanding orincorporating crticisms made by
otheractorsand scholars who mayelectto deploy competitive

models.

Inh hisanalysisofmanagement fads, Bumes (1998) also condemns guru and
faddish businesstexts forbeing poordy researched. He notesthat many
such worksseem “to have only a scanty research base and serve merely to
expresstheirauthorsopinions, howeverone-sided” (Bumes, 1998, pp. 105-
106). Jackson (1996, 2001) agrees, positing that the management guru
phenomenon hasreceived only limited attention from the academic
community. What little attention it hasreceived hasbeenincomplete and
invarably dismissive. The gurus' workisgenerally considered to be too
philosophically impovershed, theoretically underdeveloped and
empincally naked to wamant seriousacademic scrutiny (Burrell, 1989;
Camnoll, 1983; Hitt and keland, 1987; Thomas, 1989). In his la te st wo 1k,
Jackson (2001) suggeststhatthe academic crticism of management guru
works, fadsand ‘quick fixes’ haschanged from indifference to hostility (p.
3).

Whetherone acceptsthe empincistapprmachofBumsornot, a more
robust frameworkforcrticalanalysisofthe phenomenon isrequired.
Moreover, the body ofcrticism of managementfadscannotbe discussed
inabsentia of managementtheory and managementideas. What
constitute s management theory, what constitutesa fad, what are the
differencesbetween the two, and how we might set up a regime for
crticalanalysisofthe phenomena of management fadsthemselvesisthe

focusofthischapter.

6.2 Management theories and management fads

First, some assumptions have to be made aboutthe nature of
managementtheory and where fads fit within that wid e rdisc o urse . This will
help to clarify the terminology and to differentiate between the taskof
crtiquing the managementideasthemselvesand thatofconducting
crticalanalysisto explain theirpopularty. Aswell, it will serve to limit the
field ofinquiry of this thesis. Forexample, a critique of management theory,
although relevantin termsofhow managementfadsare perceived, isonly

a limited facet ofthisinquiry. Some appreciation ofthe discourse of
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managementtheory, however, willprove usefulto critic ally e valuate

management fadsand the works of gurus.

6.2.1 How managementfadschange overtime.

Start as Theory End as Fad

Theories Wholly theoretic Theories that
become fads

Fads Fads that become Wholly fads
theories

Figure 6.1: How management fads change overtime

Figure 6.1 broadly represents the possible relationshipsbetween
management theoriesand managementfadsasfollows:

Category 1- Only some management theoriesfallinto the fistcategory —
thatis, only those which are based on a theoreticalanalysisof
organisations. Many ofthe theornesin thiscategory apply to other
disciplnes(e.g.,education, economic theory, politicaltheory), and only a
limited numberdirectly concem the discourse of management. The ornists
and commentators from thisgroup are exemplified by a disciplined,
academic and scholaddly apprmach to management theory. Drawing
heavily upon the fieldsofsociology, psychology, science and even
philosophy, thisgroup oftextsprobably are more forthe disc e ming, even
intellec tual CHO. Sc holars in this field theorise about organisational
behaviourwithin sociological, psychologicaland philosophicalparadigms,
and do so with a non-commercialintent. This group isnot necessarly from

the ranksofcontemporary theoreticaldisciplines. Authors (imrespective of
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the era in which they wrote) who may fit into thiscategory include Plato,

Aristo tle, Kant, Descartes, Hume, Marx, Pierce, Weber, Fouc ault, and BurreIL

Category 2 —-"The second category represents fadsthat start life astheores.
This is where some ofthe deep theory from the firstcategory isinterpreted,
and applied to organisationsin a simplified form. kisalso where the
majority of managementtrendsreside before they become fads, and

where most ofthe movementoccurs.

A numberofauthorshave compared the original writingsof management
idea developersand theirpopularinterpretation. According to Huc zynski
(1993),in some cases,originalideasare subverted to such a degree that
managementlecturerscould be charged with misrepresentation (p. 8).
Frederck Thylors scientific managementprinciplesare a prime example of
the ‘pseudo-history’ which underpins much contemporary management
the ory (Huc zynski, 1993, pp 7-9). Some studies (Collins, 2002, Huc zynski,
1993) revealthat many management te xts misre present Taylo¥ s original
theory to such an extentthatin some casesitbarely resemblesthe orginal
Such inaccuracycould be academic laziness (Huc zynski, 1993, p. 9), the
simplific ation of a diffic ult intellectualargument, orpurely pragmatic. More
like ly, te xts that blatantly misre present originaltheores are wntten to
enhance the popular(and therefore commercial) appealofthe theory
being espoused, especially if simplistic, alliterative and visualimprove me nts
canbe made to the originaltheory. One furtherpoint to note about this
categoryisthatits membership constantly changes; the linesbetween
ideasare in a continualstate of fluxbecause oftheirtake-up and
abandonmentrates. Conceptsin thiscategory include MBO
(Management By Objectives), TQM (Tbtal Quality Management), BPR
(Business Process Review) and Reengineering. Authorsinclude Champy,

Thylor, Deming, Fayol, Stacey, Maslow, Mc Gregor, Likert, and Shannon.

Category 3—-"Thisgroup generally develop from the second category while
itisin a state ofinstability. Category 3 managementtheoresbegin life
specifically written to change some aspectoforganisationalbehaviouror
trend orsituation. Often based on scholardy works, this group writessolely for
the cument business market and busine sy management students, and
capitaliseson the trendsat the time. The theoretical perspective sin this
group are typified by hype (asare those in the finalcategory), and the
approachisusually sound. These prescriptionsare directed at
organisationalimprovementand offeroften complex strategiesbased on
scholarly research. Thisisthe hardest category to substantiate. Such
interventions as Tiiple Bottom Line Reporting, Balanced Scorecard and
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even Knowledge Managementmay appearin thiscategory. The workof
Drucker, Mintzberg, Argyns, Senge, Kanter, Semler, Stacey and Morgan is
represented here.

Category 4 —"Thisisoften pejoratively termed the ‘guru’ ind ustry. Te xts in this
category are written solely forthe populistand popularmanagement fad
market. More often than not, there islimited theoreticalbasis,an absence
ofempincalresearch, and whattheoreticalbasisexistsisextracted from
secondary sourcesand often misapplied. Wrters from thiscategory are
almo st exc lusively from the ‘consultant’ school The gurus from thiscategory
are often the most popularand most wealthy (atleast when theirfad isat
the height ofits populanty). This descriptive taxonomy beginsthe processof
relating managementtheory and fad butignoresthe broadersocial
science contextof managementtheory itself. Excellence’, 6 Thinking Ha'ts,
Six Sigma, Who Moved My Cheese are in thisgroup. Authorsin thiscategory
include Tom Peters, Tony Robbins, Ray lacocca, Donald Trump, Stephen
Covey, SpencerdJohnson, and arguably Edward de Bono.

6.2.2 'The uneasy relationship between managementtheory and
managementfads

Figure 6.2 represents the relationship between managementfadsand the
broadersocioculturaltheoriesof which they form a smallsubset.
Managementfadsdo notoften draw upon scholady research and
academic theory. Although some utilise traditionalmanagement theory to
prove connection to legitimate and scholardy research, the majorty of fads
do not. The relationship between managementfadsand fadsin the

shaded crticalanalysisintersec tion isthe area offocusforthischapter.

Hagiologic
texts (true
believers/ non
believers

Excellence

Figure 6.2: Critical inquiry ofmanagement theory and management fads
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Clegg and Palmer(1996) talk about the primary conditionsrequired of
management: shared knowledge and spatio-temporal proximity. Bo th
the se conditions suit the power, surveilance and knowledge discourses
necessary to ensure management continuesin changing and complex
envimnments. AsClegg and Palmersee it, nanagementis disc ursive and
managersoperate undervarousdiscourses asthey discuss,order, cajole,
plead, condense, summarise, synthesise, present and report to their
organisations. Forthe most part, management discourses capture the
notion that managementis, afteral, a processofsocialcontrolin which
powerismost likely to be distnbuted unevenly around the networksofall
those with an intere st in influencing thatcontrol From the observationsof
tho se writing about managementfads, fads mostly playdown and
sometimes grossly oversimplify actual controlmec hanisms, foc ussing
instead on strategies, buzzphrases and pseudoscientific explanationsfor
the complex relationshipsbetween individuals within theirorganisation, and
between theirorganisation and the outside word. In thissense, Clegg and
Palmer(1996) sugge st:
Managementislessa science and more like a cookbookknowledge:itis
knowledge ofrecipesand theirapplication ... many ofthe best-selling texts
present managementasa form ofrecipe knowledge ... how rationality is
bounded, how behaviourisordered, how individualsare controlled and
creative,depend on the recipesin use: just asin cuisine recipesare what
unleash and discipline creativity, (and differentapprmachesto recipes wil
stre ss eitherend ofthe continuum), so too in management. (p. 2)
Ih keeping with the recipe metaphor, we can ask: Why itiswe actually
need recipesand menusin the fist place? Why are we so enamoured of
cleverchefs(and there are neverenough cooks)? Why have we come to
acceptsome recipesoverothers? And, why may we nevereven sample
some cuisine simply because itistoo different to ourcurenttaste? Clegg
and Palmer(1996) argue that “powermakesknowledge and knowledge
makespower recipescodify differing relations of ingre dients, and
disc o urse s sustain the generc sensibility within which recipeslocate” (p. 5).
Thus, the une asy relationship between managementfadsand
management theory manife stsin ridicule and blame on both sides.
Broadly, those promoting management fads crticise the overtheorsation
and lackofrealword application espoused by some management
theories. On the otherhand, management theonstsoften pourscomon
the unscholady appmach ofsome management gurus and their
prescriptive attemptsto change one aspectoranotherofan organisation.
Examplesofthisdisconnectare provided throughout thischapter.
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6.2.3 Managementeducation

Jack(1997) cautionsthatifmanagementisto evolve into a legitimate
socialscience, the fist equirementisthat practitioners mustbelieve thatit
canand should;thatis, managers(and academics) mustagree thatthere
really issome coherent discipline underying the practice of management.
Citing the text of Himerand Donaldson (1997), Jack reiterate s that the
actualbody ofknowledge constituting the study of managementis
woefully underdeveloped: “limited”, “mperfect’, and with “overall
standardsofreasoning thatare oftenlow” (p. 64). Even at unive rsitie s with
top business schools, Himerand Donaldsonconcede, “management

academicstend notto be held in highregard asscholars” (pp. 85-86).

Huc zynski’'s (1993) disc ussion ofthe difference between academic or
formaltypesofmanagementeducation and the non-academic or
popularformsofmanagement knowledge isalso pertinent to this

disc ussion. Themesin popularmanagement are not new, but c are fully
crafted to restupon —butnotrelyon —grmunded theory. Thisconcept,
according to Thomas (1989, cited in Huc zynski, 1993, pp. 38-39), revitalise s
traditionalmanagementideas, by acknowledging whathe terms‘domain
assumptions’ of popularmanagement. Popularmanagement, Thomas
argues, rejectstheoretically informed knowledge and devaluesany sortof
formalinstruc tion. Within the academic domain, those writers who
commenton change and suggestreform in a pessimistic way are rarely
rewarded. Clegg and Palmer(1996) agree. Huc zynski (1993) relate s the
story of Pascale and Athos (1982), “who, while wellknown in academic
cicles, neverachieved the popularacclaim orvisibility o f Peters and
Watemman” (p. 43). Huc zynski (1993) posits that the reduced successofthe
Pascale and Athostext waslargely due to the factthatmanagersdo not
re lish theirfaults and shortcomingsbeing pointed outin such a disparaging

way.

The rapid growth and tumoverofmanagement fads and fashions have
been supported and actively promoted by an extensive networkofglobal
and localconsultants. As Caulkin (1997) hasobserved, the economic
modelofconsulting “dovetails e ffortlessly in the largermanagement
fashion produc tion line which tiestogetherconsultancy, business schools
and the businesspressin an eye-wateringly productive chain” (p. 33).
Hence, it would seem thatbusinessschoolsat universities provide a
measure oftacitapprovalforsome ofthese fadsbecause there isa

paucity of textsand indeed course contentthatisopenly crticalofsuch
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prescriptions,a factnotloston commentatorsofthe management guru

ind ustry.

6.3 Toward a framework forcritical analysis

Therefore, moving toward a more analyticalframeworkfora robust and
crticalevaluation of managementfadsrequiresusto move beyond simply
presenting and debunking various managementfadsand buzzwords. k
would be insuffic ie nt fo r this the sis to simply c ritique ten diffe rent
managementfadsand evaluate theirsuccessorotherwise; such
observations, while usefulto understand the behaviourofa particularfad in
a particularorganisation, doesnotaddressthe broadersocial
phenomenon offads. Beyond that, such studieshave alleady been
undertaken, and some oftheirresultsare incorporated in this thesis (for
example, DanylRigby, 2001). Therefore the analysis must move beyond
disc ussing fadsthemselvestoward a wider, more crticalanalysis. Three

main formsofcrtique are evident in the literature, namely:

e Rational/'practicalcrtique (vario us)
e Hagiologic crtique (Collins)
e Rhetoricalcrtique (Jackson)

The fourcategonresidentified in section 6.1.1 wilbe examined to
contextualise critique of managementfads. Thiswilnotexplain orinterpret
individualmanagementfadsperse, but ratherwil outline the c ritic ism
levelled atfadsthemselves. There isno intention to single out and c ritiq ue
particularfads. Those discussed are selected simply forthe purmposesof

llustra tio n.

6.3.1 Rational/practicalcrtique

Jackson (2001) suggeststhatthe guru phenomenon isnot something
necessanly confined to the field of management, butissymptomatic of
much widersocial, culturaland politicalchanges(pp. 2-3). Therefore, using
a broadersocioculturallensisa more illustrative way to analyse this genre
of crtique. So long asthe cntique directly mentions managementtheory
and more importantly managementfadsorguru theory,ithasa place in
thisgenre. lrespective of whetherit draws its theoretic albasis from the
disciplnesofsociology, psychology,education, orscience, the crtique of
management fadsand fashions within this grouping isimportantbecause it

isanindicatorofthe growing awarenessofthe phenomenon. Although the
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numberoftextsdirectly critiquing management fadsisincreasing slowly,
joumalarticlesare probably the mostreliable source of critique available
forthe phenomenon of managementfads. Such publication offersa
scholardy and often non-commercialaccountto both explain the
phenomenon and offerrecommendations foralte mative coursesof ac tion.
Collins (2000) doeswam thatno account ofthe guru industry, however,
could be exhaustive orencyclopaedic: “The search forthe ‘ultimate guide’

to the ‘gurus’, therefore isan illusion, a fool'semand” (p. 80).

Asnoted by a growing body of management guru theory commentators
(Collins, 1998, 2000; Mic kle thwaite and Wooldridge, 1997; Huc zynski, 1993,
1997; Jac kson, 2001, Milleret al2004), it is bec o ming inc re a singly diffic ult for
scholarly managementtextsto compete with the mass-marketappealof
amayofguru managementbooks. Despite thisabundance, the books
penned by management gurus exhibit distinc t similantie s (Waters, cited in
Collins, 2000, p. 47). Many ofthe textsoffersimilaraccountsof
management,economicsand universalproblemsthatbeset
contemporary organisations. According to Huc zynski (1993), many guru
works define organisations as unitary struc ture s within c omple x b usine ss
envimnmentsand offerremarkably similarprescriptions forchange. Crainer
(1998) hassuggested that much ofthisconvergence may be due to the

growing tendency forguru worksto be ‘ghost-wrtten’.

Jackson (2001) observesthat the crticaloffensive isreasonably well

documented and tendsto focuson three main conc ems:

1. the intellectually impovernshed quality ofthe gurus’ thinking;

2. the gap between the promise and the practice when the ideas
are translated into practice; and

3. the inconsistent mannerin which organisationsapply the same

p re sc rip tio ns.

Collins (2000) claims that muc h ofthe crtique of guru worksis imited and
mcomplete,because itdoesnotbuild from a properdy coherent and
theoretically grounded modelofmanaging and organising (Collins, 2000,
p.23). Commentatorson the succession of managementfads, such as
Huc zynski (1993, 1996), Crainer (2000, 1996), Jac kson (2001), Bume s (1998),
Gibson & Tesone (2001) and Milleret al(2004), commence theirarguments
with historicalaccountsofthe rise and fallofthe variousmanagement and
organisationaltheoresthat make up whatare widely acknowledged as
guru works. Jack (1997) iskeen to point out that “debunking management
fadshasbecome almostastrendy as promulgating them, albeit less

lucrative. And asin any genre of management lite ra ture, the inte llige nt
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debunking efforts are vastly outnumbered by the clumsy and the dumb”
(p. 85).

Huc zynski (1993) and others (Jackson, 2001; Co llins, 1996, 2000;
Abrahamson, 1996) id e ntify the early 1980s as the watershed forthe
emergence of guru worksand faddish management trends. Spec ific ally,
the year1982 isoften eammarked asthe bith date ofthe modem
management guru phenomenon (Co llins, 2000, p. 23). This is whe n the
Petersand Waterman publication n Search of Exce lle nce fist hit the
bookshelves. Clartkand Salaman (1998) report that (up to 1997) thisbook
had sold more than 5 million copies word-wide. This partic ularte xt has
been subjectto a bamage of crticism, ranging from itscuriouslabelasa
“skunk work” (Crainer, 1998, p. 67), to Maidique’s (1983) claim that n
SearchofExcellence isa “potpoumofloosely interconnected, and often

redundant, vignettesin search ofa framework” (p. 156).

The guru managementbestsellerlistsare often crticised forbeing
common, and even vulgar(Huc zynski, 1993, p. 39). Many b usine ss
magazinesand newspapersregulary camny articles about the best-se lling
businessbooksand often referto the management gurusasthe ‘prophets
of profit’. This pejorative attitude to guru works undersc ores the
phenomenonofmanagementfadsthemselvesin thatitoccupiesthe anti-
organisation paradigm asdescribbed by suc h theorists as Burrell and
Morgan (1994). Burrel1(1989), in particular, hasattacked management
theoryin generalforits “crude pragmatism” and philosophicalvacuity (p.
307). Eisguru management books, Burrell suggests, that fit thiscategory
because most popularmanagement theornsts tend to think with theirb e lie fs
ratherthan about theirbeliefs. For Burre I, they offeronly a basic
pragmatism thatis e sse ntially pre mode mist. Burre 1 (1989) predic ts that gurus
wilmove contemporary managementtheory from a premodemist phase
to a postmodemist phase because “consultants like Rosabeth Kantnerand
Tom Petershave recognised the new zeitgeist and itsemphasison

appearance,image and supeficiality” (p. 310).

Expanding on the notion ofthe populansation of guru managementideas,
Huc zynski (1993) isa good place to begin forcategormsation purposes

because he identifies three typesofmanagement guru authors:

1. academic gurus
2. consultant gurus

3. hero-managergurus
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Huc zynski (1993) provide s the following table (Table 6.1) in support of this
descrption. Contributions ofthose guru authors since the publication of
Huc zynskistext are also added (italicised).

Table 6.1: Academics, consultants and hero-managers

Academics Consultants Hero-managers
Mintzberg de Bono Geneen
Drucker Naisbitt McCormack
Kotler Ohmae Kay
Porter Pinchot Kiam
Bennis Peters Avis
Blanchard Waterman Calzon
Ouchi Goldratt Harvey-Jones
Levitt Crosby Morita
Kanter Trump
Stacey lacocca
Sculley
Welsh
Gates
Branson

(Source:adapted from Huc zynski, 1993, pp. 43-46)

Regardlessofwhetherthey are academics, consultantsorhermw-managers,
allpurport to improve some form ofbehaviour, performance orrelationship
- the bottom line, of course, being profit. Huc zynski (1993) diffe re ntiate s
between the acceptance and promotion of gurus around the word and
explains why American management gurusenjoy enormo us succ e ss
relative to their Asian orEuropean counterparts. He positsthat audience
acceptance ofentetainmentasa form of communication ismore
culturally acceptable in the USthan in Europe or,indeed, Asia:

Whereasthe American gurusoffera content message (‘use thisle adership
style, motivate people thisway’) the British gurus focuson how managers
canleam from theirexperience oruse theirbrains more creatively. Thus
they offera kaming process me ssage . (Huc zynski, 1993, p. 45)
Advancing the notion ofthemes, Huc zynski (1993) devotes an entire
chapterofhistextto recumng themesin popularmanagement te xts. He

id e ntifie s the following asthe three most popularrecurment themes:

1. Understanding the workworld —elementsofthe idea which

make iteasy formanagersto getto grips with it.
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2. Statusenhancement-managers’ need to maintain and
enhance theirown self-esteem and gain the esteem ofothers.

3. Practicalapplication —ease ofimple mentation.

Along with these three theme s, Huc zysnski (1993) identifies key elements for
the successofthe themesasoutlned in Table 6.2.

Table 6.2: Elements forthe success of fads

This table is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

(Source : Huc zynski, 1993, p. 36)

Huc zynski (1993) use s this framework to analyse and critique management
fads. Hisinsightsabout how managementtheory relieson these key
elementsofferdetailed research and opinion in the study of management
fads. Whetherornot Huc zynskiunderestimated the cascade effectofguru
success storie sin the intervening decade since the public ation of his te xt,
his trip artite division of guru theory textsisnotadequate to crtique the
thousandspublished each year. Forexample, Huc zynski s mo del omits the
hagiologic texts Collins (2000) id e ntifie s in hisrec ent artic les and la te st te xt.
Forexample, publications such as Mic ke thwaite and Woodrdge’s(1997)
The Witch Doctors, and Craine?s (1998) The Tom Pe ters Phe nomenon do
notfind a place within any ofthe three categoresproposed by Huc zynski,
yetthey represent an important critique of contemporary management

theory and, more relevantly, fads.

Collins (2000) echoesthe concemsof Huc zynski (1997), Abrahmson and
Fairc hild (1997) and Bums (1998), waming that “even attheirbest, ‘gura’
modelsoforganisation often exhibit a poverty of thought which, alltoo
often,leadsmanagersand consultantsto embarkon spuriouscoursesof
action” (p.27). Hisclaim isthatalltoo often the discourse of management

and guru management prescriptions, in particular:
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e failsto develop a theoreticalmodelofworkand organisation

e faisto unpacktheoreticalconstructsand ideas

e hasa tendencyto treatparticulartheoreticalaccountsof
organisation, asif these re present the definitive ac c ount.

(Collins, 2000, p. 27)
On this finalpoint, Gold (1998) agrees. He arguesthat gurus present their
representationsofthe word asifthese were cleary, and concretely, reality.
Gold (1998) believesthat often guru formsofanalysis assume stable and
unified organisations where conceptualisationsofhuman interaction
suppressopposition atthe sociallevel while denying the vituesof
abstraction atthe conceptuallevel Gold (1998) laments that the limite d
perception of management gurusdoesnotaffecttheirsuccessand
marketability. As Gold observes, the failure of gurusto acknowledge the
problematic and ambiguousnature of such a thing as‘effectiveness leads
managersnotto rejectguru advice, butto seekmore support from them.
Further, Gold (1998) arguesthatinstead ofrejecting the advice of gurus
and theirprogrammed packages, managersacceptthe ready-made
science of managementasvalid, and tum the blame forfaiure mnwands.
Thus, as Collins (2000) pointsout, managerstend to seekout more
mnovative formsofaction from the gurus when confronted with what they
seem to regard astheirpersonalfailure to achieve generallyacceptable
and operationally usefulmeasuresofsuch thingsas“effectiveness” (p. 29).
Because guru prescriptions o ffer‘one -size -fits-all' strategies, they cannot
lose when theirrecommendationsare applied in waysthatspecifically
target particularorganisational proble ms. The justific ation forfaiure wil

simply be to cite poorimple menta tion.

Unlike Huc zynski s method ofidentifying managementidea (key elements
of guru successand sub-groupsofguru the orsts), Bumes (1998) chooses to
base hiscritique of management fadsarund the theme of ‘organisational
effectiveness’. He pointsoutthatorganisationsare comprsed of
competing interestsand diverse and divergent stakeholders. Thisleads him
to ask: “Canone appmach to effectivenessmeetthe desiresofallthe se
groupsin eitherthe shortorlong term?” (Bumes, 1998, p. 18). On the theme
oforganisationale ffec tive ne ss, Bume s’ (1998) critic ism isthat management
fads“... alLin one way oranother, argue thatby following theirparticular
recipe, organisations wilimprove theirperformance (ie. achieve their
desired outcomes)” (p. 34). As Huc zynski (1993) points out, the popular
managementideasare those which can convey the illusion of a
predictable and certain word to the manager(p. 181). But since there isno
universally accepted definition of organisationale ffe c tive ne ss, Bume s’

question about whose desiresare being metisa valid one.
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According to Gold (1998), “meaningsoforganizationaleffectivenesscan
be understood asa feature of an unfolding story thatcan be set within
widernamativesthatallow usto make sense ofthe wordd” (p. 12). This view
oforganisationallife draws from the work of socialconstruc tio nist write rs
who positthatlanguage iscentralto the way we descrbe and explain our
wonld but also constitutesourexperience ofthat wordd and ourpracticesin
it. Gold (1998) seesthe socialconstruc tionist position as having a numberof
key elements which can help explore the notion oforganisational

effectivene ss:

1. Definitionsand meaningsofeffectivenessthatare widely
accepted rely on the presence oflinguistic categories which
allow sense to be made in a particulartime and place. n other
words,organisationaleffectivenessiscrtically affected by the
contexts o f c ulture, history and social milie u.

2. Meaningsofeffectivenessare formed and emerge from
inte rc hange s within re la tio nships. So ¢ ialc o nstruc tio nists
emphasise relationships asthe unit of sociallife where language
isused to create localmeanings within asan ongoing namative.
We tellstories to make ourselvesintelligible to others providing
coherence to eventsand a direction forthe future. These local
meanings provide versionsofreality,a localontology" (Gergen,
1994).

3. There isnotjust one story played overand over. n any situation,
we are able to draw on meaningsdeveloped in pastrelational
contexts. We have leamed therefore to draw upon different
"nterpretative repertoires" (Potterand Wetheril, cited in Gold) to
pursue different endsthat we might value. (Adapted from Gold,
1998.)

Collins’ (2000) interpretation of Bumes’ discussion isthat managementfads
tend to develop programmatic approachesto key managementproblems—
what Bumestemms ‘recipesfororganisationalsuccess’. Thus,according to
Bume s (1998), when we speakofthe desiresofan organisation being met,

we are actually speaking ofthe desiresonly of particulargroups.

Ogbonna and Hamis (2002) suggest that organisationalc ulture is a similady
problematic concept. Through the 1980sit was hailed ashaving the
potentialto transform ourunderstanding of organisations. Defined aseither
something an organization ‘has’ or‘is’ (Smircic h, 1983),itisremarkable that
theornsts have largelyaccepted organisationalculture without the usual

resistance and scepticism (Alvesson, 1990). The numberofmajoracademic
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joumalsthathave devoted specialissuesto organisationalculture in the
lasttwo decadestestifiesto thisacceptance. kisprobably the case that
linking c ulture to the perfformance of an organisation is the single most
importantreason forthe widespread popularnty of culture prescriptionsby

management gurus.

Finally, asmany ofthe commentatorsin this chapter(almo st unanimo usly)
point out, what management prescriptions promise and whatthey deliver
on are often two different things. A numberofcrticsfocuson thisaspect.
Pascale’s(1990) indictment ofthe ‘search forexcellence’,assetoutby
Petersand Wateman, notesthat five yearsafterthe publication of n
SearchofExcellence,two-thidsofthe 43 companieson top ofthe
corporate ladderhad slipped down the ladder, expired, orwere in serious
d iffic ulty.

A numberofconsultant-sponsored studies have revealed a serious disparty
in the rthetoric promised and the reality delivered. n 1992, a survey
conducted by ArthurD. ILittle found that ofthe 500 Amercan companies
surveyed, only one-third believed popularmanagement prescriptions such
asTQM offered any significant impactsfortheirbottom line (Fudong, cited
in Jackson, 2001, p. 18). The same source revealed similarre sults fora British-
led study. In their 1995 survey of 787 company managers around the word,
Bain and Company found that, while 72 percentofmanagersbelieved
thatcompanies who use the righttoolsare more likely to succeed, 70
percent said thatthe tools promise more than they deliver (Mic ke lthwa ite
and Wooldridge, 1997, p. 76).

Thus, the evaluation by joumalistsand academic theorists ofthe
contrbution of management gurus and theirinterventions hasspawned
very negative connotations. Some ofthe expressionsused to describe them
have beencollected by those such asJackson (2001) and include:
‘intellectualwallpaper, ‘businesspomography’, ‘shameless narcissism’,
‘behaviouralfast food’ and ‘commonsensicalin the extreme’ (p. 16).
Jackson (2001, p. 16) also seesthatthe main crticisms of guru works fallinto

three categornes:
1. the intellectually impovershed quality ofthe gurus thinking
2. the gap between the rhetoric and the reality

3. the poormannerin which organisations have used the se
ideas.

Pascale (1990) wamsofthe era ofthe ‘quickfix', lamenting that one ofthe
unintended consequencesofthe massmarketing of management

prescriptionsisthat the superficiality seesit as professionally legitimate to
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“acceptand utilise ideas withoutan in-depth grasp oftheirundeddying
foundation, and without the commitment necessary to sustain them” (pp.
19-20). Kilman (1994) has likened the search forthe organisational quic kfix
to the quest forthe Holy Grail. Although it may be felt thatatthe levelof
appearance these crticisms are wel-founded, there isa dearth of
empiricalevidence to demonstrate thisprevalentobservation (Jackson,
2001, p. 18). Empircalevidence is,of course, by no meansconclusive, but
whatisavailable pointstowardsthe view that managementfadsfailto live

up to expectations.

6.3.2 Hagiologic c riticism

Crainer(1998) accusesthe gurusofmanagementofbelonging more to the
entertainme nt ind ustry than to the businesswond, a view related to

Huc zynski’s (1993) disc ussion ofthe ready acceptance of management
gurus in the US. Collins (2000) descrbe s the guru industry ascomprising a
group of writersand commentators who live in the shadow (orreflected
glory) ofthe gurus: “In this sense the term guru ind ustry re fers to the
(diverse) grouping of writersand commentators who have grown up
arund the ‘gurus’, and whose market presence is, in some sense,
dependentupon the ‘gurus’” (p. 79). Thus, according to Co llins (2000),
those active in the guru industry are not necessanly gurus themselves, but
exist symbio tic ally with the gurus, and c arefully craft works (hagiographies)
which comment on ordistil the ideas ofthe more suc cessful gurus. This
activity istypicalof what Collins terms hagiology. Further, many o f the
hagiologic contributions to the guru industry adopt a highly deferential
approach. Therefore, hagiologic crticism comes from within the guru

ind ustry itse If; the analysis from within this ¢ ritique is often both non reflec tive

and non reflexive.

Collins (2000) tellsus that hisnotion of hagiologic crtique comes from his
reading of both Pattison (cited in Collins, 2000) and Clartkand Salaman
(1996). Both the se te xts use the religious metaphorin theirdisc ussion of the
‘management guru asorganisationalwitch doctor. According to Collins
(2000), Pattison’sargumentisthat the management guru, like the religious
prophet, conjuresup a dualistic, polarnzed wond. This polarnzed wond is one
in which there isgood versusevi, light versus darkne ss, and heaven versus
hell Forthe management allegory, thisre presents the polarzation between
conspicuoussuccessesand conspicuousflops (Pattison, cited in Co llins,

2000, p. 81).  qualify asa guru work, the pre scription must o ffere asy-to -
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grasp principlesforsalvation. Collins (2000) rec ounts Pattison’s analysisof

Tom Peters’ Thriving on Chaos, summarsed as follows:

The ‘promised land’ isunderthreat. Fierce compe tito rs from
foreign shoresthreaten the ‘good life’ enjoyed by Amerc ans.
This foreign challenge hasarisen because those in charge of
Americ an industry have failed to realise thatthe ‘old order is
passing away. Thisold orderwasbuild upon rationalist planning.
However, the emergent, ‘new order, resists rationalism. The
future, therefore,can no longerbe mapped, planned for,or
guessed atbyextrapolating from the past,because the new
orderis‘chaotic’.

Salvationisat hand. Those who would protectthe ‘promised
land’, rising up to meetforeign invadersneed to embrace the
‘new order.Tb embrace the ‘new order individuals must
‘convert from rationalism with allthe zealthatcanbe
mustered,in orderto meetthe challengeswhich ‘chaos’ brings.
Do notdelay! hmomow it may be too late to change. ‘Convert’
now!

Greatrewardsawait those with the ‘faith’, and who keep the
‘faith’. Those who ‘convert’ to ‘chaos’ shallbe able to reap and
manipulate the temble forcesof‘chaos’.

Once time in the wildemessisserved, and the scalesfallfrom al
eyes, simple solutionsare athand. The flash ofa divinely inspire d
wand to feed the masses, healthe sickand repairpast

transgre ssio ns; the following often simple rulesetc hed in stone;
the parting of disparate dichotomies(e.g., the sea ofcorporate
and commercialrealities) can occurforthose wiling to convert.
Those who failto ‘convert’ willsurely die (orelse be publily
accused of being passé, unsuc cessful, yesterday's heres).
(Adapted from Collins, 2000, p. 81.)

Thisallegornicalaccount provides the basis forunderstanding Collins’ (2000)

notion of hagiologic crticism, and presents a use ful frame wo 1k fo r ¢ ritiq uing

guru te xts. The continuum in Figure 6.3 represents Collins’ (2000) view of

crticalperspectives within the guru industry. On the farright, homagesand

hagiologiesofferevangelicalreverence to those already part ofthe guru
ind ustry. The farleft,according to Collins (2000), re pre se nts the true

unbelievers—especially those from the academic fringes—those who

would mundly condemn the guru worksifindeed they bothered to write

aboutthem. Forthe most par, theorsts from the farleftcategoryconcem

themselves with philosophicalcommentary on more elevated subjec ts like
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wond peace, the socioculturaleffectsofcrime and punishment, and what
it meansto be just. However, we wilconsider Collins’ (2000) the sis in te rms
ofa usefulinterpretation ofthe genre of guru works. Snce Collins’ (2000)
latest workrepresents an important analysis of crtique ofthe guru industry,
itisbelieved worthwhile to spend time briefly disc ussing each of his three

categores.

This figure is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

Source: Collins ( 2000, p. 82)
Figure 6.3: Collins’ critical perspectives within the guru industry

Homages and hagiologies

Collins (2000) disparagingly exploits Kennedy’s (1996) book Guide to the
Management Gurus and Crainers (1998) text The Ultimate Business ibrary:
50 Books That Made Manage me nt to demonstrate the hagiographic
nature of works which provide a potted version of‘effective tec hniquesfor
the time-stretched, busy manager. Oncloserinspection, Kennedy’s (1996)
textrevealsa collection ofshort synopsesof43 management gurus she
believes “allhave one thing in common: they build oneach othersideas
and on theirown” (p. xiv). Kennedy’sapologetic s extend furtheras she
forgive sthem (the gurus) as “itis only what historians and philosophers have
done down the ages” (p. xiv). Druckershe descrbesas “that monumental
quany ofmanagement wisdom and originalthought” (p. xv). Kennedy’s
(1996) recipe forguru-dom isremarkably simple: “timing ; o rigina lity;

forc efulness; a gift forself-promotion and perhapsabove allelse, the ability
to encapsulate memorably whatothersimmediately recognize astrue —

these are the marksofthe modem management guru” (p. xvii).

Collins’ (2000) lengthy disc ussion ofboth texts oundly condemns them for
bearing simplistic similarties to traditionalreligious martyrologies. He
crtic ize s the selection methodology and notesthatlatereditionsof
Kennedy stext brazenly omit many gurusthat were included in eadier
versions. Colling’ (2000) finalaccusation isratherdamning ashe concludes:

Kennedy’saim isto improve the practice ofmanagementby making the
(saintly) wit and wisdom ofthe ‘gurus’ more generally accessible. Yet while
many ofusmightacceptthisdesire to educate and to inform, aslaudatory
and would wish to commend Kennedy, Ifind thatIcannotofferpraise
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since,on close inspection hertextappearsflawed and mamed by over
sim p lific ation. (p. 83)

Although a discussion of Collins’ indictmentsagainstboth Crainerand
Kennedyisnotnecessary forthe purposesofthisargument, a bref outlne is
relevantasitservesto capture the essence of Collins’ theory of hagiology.

Collinsg’ (2000) critique of Craineris similarashe concludes:

ktseemsclear, therefore, that Crainersdevotion to his ‘gurus’, and the
ideology they re pre se nt, ac tually limits his ability to und e rstand
management, and the role which ‘gurus’ play in shaping the thinking and
practicesofmanagement... Kennedy ... shappy to sit atthe feet ofthe
‘gurus’ while Crainerprotests, initially, before taking hisplace in the
worshipfulcongregation. ndeed, one might speculate that, mtherthan
critigue the ‘gurus’ in any meaningfulway, Crainerwould much preferto
step outoftheirshadows. Afterallhe is, according to his dustjac ket, the

“word’sleading commentatoron business ‘gurus’”, so itcanonly be a

short hop to ‘guru’ status! (p. 92)
Thismeansthattextsdefined, in Collins’ terms, ashomagesdirectly benefit
and profit from the guru ind ustry, even though they might offersome

oblique c ntic ism o f it.

Redemptive texts

Collins (2000) identifiesredemptive texts asthose which demonstrate a
clearmanagernalorentation, yetrepresentcelebrationsofmanagement.
He classes writers such as Himerand Donaldson (1996) and Mic kle thwa ite
and Wooldridge (1997) asbelonging in the redemptive guru work
category, since theirworksare not simple homages. These texts, according
to Collins, are characterised by a sense of frustration and dissatisfac tion
with gurus and theirsimplistic analysesof management theory. Himerand
Donaldson (1996) openly admitto anger,because of whatthey see
“happening to the practice of and writing on management, namely, the
substitution of dogma —platitudes, homilies and fads —forc areful, sustained

professionalmanagement” (pp. ix-x).

Aswe have seen, Mic kelthwaite and Wooldridge’s (1997) crticism of guru

prescriptionsoffera numberofacerbic observations:

¢ Gurumodelsare “constitutionally incapable of self-criticism” (p. 15).

e Guruaccountslacka clarnty ofthoughtand a clarty of expression,
often relying on acronymsto simplify concepts.

¢ Guruaccountspresenta common sense view as if these represent
new and astounding discoveriesornew trajectores fororganising

people and resources.
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¢ Guruideasare faddish, intemally inc onsiste nt and contradic tory.
¢ Guruideasand the templatesforaction which they promote often

produce disappointing results.

Himerand Donaldson (1996) lament that the guru phenomenon over
simplifies and distorts the veryrealproblemsofmanagement. Although
they neveruse the term management guru, Himerand Donaldson tell us
they wrote theirbookto betterexplain the realchallengesof
management. Aspartoftheiranalysisaboutthe artof management, their
text wams aboutthe dangersoffads, that “ratherthan offera pathway to
success, prevailng fads have the potentialto lead managersdown false
trails...” (Himerand Donaldson, 1996, p. xii)). Further, they also believe that
instead ofapplauding quick fixesand standardised methods,
managementshould be based on hard, clearthinking. Theirte xt, however,
waswrntten more to celebrate managementthan to condemn fads. This, in
Collins’ eyes, representsa denunciation offadsthrough the redemption of

managementasa craft.

Collins (2000) also id e ntifies Shapiro’s (1998), Fad Surfing in the Boardrmoom
asa redemptive text. Colling’ (2000) c ritic ism is that e ven though Shapiro
offers“deliverance to galvanize managers with the courage to, ‘justsay
no’ to fads” (p. 71 ), she offersno realinsightsabout how to detectfads,
nordefinitionsabout what mightbe a fad and what mightbe partofa
good managementidea. Collins (2000) also raise s suspicions about the
motives forsuch a text, speculating that it is diffic ult fora c onsultant to
delivermanagement from fadsasthey make a living from propagating
them (p. 98). Yet the hype and the dustjacketsoften tellus something

different, forexample, with claimsof many thousandsaleady sold.

Forthe pumposesofunderstanding Collins’ (2000) hypo the sis, it is wo 1th

no ting his furthe r ¢ ritic isms o f Shapro’s (1998) work, summarised as follows:

e kdoesnot‘unpack the nature ofready-made management
solutionsasputforward by gurus. h factit doeslittle to convey
insight, because its ‘grammar and style are almostidenticalto that

ofthe gurusthemselves.

e Although Shapiro (1998) suggestsfadsare bad forbusine ss, she
operateswith a modelofmanagement and organisation whic h is

identicalto thatemployed by gurus:

Herworkismanagemnalist. kis a unitary (Fox 1985) approach to
modelling organizations. Assuch it take s the organisation (and its
supposed needs) asthe unit of analysis, and so invokes a
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‘grammaticalaccount’ of management, which presentsa top-
down, closed-system, asocialand acontextual view of the
workplace. (Collins, 2000, p. 99)
¢ Ihcommon with the other‘redeemers’ of management, Shapiro
misre pre se nts the nature of management, and so failsto construct
the ‘crtical-practical accountofmanagement and managing

which isnecessary in orderto make sense ofthe gurus.

Thus, according to Collins (2000), mostredemptive textsdo notoffer
adequate explanationsforwhy managersshould be attracted to fads, and
why managersmightbe prepared to implement the changessuggested
by these fads. Both Shapiro’sand Himerand Donaldson’s texts, according
to Collins (2000), are built upon the subtext argumentthat managersare
dim, yet opportunistic, even though they decry the opposite. Though

Mic ke lthwaite and Wooldridge’s (1996) lambasting of gurus o ffers a little
more rigourto the explanation,according to Collins (2000), its imp lic a tion is
thatmanagementisan immature discipline, and therefore easy prey for

chadatan consultants. T xts from this grouping inc lude:

The Witc hdoctors (Mickelthwaite and Wooldridge, 1996)
Fad Surfing in the Boardroom (Shapiro, 1995)
DangermusCompany (O’Shea and Madigan, 1997)
Management Redeemed (Himerand Donaldson, 1996)
Consulting De mons (Pinault, 2000)

The Bookthatis Sweeping Amernca (Butman, 1997)

The Dibert suite (Scott Adams)

Agnostics and atheists
Collins’ (2000) fmnalcategory isproblematic. While Collins’ frame wo 1k o ffe rs

a usefuldiagnostic forclassifying and understanding the workof gurus and
the industry to which they belong, it groups Burelland Morgan’s (1979)
paradigmatic grd text, togetherwith Foucault’s (1991) work on disc ip line
and Gramscis(1976) workon capitalistideology, underan ‘atheist’
banner. Collins nominates Huc zynski s work a s typifying the agnostic genre
of crtique, and belonging in the rational/practicalcrtique. k maybe, as
Jackson (2001) notes, that:

..academicsare beginning to recognise thatthe conventional wisdom
that held that significant new management knowledge wascreated
exc lusively within academe and then disseminated to the largerpublic
through management gurus and consultantsisno longeran accurate
reflection of reality and may need to be tumed onitshead. (p. 4).
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Even though Collins (2000) admits these textsare not concemed with
managementperse,he believestheyoffera challenge in thatthey
deconstructthe discourse of management, while not using the ‘grammar

of management itse If.

Some problems with Collins’ hypothesis

There are a numberofproblems with Collins’ (2000) category of hagiologic
c ritic ism . First, Co llins’ le ssthan two page account ofthis genre isextremely
limited in comparison to the crtique he offersofothercategoreson the
phenomena of management fads. Thisdoesnot sufficiently explore
underying discoursesand domainsofknowledge fora betterexplanation
asto why contemporary managementismesmerized by guru pro te sta tio ns.
In fact,itiswritersbold enough to honestly critique guru works that o fferthe
only hope fora truly objective apprmach to the understanding of the
phenomena ofmanagementfads. Commenting from within the guru

ind ustry itse If, and indeed from the sidelinesofcontemporary management
theory, is c ertainly not sufficie nt to c ritique the phenomena of

management fads.

Second, although Collins’ (2000) hagiologic category is useful to c ritique
the guru wo rks from within the guru ind ustry, it should be limited to just that.
Hagiologic texts are those which directly bene fit from disc ussing and
critiquing guru works. Even though many condemn and rebuke the guru
works, they direc tly bene fit from the name-dropping which accompanies
such a crtique. Thisis why there are some structuralproble ms with Co llins
(2000) finalcategory —atheistsand agnostics. That hagiologic texts benefit
from the industry they are crtiquing should be the focus. hstead, Collins
amalgamatesthose thatcrtique in an hagiologic (subjec tivist) mannerwith
those who would crtique the management guru phenomenon in a more
objective manner. Such a crtique deservesitsown category, and is worthy
ofgreaterattention. Therefore itis posited thatthere are conceptualand

c onte xtual diffic ultie s in e xamining the orists from socioculturaldisciplines
and management the orists using the same crteria, as Collinsdoes. The
following diagrams (Figure 6.4) illustrate both perspectives. The first
represents Collins’ hypothesis, and the second, that of this the sis.
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Figure 6.4: Hagiologic criticism

6.3.3 Rhetorc alcrtigue

Ih Jackson’s (2001) own words, he uses the fantasy theme analysismethod
ofrhetoricalcrticism because:

...itisan established method that providesboth a descriptive and an
explanatory framework forcritic ally examining the main ele ments of the
management fashion-setting process —ie. gurus, consultants, managers,
program, context, etc. — within an integrated rhetorical frame. Fantasy
theme analysisisa dramatistically based method of rhe torc al ¢ ritic ism
rmoted in Emest Bormann’s Symbolic Convergence Theory... (p. 5)
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Jackson (2001) also drawsupon Clarkand Salaman’s (1998)
“marketing strategy” argumentto explain thatthe powerand impact
ofgurusisa “performance”. Clarkand Salaman (1996) propose that
the guru’s performance should be viewed asthe functionalequivalent
ofthatofthe witch doctorin tribalsocieties. Clarkand Salaman use
an inte re sting juxtaposition to compare the pefformancesofgurus
with that of witch doctors. They suggest that the knowledge that gurus
and witch doctorsuse sharesproperties with magicalknowledge —itis
developed in orderto controlthe crticaluncertainties ofthe wond
through the manipulation oftemporalphenomena. Moreover,
Jackson buildson the important workofresearcherssuch as
Abrahamson and Clarkand Salaman to increase awarenessof

rhe toric in the discipline of managementand organisationalresearch.

Mo st sig nific antly, Jackson applies Bormann’s symbolic convergence
theory to provide an explanatory framework forthe analysisof group
and masscommunication processes within the organisationalrealm.
Using Bormann’sidea of ‘thetoricalvisions’, Jackson c onstructs a
framework forthe analysisofthe management guru phenomenon. He
definesa rhetorical vision asone which emerges from “fantasy
themes”, which are the me ansthrough whic h inte rpre ta tion is
accomplished in communic ation. AsJackson explains:

... a fantasy theme is manife sted in the form ofa word, a phrase ora
statement thatinterprets eventsin the past, envisions eventsin the future,
ordepictscurmrent eventsthatare removed in time and/orspace from the
actualactivitiesofthe group. (p. 48)
Jackson submits three well-known managementfads (reengineerng,
effectivenessand leaming organisation) to a case study approach in
hisattempt to rhetorically analyse the phenomenon. Jackson (2001)
believesthat the fantasy theme analysisisan effective method for
analysing management gurus and manage me nt fashions forthe

follo wing re a sons:

e 'The technique ismoted in a powerfulexplanatory metaphor—the
theatre, which hasalready been used to good effectto illuminate
and explicate the pefformance aspectsofthe management guru-

managerrelationship.

e 'Thismethod isembedded ina generaland dynamic theoretical
framework (ie. symbolic convergence theory) whic h iluminate s the
linkagesbetween smallgroup and mass-mediated ¢communic ation
processesthatare crticalin the creation, disse mination and take-up

of management fashions.
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e 'The technique hasshown itselfto be wellattuned to both the
aesthetic and technicalqualities ofrhetoric that are crticalto

understanding the management guru and fashion phenomenon.

e 'The method combinesthe capacity forgeneralisation with a fine ly-

tune d sensitivity to the unique experiences and insights ofthe critic .

e Fantasy theme analysishasa proventrackrecord of providing
the ore tic alinsights into communic ation phenomena in dive rse
empincalsettingsthatare analogousto the domain of management
fa shio ns.

e 'The method can take into accountallofthe componentsassociated
with management fashions without privileging any one component

overanother

e Ikspreoccupation with the persuasive propertiesoflanguage or
rthetoric meansthatthe dramatastic method of rhetorc alc rtic ism is
ideally suited to an analysisofactors who dernve theirauthonty
c harsmatic ally.

(adapted from Jackson, 2001, p. 47 and 68)

6.4 Effects of the growing critique of management fads

I is diffic ult to make sense of the seeming paradoxofthe continued
expansion and successofmanagement gurus and management fashions
in the face of substantialand sustained wavesof crticism. As Caulkin (1997)
observes, “of allthe paradoxesofthe modem business word, perhaps the
most remarkable and least satisfactonly explained isthe management
consultant” (p. 32). Jackson believes Burgoyne and Reynolds have come
closestto advancing a satisfactory explanation:

kisa problem-based area of activity, atherthan a solution-based one.
Some activities, such as AIDSresearch and treatment, exist because there
isa problem. Others, perthapslke the mobile phone and faxmac hine
industries and markets, exist because there isa solution. There ismuch to
be said forthe argument that managementleaming isa problem-
generated (ratherthan a solution-generated) area ofactivity. Thismakes
sense notonly ofthe coexistence of growth and criticism in the field, but
also ofthe greatvarety ofapproachesand methodsused in
managementeducation and development. (Burgoyne and Reynolds,
cited in Jackson, 2001, p. 21)

Collins (1996) advisesthatby adopting a more crtical, theoreticaland
contextualapprach, studentsofmanagementcould pose important

questions which would help them to make sense ofissuesofreal
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importance. Managersand studentsof management may find the insight
to askquestionsofsome realpracticalsignificance. Forexample, they

mig ht ask:
e How might the intelligence within the organisation be be st utilised ?

o Just whatisthe basisforcredible and successfulmanagement?

e Whatare the connectionsofthe organisation to the wider
so cio c ultural c o mmunity?

e Who are the clients,and how bestcan the organisation meet their
needs?

e Whatrelationship do shareholdersand employee unions have with

managementofthe organisation?

When they can pose questions such asthese, managersand studentsof
management willtruly be prepared to dealwith practical management
issues, since they should be betterplaced to question ¢ ume nt fashions and
to evaluate guruideas,and hence be able to protectthemselves from
consultants and gurus. ‘Practical matters are often thinly disguised
theoreticalissues, and it would be quite wrong to argue thatpracticaland
theoreticalmattersbe considered asseparate spheres. Management
thinking requires some degree ofreshaping to allow forthe developmentof
a richerand more theoreticalapproach. We can,if we choose,develop

re alinsights into management which would help usto develop sustainable

and truly practicalapproachesto important problems and issues.

Whateverrecipe formanagementisused, generally people willdernve
whateverformally framed insight they have into the nature of modem
organisation life from reading popularaccountsofmanagement(Clegg
and Palmer, 1996, p. 6). Clegg and Palmerfurtherbelieve that many more
people wilderve theirunderstanding of management from these than will
everbe likely to see the inside ofa businessschoolorstudy the formal
knowledge ofa management cumculum. Such storiescome largely from
fictionalised accountsofthe successfulgurus Amercan business world.
Clegg and Palmer(1996) posit that much ofthe popularmanagement
knowledge derived from these sourcesisa reflection and a reinforcement
of Amercan individualist values that “lionize heroic, male, and ‘tough
decision making asentrepreneurship’ ... top managementexperence
sells” (pp. 6-7).

Finally, it is wo rth me ntioning Rigby’s (1993) observation that management
fadsoverstate theirpotentialeffectiveness, provoking hisconcemsthat
they do actually cause hamm to organisations. Righy’s (1993) c ritiq ue

id e ntifies five majorobjectionsto management fads:
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1. theycreate unrealistic expectationsthatinevitably lead to
disappointment and the lowering of morale;

2. fadscreate dangermusshortagesofsome strategic elementsand
toxic overdoses ofothers;

3. theycanbe intemally divisive ;

4. because fadstend to be programmatic and imposed extemally and
from the top-down, they have an in-built tendency to rob employees
oftheirown initia tive ; and

5. fadsundemine the basic tenetofstrategy —by copying whatother
organisationsare doing, organisationslose a basic source of
distinc tion and, therefore, weaken theircompetitive advantage

within theirmarketplace.

kEhasaleady been stated that the crtic allite rature ¢ onc e ming
managementfadsisoverwhelmingly negative. However, there are a few
positivesthat some commentators have found. Maidique (1983), although
crticalofthe Petersand Waterman text h Search of Excelle nce, also points
outthatacademicscould leam from such textsbecause they are in many
waysin touch with busine ss re alitie s, prioritie s and the market place.
Moreover, he arguesthattextsofthe One Minute Manage r-variety should
notbe ignored by academia, but rathersynthesised into a revitalised thrust.
Also, Newstrom and Pierce (1989) see that management guruscreate
enthusiasm and excitement fornew ideasand waysofmanaging
organisations. AsJackson (2001) pointsout, academicsshould be
interested in the role that gurusplay as‘catalysts’ in the further
developmentofsound management practicesand philosophies. Also,
care should be taken notto create the reverse situation: to over-the orse

and complexify the simple.
Camererand Knez (1996), in theircrtique of TQM, also see some broader

benefitsof managementfadsin thatthey potentially solve “coordination
problems, moving a firm stuckata marginally profitable equilbrium to a
betterequilbrium” (p. 108). Mic ke thwaite and Wooldridge (1996) also take
the apprach thatthingscould be worse, pointing out that management
theory itselfis a relatively young discipline and “ratherthan fretting about
managementtheory’sexcesses, we should be gratefulthat its
adolescence hasnotbeen more hammful” (p. 369). Although there are
relatively few crticaltexts—in comparson to the abundance of
management fadsand quick fixes themselve s - the anti-guru be st-se lle r list
isgrowing, asJackson (2001) points o ut. Starting with Mic ke thwaite and
Wooldridge’sbacklash in 1997, the growing populanty of Scott Adam’s

satincalcartoon “Dibert”, launc hed in 1989, and the spawning of website s

Chapter 6 — Management Fads: The Critical Literature 143



such asbuzzwhack.com, the body of critique ofmanagementfadsis
emerging asa legitimate discourse, albeit one thatisnotstrctly applied in
the sense thatthey are fadsthemselves. Nevertheless, they squarely fit into
Collinsg’ (2000) definition ofhagiologic textsbecause they directly benefit

from disc ussing and c ritiquing guru wo rks.

6.5 Conclusion

AsClegg and Palmer(1996) pointout, "... managementtheory,asa body
of knowledge,is... a politicaldiscourse parexcellence"(p. 3). They go on
to say that"... managementislessa science and more like cookbook
knowledge:itisknowledge ofrecipesand theirapplication ... many of the
best-selling texts present managementasa form ofrecipe knowledge" (p.
4). Thismeansthat managementfadsmustcaterto and addressthe
complexitie s surro unding suc h things asrelationshipsbetween individuals,
the synthesisbetween individuals and the organisation, relationships
between diffe re nt o rg anisa tio ns, re lationship to the marketplace,

re la tio nships to clients, and customers relationship to the widereconomic,
politicaland socialcommunity and so on. Managementfadsreduce the
capacity fordiscretion, because the prescriptions generally offerstrategies
foraction based on successesin otherorganisations. The pervasivenessof
bureaucratic management had, untilrecently, provided the modelfor
organisationsto exactcontrol manage and measure theirpeople,
processes and profits. Since the growth of managementfads, beginning
with the Peters and Watemman (1982) textIn Search of Excelle nce ,
bureaucratic management hasbeen soundly crticized forbeing
contwlling, supporting the dominant culturesoforganisations,and even for
violating basic human rights. This "discourse ofexcellence hasreplaced the
planning focusofthe 1979-88 and the equalopportunity focusofthe 1970-
8 period. State regulation hasmoved from lisse z-faire , through planning, to
greatersurveilance using evaluative and financialtec hniques"(Clegg and
Palmer, 1996, p. 10). Bureaucracyisrepresented asa flawed means
because itisdeemed to be inimicalto individualself-realisation, personal
re sponsibility and otherenterprising virtues (du Gay, 1996, p. 23). Eis posited
that this crticism ofbureaucratic forms wasthe breeding ground formany
managementfadskeen to usurp the hold offormalmanagement styles
critic ize d fortheir e xc lusio nism, re pre ssion and marginaliza tion. Thus, the
emergence ofthe enterprise, the entrepreneurand the excellentcompany

iscaptured by many management fadskeen to capitalize on the
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bandwagon fororganisationalreform. Crticism o fthose faddish

prescriptionsisthusseen asa type of 'community service .

Clegg's(1990) postmodem organisation ismarked by a new paradigm in
which organisations seek value through the strength oftheirtiesto and

ne tworks with otherorganisations. The partthat managementfadsplay in
this symbio tic relationship isthatthe old paradigm, characterized by a
bureaucratic structure,isovertumed by new approachesto leaming,
leadership, communications,competencies, people and knowledge itself.
Thismeansthat managementfadsare able to exploit the "incipient
feminization" (Clegg & Palmer, 1996, p. 204) of the new paradigm of
managementin organisationsand challenge the assumption that such
thingsasviciouscircles, organisationaldiscipline, hierarc hies,
disempowered employees, and distorted communic ation channelsare
partofthe managementlandscape. There are managementfadsthat
addresseach ofthese aspects, eithersinglyorasa collective. Although it is
the phenomenon ofmanagement fadsthatisthe focusof this thesis, it is
importantto canvasssome potential vulnerabilities where fads seek to

operate.

Hence, from disc ussions in thischapterand the previouschapter, some
generalobservationsand assumptionscanbe made about management
fads:

e Managementfadslegitimate the prevailing common sense.
e Management guru statusisa socialconstruc tion.

e 'The phenomenonoffadsisnotnecessanly confined to the field of
management, but symptomatic of much widersocial, culturaland
politicalchanges(Jackson, 2001, pp. 2-3).

e Bumells(1989) prediction that gurus wilmove contemporary
managementtheory from a premodemist phase to a postmodemist
phase furtherdemonstratesthe connectionsbetween organisational

behaviourand the widersocialwodd.

The se fourpoints willbe picked up asthe discussion continues to the next
partofthe thesis. The finaltwo c hapters will synthe sise the threadsof

epistemological ontologicaland axiologicalframeworksraised in the first
part ofthe thesis with a systemsperspective ntrorduced in Chapter3. The
conclusion (Chapters8) willapply the insights from the first two parts ofthe
thesisand willreflect upon the phenomenon of management fads within

the contextofcomplex me aning systems.
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Chapter7: Applying Complex Syste ms Thinking to Explain
the Phenomenon of Management Fads

Thave descrnbed what a fad is, how some fadsdifferfrom others, how they
emerge and are abandoned. A discussion about the crticalanalysisof fads also
appeared in the previouschapter. Thischapterwillattempt to explain
management fadsas ‘complex me aning syste ms’. In thisway, the theory
developmentin Part 1 ofthe thesisisputto the test. h the finalchapterlwil
evaluate the resultsofthisanalyticale xpenme nt, cnitigue the application of
complex systemsconceptsto fads, and make some generalisationsabout

applying it to othersocioculturalphenome na.

7.1 Intrtoduc tion

Thischapterexpandson the six-phase modelfirst mised in Chapter1 and
appliesitto management fads, disc ussing the following phasesin terms of the
behaviouroffads; Phase 1 —Chaos, Phase 2 - Complexity, Phase 3 —
Contingent complexity, Phase 4 — Situationalorc ontextual complexity, Phase 5 —

Diffusion and acceptance, Phase 6 — Eme1rging uncertainty.

7.2 Key elements of complex systems and meaning systems exemplified in
management fads

7.2.1 Characternsing managementfadsascomplexsystems

™ reiterate the summary provided in Chapter3 (section 3.2), complex systems

are characterised by the following:

Iarge numberofinterconnecting components.
Componentsare non-deteministic and non-tractable.
Interac tion-rich relationshipsbetween components.

Interac tions exhibit nonlnearbehaviour.

A

Inte rac tions mo stly e xhibit short range information, butcan

precipitate long-range influence (sensitivity to initial ¢ o nd itio ns).

Feedbackloopscause changesto the system.

7. Exhibitpropertiesofemergence and self-organisation because
the system also interac ts with its e nviro nme nt.

8. Operate underfarfrom-equilbrium c onditions.

9. Cannotexclude history (pre-programmed ele me nts e xist).
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10. Each elementin the system isignorant ofthe behaviourof the
system asa whole,and may only respond to localised

info m a tio n.

Iwilltake each ofthe above pointsin tum and elaborate how management

fadscanbe descrbed broadlyintermsofa complex system.

Large number of interconnecting components

Management fads fit the idea ofa complexmeaning system because ofthe
large numberofnested, interconnecting components. The word of
management faddom'operateson many levels, allof which interconnect, and
where selective forces self-organise acrssthem to maintain the semblance or
pattemsofstability. Forexample, we can interrogate the phenomenon of

managementfadsatthe levelof:

e fadsthemselves(plethora ofcument popularfads, enomousvolume of
te xts);

e the organisation (camers,localpoliciesand strategies, type of
organisation);

e businessoreconomic influence (fiscalpolicies, globalisation, trade
deficits,comporate govemance);

e socialconstruction (socialacceptance by dominant groups, integration
ofcommon featuresoffads—language gamesand so on —including the
lackofanagreed definition);

e meaning orbelief(assumptions, attitudes and valuesofindividuals); and

e the prevailing common sense.

When we thinkofmanagementfadsand whatthey are comprsed of, the se

levelscan be usefulforunpacking specific agents within them.

Components are non-deterministic and non-tractable

Fwe were asked to describe a deteministic system, we would descrbe
something we understand, thatisfamiliarto us. We could also predict, with a
relative degree ofaccuracy, the behaviourofthe system based onourpror
experience ofit. n thiscausalmodel, the system producesreactionsand effects
which in tum become the cause ofreactions. Deteministic orcausalmodelsare
often used forsimple, predictable systems, like a pendulum, orthe behaviourof
two gasesin a vacuum. De te ministic systemsand componentsare predictable
and do notdraw upon, norare they influenced by the extemalenvironme nt.
The componentsthatcomprise management fads(organisations, people

employed by an organisation, growth strategies, management, industral
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relations, laws, politic s, busine ss ethic s, fiscalpolicies, globalisation, and so on)
are anything but deteministic: they are not predictable, norare they impervious

to the envinnment in which they operate.

Often used to describbe complex mathematical frameworks, non-tractable
featuresof systems mean they (orcomponents within them) are noteasily
controlled, shaped orpredicted. Non-tractable refersto problemsthatcannot
be solved analytic ally (whic h is why there isa subtle difference to non-

de te ministic ); howe ver, the term is usually c onfined to mathematics. The

diffic ulty of analysing some ofthe componentsofmanagementfads(both
within the component, and its relationship to othercomponents) islargely
dependentupon the sociocultural milieu, which isin a constant state of
instability. Therefore when componentsare described asnon-deteministic and
non-tractable, the system to which they belong mustbe complexand

unpredictable.

Interaction-rich relationships between components

Complex systemsare characterised assuch because ofthe dynamic
relationshipsbetween the components. n the case of management fads,
interactionsbetween the consultant gurus, theirintervention and the
organisation could be one wayofconceptualising a dynamic relationship.
Anotherway would be relationshipsbetween fadsthemselves. Forexample,
some fadsemerge from conditionsmade possible by the implementation of
previousfads. Thiscan be the result of eitherthe success, orfailure ofthe fad.
Yetanothercould be the relationshipsbetween fadsand broader
socioeconomic structures, forexample publishing houses and the word-wide
consultancy empiresspawned by some fads (forexample, Myers-Briggs Type
Indic ators (MBT) and Neur linguistic Programming (NIP) strategiesapplied in
faddish ways). The relationship between fads and business schools at unive rsitie s
hasalso been noted in the previous chapter(Huc zynsiki, 1993; Collins, 1998).

Allcomponentsofcomplex meaning systemshave the capacity to interact with
each other. The diffic ulty in disc e ming the relationship between management
fadsand legitimate managementtheoryisan example ofthis. Change
managementcatalystsare also manifested in variousfads, and played outin
the waysthatorganisationsadoptoradaptparticularfadsto their
cicumstances. kisclear, however, that pattemsofinterconnection do exist
between components. Forexample some ofthe ‘strange attractors’ are
consistent in the implementation ofcertain fads. Such attractorsare almost
alwayslinked to the changing, turbulent exte malenvironme nt o f o 1g a nisa tio ns,

forexample,technology-driven change,orglobalisation influences. Some
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relationshipsremain stable; forexample, the relationship between management
fad gurusand theirpublishersisreasonablyclear—aslong asthe fad remains

suc c e ssful. So too, the popularnty of certain fadsto certain organisa tions.

Interactions exhibit nonlinear behaviour

One ofthe by-productsofdynamic relationshipsis what we might c harac te rise
asnonlnearbehaviour. Theoriesexplaining nonlnearbehaviourare more fully
explained in Appendix A. Howeverforthe purposesof this analysis, nonlnear
behaviourofa managementfad canbe descrbed asthe unexpected results
ofanintervention. Forexample, when managementfadspromise betterways
to dealwith the changing businessoreconomic envimnnment, and deliver
something unpredicted (more cynicism, increased stafftumoverorflagging
profits) because of an unexpected influence (anotherincoming fad), such
resultscan be characterised asnonlinear. Because ofthe interaction-rich
relationshipsbetween allcomponents, the cause-effect relationship between
whata fad promisesand whatitdeliversiscleardy notlinear. Thisisbecause
many fads promise simple linearsolutionsto addresscomplexorganisational

change management issues.

Interactions mostly exhibit short range information, but can precipitate long-
range influence (sensitivity to initial conditions)

The unpredictability ofthe behaviourofmanagement fadsbegins with

se e ming ly insig nific a nt initial ¢ o nd itio ns which may tum out to have crtical
effects on the entire organisation. ntermsofmanagementfadsasa
phenomenon, such thingsasbad publicity by a particularpromoteralso affects
the uptake ofa particularfad. Generally, the management fad influenc es the
successofthe organisation only forthe time the fad isapplied, because the
toolsused to evaluate the fad are derived from the fad itself. If the re sults are
negative, the fad wilbe abandoned; if successful, the fad willbe retained, at
leastfora time, oreven modified. The nextfad wilgenerally build on the
successesorfailuresofeardierfads, including its gurus or promo te 1s. Suc c e ssive
fadsmayeven try to subvert previously successfulconceptsand terminology in
anattemptto become even more successful haddition, fadsonly address
issuesthatare cumently present,oratleast predicted in the short-term. Bec ause
fadsare promoted to addressextemalturbulence and changing organisational
environments in the moment, according to allthose who have written about
longitudinalresearch of fads, it isunlkely they are capable ofaddressing long-
term problemsthat continue to beset many organisations (Huc zynski, 1997,
Rigby, 1998; Jac kson, 2001; Collins, 2001; Milleret al, 2004).
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Feedback loops cause changes to the system

Feedbackloopscanbe seen asthe struc ture underdying dynamic behaviour.
They are responsible forcounternntuitive behaviourand policy resistance, for
example, changing recruitment prac tic esin org anisations. The more suc c e ssful
fadsare able to lockinto these feedbackloops, capitalising on the trends
present in the widersociocultural system, particuladly economic trends orshifting
politicalaliances. Smilaly, management fads also influence the system they
are partofthrough interventionsthatare taken up, promoted, and
recommended by successfulorganisations. Forexample, suc cessful gurus are
envied and copied by those who are less successful But generally, because the
extemalenvimnmentrarely emainsconstantin any of these areas, faddish
interventions, by definition offeedback, willonly work forthe time that the
situation they purport to addressisin stasis. Thisisone explanation forwhy
managementfadsoperate in a fitnesslandscape;ifthe fitness ofthe
organisation decreases, the fad wilbe blamed, thus generating the need to

replace it with another(hopefully) more successfulone.

Exhibit properties of emergence and self-organisation because the system
also interacts with its environment

Since organisations are inexorably linked to the broadersociocultural system,
theycanneverbe in a state of equilbrium. Inmediately afterfad adoption,
when periodsofstability are attheirhighest in the organisation, the fad ismost
stable. When extemalconditions change, the interventionsimplemented by the
fad are also required to adaptto the changing extemalenvironment, taking on
new and more dynamic relationshipsthan existed before the fad was
imtroduced. Emergence, which is “the appearance of unpredictable or
incalculable behaviourfrom the interaction of simple components” (LissacK,
1999, p. 27),isa feature offad implementation, because often itisunknown at
the time ofthe fad’simplementation whetherit wilbe successfulornot. The
numberoffadscumently enjoying successwillalso be asa result of self-
organisation around particularthemes, ultimately connected to the broader
sociocultural system. Certain strategiesofa fad will, foratleasta time, enjoy
successbecause componentsofthe fad will self-organise around the most
crticalareas. Forexample, strate gies within Busine ss Proc e ss Reengine ering
(BPR) wiladdress workflow pattemsbecause thatisthe imitialfocusofthat

partic ularinte rve ntion.
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Have a history and memory (pre-programmed elements exist)

Successfulmanagementfadsare adeptatco-opting accepted featuresof
previousfadsthatalso achieved a measure of success. The typesof
interventions suggested by fadsare generally familiarto organisations, and their
employees. Whetherornotfadsare seen asusefulora scourge, they have
become anaccepted partofthe businesslandscape. Thismeansthat
managementinorganisations wilbe generally accepting of fadsthat
incorporate the traditionsand operating envimnment ofthe organisation. One
ofthe featuresofthe more successfulmanagementfadsisthatthey are
capable of promoting familiarand easily-understood conceptsthatresonate
with the organisation’saimsand objectives. Because successfulmanagement
fadshave an ability to incorporate these pre-programmed features, and
include whatcould be describbed asmemory in the intervention, they are, at
le astin the first nstance, readily embraced by organisationsand some oftheir
staff. longerserving employees, however, often display increasing levelsof
cynicism (Gibson & Tesone, 2001), oreven resistance,because new fadsare

oftenrepackaged,oratleastbuild upon the successesofpreceding ones.

Each element in the system is ignorant of the behaviour of the system as a
whole, only responding to localised information

Thisisnot contrary to the previous property, asitis usually the case that
managementfadsoperate onone componentofthe organisation ata time
(e.g.,communication channels, financial management, re struc turing ). Even
suc h interventions asrestructuresorlarge-scale rerdundanciesmaynotaddress
the undendying causes;such actionsrepresenta reaction, ratherthan a so lution.
The inability of fads to integrate information about otherpartsofthe
organisation can make the behaviourofthe whole system unpredictable, ifnot
chaotic. Thisisgenerally why they are populardy described asfadsin the first
instance,because ofthe perception thattheyactinisolation ofthe needsof
the organisation. The successofthe fad, then,dependsupon information from
the organisation thatisfed into it. Although otherremote factorscan influence
the successofthe fad, often there isno perceivable connection between the se

events. The fad can represent the linking agentbetween these influences.

The explication ofthese ten systemstheory factorsin termsofmanagementfads
representsa compilation ofthe viewsofotherprmary researchersof
management fads (Huc zynski, 1997; Rigby, 1998; Collins, 2000; Gibson & Te sone,
2001;Jackson, 2001; Milleret al, 2004).
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7.2.2 Charactersing managementfadsasmeaning systems

The above discussion indicatesthatfadsare a phenomenon suitable to an
analysisin complex systems terms. Thking this one step further, we can analyse
managementfadsasmeaning systems. E wilbe recalled that the term
meaning system canbe read in two ways in this the sis. Firstly, the term isa
generic way to describe a range ofsocioculturalphenomena operating as
interpretive frameworks, (forexample, superstitions, culturalcodes, religionsor
theoretic al syste ms). Secondly, the term itselfisa theoreticalconstruct and,

dernving from systemstheory, hasspecific formalconceptualcomponents.

Distilling the main themes from the eadierdisc ussion, Ipropose there are ten

characternsticsof meaning systems, asfollows:

1. representational;
no n-unive rsal;
subje c tive ;
alwaysdependantonanobserverperspective;
characterised by rule-based symbol(language) system;
characterised by processesforlegitimation of knowledge;
distinguished by truth and beliefele ments;

criticalto support and sustain the valuesofthe widersociocultural system;

© ® =N e ook LN

hierarchicalsince certain meaning systemscan dominate,oratleast

influence, others; and
10.networked to othermeaning syste ms.

Using these ten characterstics of me aning systems, the featuresof
management fadsthatcomespond to these characternsticsare identified as

follows:

Representational

Allthing s, inc luding syste ms, c o ntain information, but just how thisis interpre te d
orrepresented mustbe linked to notionsof meaning, value and belief. As Cillie rs
(1998) asks: 'How doesthe brain represent the wordd? What is the relatio nship
between linguistic componentsand the objectsthey describe?" (p. 11). Cilliers'
(1998) treatmentofrepresentationalmodels through neuralnetworksobserve s
thatin orderto compute any value ofthe ‘network’, every connection mustbe
ascribed a certain ‘strength’ or‘weight’. According to Cillie rs this a ssists with
representation because relationshipscannotbe defined in determinate terms

when dealing with complex systems like language orthe brain. Therefore,
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representationalmodelsofmanagementfadsnecessarly involve interpretation
and meaning, butthese modelswilnotrepresent the same experience foreach
organisation, bringing itback to the position ofthe observer. Meaning isnot
something conferred by a one-to-one comespondence to the extemalthing
and a symbol(orlanguage) thatrepresentsit. Rather, meaning isconferred by
the complexinteraction ofrelationshipsbetween the structuralcomponentsof
the system itse If. Thus, when we talkofrepresentation, there are complex
systemsthatoverday complex meaning systemsin a web ofintric a te
interconnecting pattemsthatmay defy attemptsto modelthem. Nonetheless,
various theorists have attempted to modelcomplex syste ms, with the re sult that
such models, whilst acknowledged to be representational do notactually
cormespond to the complex system they purport to model Thus, attempts to

modelorganisationsby fadsfailto take these complexitiesinto account.

Non-universal

Meaning systemsare an interpretive framework forthose applying the model—
and the subjectofthe modelcan find different applic ations. Therefore, they are
non-unive rsal Different interpretationsby organisationsmean that some fads wil
be accepted and implemented differently. No two organisationscan
experience the same fad in the same way. Thisisbecause such thingsas
attitudes, organisationalculture, beliefsand valuesthatbrand a particular
organisation wil make the application ofthe intervention a different experence
forboth the organisation (struc turally) and the employeesofthe organisation.
The non-universalnature of meaning systems meansthatthe vanation in
implementation offadscan only mean lossofstability and perennial, constant
change on the upside,and conversely chaosand dysfunction where a fad is
mapproprately orwrongly applied.

Subjective

In the mechanistic scientific view of knowledge,lawscontrolallmovement and
understanding of struc ture, matterand force, inc luding those detemining the
behaviourofliving beingsand the language and rationality of humans.
‘Subjective’ impliesthat allthis knowledge is, in the Humerean sense, from the
position ofthe observer(discussed below). A meaning systemsperspective of
managementfadswould see them aspurely subjective. Thisisbec ause the
interpretive frame work sumounding me aning systemsisnoteasily measured, nor
objectively observed. Of course, the postmodem view sees subjec tivity as
socially constructed and ultimately influenced by powerrelations, whic h also
accords with the phenomenon offads. Also, as Cilliers (1998) points o ut, the

post-struc turalnotion of dec onstruc tion ofthe rigid bordersbetween science
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and theory meanstrue objectivity isno longerpossible and theory spills o verinto
alllevels of scientific activity (p. 87). Although meaning systems are subjec tive,

what makesthem so isourexperience ofthem.

Depends on an observer perspective

This fo lo ws from and is c o nsiste nt with the previous element, in that the position
ofthe observeriscrticalin an understanding ofa particularmeaning system.
“Observing isboth the ultimate starting point and the most fundamental
questionin any attemptto understand reality and reason asphenomena of the
human domain” (Maturana, 1988, p. 27). Quite obviously, in termsofa meaning
systemsapprach, ndividuals within organisations may react diffe re ntly to the
same managementfad, causing the organisation to reactin nonlnear, non-
specific ways. Therefore, the application ofa universalapproach to addressing
organisationalissues, since suc h issuesinvolve interpretation, and/orthe position
ofthe observer,istherefore, notfeasible. Moreover, "the observeris the source
ofallrealities and existencesand can bring forth many different le gitima te
domainsofreality through the operationalcoherencesofhispraxisofliving"
(Kenny, 1985, approx. p. 12). Forexample, there are differencesin the
perspectivesand the perception ofthe fad from the consultant guru, employee
and middle management. Hence, the interplay between the fad asa complex
me aning system and its re latio nship with the broadersociocultural system and its
myriad of meaning systemsisofbewiderng complexity. Using complex

me aning systems thinking to unpackand even modelthe behaviourofa fad wil
require the capacity to bring togetherelements that would notusually be

associated in an analysis.

Rule-based symbol (language) system

Managementfadsdepend on a range oflinguistic rulesin orderforthem to be
suc c e ssfully promoted. These rules were discussed in previous chapters
(alliterative numberlists, complexconceptsreduced to simple catchphrases,
buzzwords, memorable and easily repeated slogans, etc.). Thisofcourse is
related to the discussion of representation, which attemptsto explain how the
wordsofourlanguage orthe structuresin ourbrain become meaningful As
Cillie rs (1998) points o ut, “po st-struc tura lists deny the transparency oflanguage”
(p.15). Thismeansthat Demda'sidea ofthe 'metaphysicsofpresence'canbe
engaged in such analysisbecause there isno one-to-one comespondence
between a word and its meaning. The tec hnique of ‘deconstruction’ offers
anotherway ofunderstanding re presentationalist frameworkssuch as

managementfads, but there are limita tions to thisframeworkasitisarguable
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whetherthe elementsofthe frameworkare truly representational (to all players)
in the fist place.

Legitimation of knowledge

Forme aning systems to exist there mustbe collective agreementabout what
they comprse. Thisagreementorconsensusthen mustreferbackto the power
relationsand socialconstruction ofthe conceptsinvolved. Forexample, certain
knowledge isrequired in orderforthe managementfad to be understood, and
ultimately be successful Knowledge ofsuch thingsasthe busine ss e nvironme nt,
industrialrelations, traditionalwork practicesofan organisation, how the
intervention will work with curment organisationalamangements, and so on, is
required to ensure the fad canbe adopted and diffused among otherlke
organisations. How certain interve ntions work theirway through the organisation
to legitimate dominant groups (forexample, middle management), or

dise nfranc hise othergrups(disadvantaged groups, unskilled workers, etc.) is
also pertinent to this disc ussion. When consultant gurus attempt to introduce
anothermanagementidea to an organisation, it becomes very diffic ult to blend
the ideasofthe previousfad, and incormporate the intervention ofthe new one.
Thus, some very fine-tuned skillsare required to begin the processoflegitimating
the knowledge.

Fwe see managementfadsasa meaning system, there are certain thingsthat
we just ‘know’ willaffect how successfulthe fad becomes. Thismay mean
management insisting on the use ofcertain language promoted by the fad in
everyday application, to assure the fad diffuses throughout the organisation. k
may also mean postersand othermarketing materialare used to promote the
fad, serving asconstantremindersthatfad adoptionisnotoptionaland change
isimmine nt. Thismeans that some groups willuse this kind of knowledge to their
advantage,and otherswilnotbe afforded the same opportunity. nh other
words, use oflanguage asan instrumentofpowerhasthe ability to improve the
position ofthose who apply it suc c e ssfully, but detrimentally affect those who
are eithernotcapable orare denied accessto the same opportunities. For
example, such interventionsasthe balanced scorecard willafford middle
managers multiple opportunitiesto engage the language of‘triple bottom line
reporting’, but ad ministra tive staff, by virtue oftheirfunc tionaltasks, are left out
ofthe loop, simply because the language is diffic ult to understand and often
obfuscatesthe realissues. The reporting requirements fortriple bottom lne
accountability are significant, lengthy and usually based on a formularised
approach. Should such an intervention be introduced, only those with

knowledge ofhow to prepare a submission willbe seen as'effective’; tho se
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witho ut the knowledge orthose from whom knowledge issoughtto create the

main report would generally be seen aslessimportant.

Elements of truth and belief required to support

Managementfadsasa meaning system require all participants to exercise
some discretion about theirpersonalvalue system. Mo st often, management
fadsare values-driven, and demand thattheirstakeholdersadoptsome truth
claim; some even require the statusof‘true believer (an example isthe case of
consultant guru Tony Robbins who challengeshisfollowersto walkon hotcoals).
This ¢ an link into the valuesofthe organisation itse If, promoting its services and
productsasthe fad reachesits diffusion peak. Fthe employee's belief system
doesnotaccord with the valuesofthe managementfad, there willbe
distutbances, and ifthispersistscollectivelyon a large-scale, failure orchaos wil
ensue untilthe fad isabandoned. Eisnot difficult to conceive of an attitudinal
survey to c onfirm this. One ofthe key signsthata managementfad doesnot
have widespread accord with the meaning systemsofemployeesisincreasing
and/orhigh levelsof cynicism. Alte matively, when the fad is suc c e ssful, the
valuesespoused by the fad wilbe consistent (atleastfora time) with that of the

organisationalc ulture.

Values of the wider system supported and sustained

The previouselementalso operatesin reverse. In otherwords, the broader
sociocultural system islegitimated by the valuesespoused in the management
fad. Managementfads willnot flaunt the rules ofthe sociocultural system that
makes them suc c e ssfulin the first instance. Ultimately the successofthe fad and
its guru consultants wildepend on how accepting the widersociety is ofits
techniques. Although marketing strategiesactively promote fads, when bad
public ity startsthe chance ofsuccessisnotoptimised. Fads also must support
the cumrent economic and political miieu. Forexample, those management fad
gurus who regulady appearon lucrative USand European cormorate talk circ uits
sometimes witne ss some oftheirbuzzphrasesortechniquesapplied to other
fieldsofendeavour. A couple ofexamplesare worth mentioning. First, the use of
the word ‘leaming’, derived from PeterSenge’sleaming Organisation. t seems
from participantobservation that the word ‘leaming’ has diffused to include
quite a numberofstrategiesdealing with communication and/orinterpersonal
issue s, to the extent thatthe word leaming hasslipped into common vemacular
in some organisations —‘leaming circles’, ‘leaming groups’, ‘leaming teams’,
‘leadership and leaming centre’, ‘leaming strategies’ and the like. This of c o urse
givesthe word ‘leaming’ specialkudos. Anotherexample isthe acceptance of

some tec hniquesflrom otherdisciplnes(especially from medicine or
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psychology) aspartof management inte rve ntio ns in o 1g a nisa tio ns. Ne uro

ling uistic programming (NIP) tec hniques, forexample, with theirhigh focuson
personal growth (using such ‘activities’ as hypnosis, walking on hotcoalsand
milita ry-style orienteering), has diffused into organisations, often repackaged as
programsorstrategiesforimprovement ofsuch thingsasself-esteem,
interpersonalrelations, betterextemalc lie nt-c ustomerrelationships, and so on.
Suc h tec hniques, of course, whilst promoted as something thatimprovesthe
organisation’s values through staff enrichment programs, do notcany wamings
aboutthe risksassociated with theirapplication by amateuramchair
psychologists, who, arguably, can potentially use c onfide ntial info rma tion in
waysnotnecessarnly intended by the creators ofthe intervention. Generally, the
fad willbe supportive ofand even promote the valuesofthe broader

sociocultural system to ensure itslegitimacy and cumency.

Power-relations cause certain meaning systems to dominate others

The managementfad legitimatesthe powerrelationship between the
organisation and itsenvironment, particulady overitsemployees. The
relationshipsbetween certain componentsin the meaning system are more
robust and resilient than others, re sulting in powershifts and bifurcation pointsas
the system (managementfad) struggles forequilbrum. Some time s
managementfadsdisrupt the e quilbrium, deliberately shifting the balance of
powerin an organisation. Even within the fad itself, there could be other
meaning systemscompeting forcontrorlofthe agenda foritsimplementation in
anorganisation. Forexample, resistance to certain interventionscould occurif
the organisationalculture isundemined orbelittled in some way. Therefore, the
more successfulmanagementfadscapitalise on and lockinto the most
dominant meaning systems presentin the organisation. The rela tio nship
between meaning systemsand the powerthey wield isa complexone, and
mostlikely only capable ofbeing analysed by painstaking discourse analysisor
such thingsasmodelling itsimpacts through distrlbuted networks. Power
relationsbetween components ofthe meaning system often manife st in ¢ o nflic t,
forexample,between organisationalculture and a new structure orsupply

chain adjustme nt.

Networked to other meaning systems

The managementfad requiresconnection to the organisational framework and
cannotexistin a vacuum. Although the managementfad could represent one
kind of me aning system (disc ursive, values, power, etc.), itisinvarably
connected to othermeaning systems forthose involved in its imple me nta tio n.

Fadsare simply one wayofpresenting anidea orstrategy, orgroup of
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strategies, forimprovement to an organisation. The intricate pattemsof
connection that exist in organisations would indic ate that no single method is
capable ofaddressing future uncertainties; no one approachcould be
considered universally appealing. How the fad mightbe connected to other
complex meaning syste ms within society and also how they might have evolved
isalso animportant part of analysing the successorotherwise ofthe fad.
Arguably, the networksare certainlycapable ofbeing mapped, and in some
cases,evenmodelled (Barabasi, 2003; Watts, 2003).

7.3 Management fads as a network

The thinking behind the science of networksisrelevant to the analysisof
managementfadsin thatitoffersa neatly-packaged methodology for
critique. In essence, the science of networksseeseachofusaspartof
large clusters,a worddwide socialnetforwhich there are no exceptions. For
example, although we do not know everyone on the planet, according to
the populartheory, we can be linked through others, orthrough some thing
we are connected with, to justabout everyone else, thatis, through the 'six
degreesofseparation’. Atthe individuallevel, according to Barabasi
(2003), the ‘six-degreesofseparation’ linking a woman from a hilltrbe in
the Congo to the President ofthe United States, can in the technological
age be reduced to four. The reason forthe reduc tion from six to four
mvolvesthe conceptsof'hubs and '‘connectors. In any system,
interdinkagesbetweennodescanbe robust, accounting forthe attraction
to 'hubs'": "Sprinkled among every walkoflife ... are a handfulofpeople
with a truly extraordinary knackof making fiendsand acquaintances; they
are connectors" (Barabasi 2003, p. 55). Connectors, Barabasi(2003) sees,
provide an important social function asthey are responsible fortrend-
setting, fad diffusing, relationship building and so on. On the scientific side,
the modelling that accompaniesthistheory dispels the view thatsocial
networksare random (Barabasi, 2003, pp. 55-57).

The eadierdiscussion of Goldman (1999) can also be recalled who posits
thatinstead ofindividual ‘knowers (as with the Cartesian tradition), there is
a group entity, orsociocultural‘clusters’). The follo wing graphic (Figure 5.6)
represents the interactionsbetween proteinsin yeast. Barabasi(2003) uses
thisto demonstrate the notion of clusters, nodesand hubsin other
applications. In thisdiagram, the red nodesare essential proteins, their
survival criticalforthe network, orange are important, but not essential,

green and yellow nodesare oflesserimportance.
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Thisprovides a useful visualmap of how interac tions might workbetween
people, where certain individualsare more connected than others,because of
theirlarge numberofinteractions. In thisgraphic,itcan also be observed that
hubscan also be vulnerable. Because hubsare connected to many other
nodes, they have the potentialto be infected by cormupted nodes. Once a hub
hasbeen infected, it will pass the virus to numerous othersites, e ventually
compromising otherhubs, which willthen spread the virus througho ut the e ntire
system. Thiscanbe compared to the spread ofmanagementfadsthroughout
the comporate word.

This figure is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

Figure 7.1: Networks, clusters, hubs, nodes and viruses
(Barabasi, 2003, p. 59)
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Barabasi(2003) and Watts (2003) each devote one fullchapterto the study
of viruses and fads. Why might thisbe relevantin the study of
managementfads? The spread of managementfadscanbe compared to
the spread ofviruses. ¥we overay the networking theores of Watts (2003)
and Barabasi(2003), certain hubs,nodesand connectorsserve to speed
up the proliferation ofthe fad orvirus and like wise certain people orevents
(forexample, the collapse of Enron) may also limit the spread ofa fad. Their
disc ussions are c onsiste nt with Etto e 's (1997) findings which proposes a
bell-curve forthe adoption and abandonmentoffads. Athough Barabasi
(2003) use s slightly different terminology, the ideasofthese wrters are
similarwhenitcomesto conceptssuch as'thresholds' in the spread ofa
fad. The threshold modeldoesnotascrnbe to randomness, ratherit
proposesthat diffusion ofinnovationsis anything but arbitrary: "Re c o g nizing
that passing a crticalthreshold isthe prere quisite forthe spread offads
and viruses wasprobably the mostimportantconceptualadvance in
understanding spreading and diffusion" (Barabasi, 2003, p. 131). Barab4asi's
(2003) research showsthat where hubs predominantly feature in a complex

system, innovation and fadsspread across heterogeneous netwo rks.

Ih termsofmanagement fads, thismeansthatthe successattnbutable to
some ofthe fadsdiscussed iscertainly notrandom, norare fadsblindly
accepted asclaimed by some theorsts. Asdiscussed, some management
fadsare adopted by organisations simply because oftheirsuccess(recall
Rigby, 1997 and Collins, 2000), orbecause the guru consultant is famous
(Mic ke thwaite and Wooldridge, 1997; Crainer, 1998). Of course, other
theornstsadopta more rationalapprmach forthe uptake offads. For
example, Rigby (1997), Collins (2002) and Huc zynski (1993, 1997) see that
the uptake of managementfadsisdrnven bycertain characternsticsoffads
offering interventions forimprovement that, forexample, may be simply
and quickly communicated to organisations. Thisaccords with the
networked appmach, accounting forthe predominance ofacronyms,
numberlists, generc claims using single conceptslike leadership’,
'‘excellence’, mnovation',and so on. Such wordsactashubsand
connectors formany inte rve ntions, supporting the perception that
engaging strategies with such wordsin the title can almost guarantee some

measure of ‘success’, atleastuntilthe next hub beginsto attract attention.

Although the textsand findingsof Barabasi(2003) and Watts (2003) are
similar, Watts (2003) proposesa more mathematicalapproach to
demonstrate hisnetwork hypotheses, engaging empirical studies, cellular

automata modelling methodologies,and sociologicaltoolssuch as
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percolation thresholds. Watts (2003) uses the notion of 'percolation clusters'
in a way similarto Barabasis (2003) use of hubs and connec tors. This also
meansthatbecause the hubsand connectorsare the most attrac tive to
nodes, they are also the most susceptible to potential we akne ss:

lonic ally, the vulnerability of scale-free networksto attackisdue to exactly
the same property astheirapparentrobustness: in a scale-free network, the
mostconnected nodesare so much more crticalto overall func tionality than
theircounterpartsin a uniform network. The overallmessage, therefore,isan
ambiguousone: the mobustnessofa networkis highly dependent on the
specific nature of the failures, with andom and targeted failures o ffering
diametrcally opposite ¢conclusions. (Watts, 2003, pp. 191-192)

This b uilt-in weaknessoflarge systemshasconsequencesformanagement

fadsif we choose to analyse them in thisway. The more popular

interventionsare more aptto fail, simply because theirsaturation in the

market statistically increasesthe capacity forthem to be misapplied.

7.4 Synthe sising the paradigms: Complex meaning systems and
management fads

Now thatthe featuresofmanagementfadshave been discussed asboth
complex systems and meaning systems, it is o pportune to the oretic ally unite
these conceptsinto whatIhave termed “complexmeaning systems”. Aswe
have seen in the preceding descriptions, managementfadsperform in regular,
predictable ways(atleastfora time), butconversely exhibit be haviourin which
regulanty and predictability islost. They are also capable ofchanging overtime
and, since they are unstable, move furtherand furtheraway from theirstarting
conditions. h otherwords, they behave and perform much lke any other
complexsocioculturalphenomena. Iooking atmanagementfadsin termsofa
complex meaning system, however, meanswe can introduce crticism offads
into the analysis. Forexample Collins (2000) seesthat much ofthe crtique of
management fadsislimited and incomplete,because tdoesnotbuild from a
properdy coherent and theoretically grounded modelofmanaging and
organising (p. 23), and Burrell (1989) accusessome more wellknown gurus
(Rosabeth Kantnerand Tom Peters) of “...emphasising appearance, image and
supetficiality” (p. 310). The se crticisms, because they add to the understanding
offadsasa complexmeaning systems,cannotbe ignored simply because they
are notpartofa particularfad’sdiscourse. One ofthe keyideasbehind
complex systemstheoryisthatthe pattemsthatconnectcanbe overtand
observed, the relationshipsbeing atleastasimportant asthe elementsofthe
system itself. Thatfadsare oftenlabelled assuperficial (Huc zynski, 1997; Rigby,
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1998; Jac kson, 2001; Collins, 2001; Milleret al, 2004) ispart of the discourse of
fadsthemselves.

Eardierchaptersdiscussed the notion of perception and what typesof struc tures
govem perceptions. Because such structuresare formed from oursocial
interaction, they are unique to ourown perspective. Thismeansthere are as
many meaning systemsasthere are people. fthe meaning system we might
callmanagementfadsisanalysed underthismodel, there wilbe multiple
versionsof how the managementfad affectsindividuals and the organisation
itse If. This e xplains why some theornstsand philosophers (forexample, Kadd
Poppersnotion ofobjective knowledge), see thatso-called purely objec tive
knowledge isimpossible: the observerisnotapart from the phenomena he or
she observes, and universalsare problematic. Of course, many fadstrade on this
technique, plugging the intervention into value and meaning systemscommon
to the broadersociocultural system (forexample, the need to belong, to be
included, to be successful, to be ethical and so on). The consultant gurus
promoting managementfadsdo so by making the fad asrepresentative ofthe
broadervaluesofthe community aspossible, so that any varations in the
position ofthe observersare reduced. An example ofthiswould be the use of
‘triple bottom line’ accountability by public sectororganisations. Strategiesthat
pursue envimnmental socialand economic objectivescanrarely be argued
with in the public arena. Where such an intervention borderson being a fad isin
the amount ofjustification required, which in the case of‘triple bottom line’

ac c o unta bility, is sig nific a nt.

However, since there is “... no unified field of complexity theory, but rathera
numberof diffe re nt field s with intriguing pointsofresemblance, overdap or
complementarnty”, the application ofcomplex systemsischaracterised by a
multifaceted appmach (Rosenhead, 1998, p. 2). AsThave already outlined,
explaining the phenomenon ofmanagementfadsin termsofcomplex systems
behaviourmeansthata range ofextermaland interrelated pattemsof
connectionisintroduced into the analysis inc luding theirc ritic al analysis.
Complexity emergesasa resultof pattemsofdynamic interaction between the
elements orcomponents; thisnow must include suc h thingsasvalues, belief,
and meaning. Given the characternsticsofcomplex syste ms outlined earierin
this the sis, if we broadly thinkofa meaning system asa collectionofideas,
values, beliefsand attitudes from the pointof view ofthe observer, then the
interplay and connectivity between these aspectsbehavesasa complex

system.

Applying the idea ofcomplex meaning systemsto managementfadsrequires

an understanding, not only of how the outward appearancesofmanagement
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fadsare interpreted, but also how the valuesand beliefsimpacton actants
(membersofanorganisation) and how the camers(management gurus,
promoters) interact and provide pattemsthat we may follow. Thinking about the
managementfad aspartofa process, ratherthan simply a phenomenon that
exists, seesthem notonly the result of a series of suc cessful, orluc rative,
organisationalinte rve ntions, but astheirown complex me aning systems,
connected to the myrad ofothersocialphenomena that make up our
prevailing common sense. Inotherwornds, seeing fadsaspartofa process,
ratherthan descrbing what they're made of, provides ontolo gic alinsights into
theirdevelo pment, struc ture and how they func tio n. This re fle ¢ ts the re la tio nship
between substance and matter; pattem and form. Essentially, we are applying
the discourse of complex syste ms thinking to anideological/meaning schema in

much the same wayasapplying itto a physical/biologic al system.

Using the idea of complex meaning systems and the processoutlined in the
figure below (Figure 7.1), Iwilltheoretically map out the relationship between
form and substance forthe phenomenon we callmanagementfads. horderto
achieve this, Iwilldiscusseach ofthe phasesin tum, ensuring the observations

made atthe end ofthe previouschapterare addressed:
e Managementfadslegitimate the prevailng common sense.
e Management guru statusisa socialconstruc tion.

e 'The phenomenonoffadsisnotnecessanly confined to the field of
management, butissymptomatic of much widersocial, culturaland
politicalchanges(Jackson, 2001, pp. 2-3).

e Bumell's(1989) prediction that the gurus wilmove contemporary
managementtheory from a premodemist phase to a postmodemist
phase furtherdemonstratesthe connectionsbetween organisational

behaviourand the widersocialwodd.

The disc ussion willalso tum towards how managementfadscanbe descrnbed
asa complex meaning system. To furthe rthis disc ussion, the figure thatdescrbes
the complexmeaning system framewo1k, introduced in Chapter4, is

reproduced here.
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Figure 7.2: The six-phase modelofcomplex meaning systems

Phase 1 —Chaos

The first phase usually marksthe birth ofthe fad and isoften characterised by
turtbulence and uncertainty in the extemalsocial economic and political
envionme nt. There is muc h information, but little coordination of knowledge
and understanding ofitslong term impact. Forganisations are linked into how
the meaning systemsofthe prevailing common sense operate, their
management wilbe aware ofthe needsofthe organisation ratherthan
jumping on the fist fad bandwagon thatcomesalong. The key theme in this
phase isunpredic tability, which can sometimesappearaschaos. However, just
because systemsare described aschaotic,itdoesnotmeana lackoforder. k
simply meansthatorderishidden, and maybe obfuscated because ofextreme
fluc tuationsin perceptions about the extemalenvimnment. Justasabsence of
information canbe chaotic,so too cananexcessofinformation be damaging

to anorganisation searc hing foran inte rve ntion.

Aswe have leamed from those researching in the area, the successof

managementfadsdependson theirrate of uptake and the way they are
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perceived by the busine ss co mmunity (Huc zynski, 1997; Rigby, 1998; Jac kson,
2001; Collins, 2001; Milleret al, 2004). Thus, successfulmanagement fads must
offernotonly successthrough change, but also stability in the face of change.
Taking the idea of stability in comple x systems a little further, there are essentially
three key ‘zones’ that management fadsexploit. First, mo st interve ntions willbe
able to relate to cunmrentbest practice, refnementofwhat cumently works (even
ifit seems‘old fashioned’) and they must, of course, exploit the organisational
network. Exploiting the organisationalnetwork means, forinstance, thatfads
must plug into accepted businesspractice ofthe cormporate word. They must
take accountofsuch thingsasprofit margins, industralrelations, cormporate tax
laws, globalised economies, and market share. (Forexample, busine sse s must
adhere to corporate, taxand industriallaws. Thismeansmanagementfads

must advocate and promote anacceptable zone of stability.

Second,depending on how revolutionary the idea, management fads must
also advocate a zone ofinstability, oroffersomething new and even exciting to
theiraudience. Disruption in this zone hasthe potentialto cause severe
instability —and even chaos—ifan intervention isimplemented incomectly or
imcompetently. However, mostly what counts asinstability is simply a new take
onanold idea. Some managementfads,suchasTQM, advocate only a
marginalzone ofinstability, while others—balanced scorecard, knowledge
management and Business Pocess Reengineering are examples—expend
significantenergy in orderforthem to be considered implemented in an
organisation. They are large-scale organisationalinterventions which can affect
suc h thingsasorganisationalculture. Thus, entopy becomesa feature of
implementation of such fads, both informationalentropy (characterised by
diversity orvarnety), and physicalentropy (characterised by disorderand chaos)

canbe present during the phasesofthe fad, particulardy in Phase 1 —Chaos.

Finally, there isthe zone between stability and instability, sometimesreferred to
asthe ‘edge ofchaos’. Thisiswhere bounded stability and instability face off—
where the unpredictability of specific behaviourwithin a predictable general
struc ture ofbehaviourbecomes virtually impossible to separate, much less
define. Before we had complex systems to help map this te mtory, the type of
behaviourthatcharacternsesmanagementfads(asa collective) wasputdown
to eitherrandomne ss (where the relationshipsbetween inexplicable vanation
probabilitiesare notexplored), or‘the prevailing common sense’ (the

netherwond oflawsand codesgoveming the behaviourofsocialphenomena).
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Unstable Zone

eintemaland extemalpressures
e easily disturtbed

esaffected by forces with which it
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e rarely static

eno predictable awsapply

Edge of Chaos
edependent upon relationship
between stability and instab ility

Stable Zone

e inherently stable
epredictable

ebased on ‘proven’ conditions
elaws-based behaviour

Figure 7.3: Bounded stability captured in the moment

Figure 7.2 depictsthe relationship between stable and unstable statescaptured
in the momentofbounded stability, orequilbrium. When we examine this
moment from the perspective ofthe stable zone, any vanations present
become apparent when we calculate the size ofthe base. The more stable the
base, the more stable the structure overtime. Fthe base startsto decayor
disappear, the stability of the whole system willbe jeopardised. The zone of
instability, epresented by the sphere,iscapable ofbeing influenced by three
dime nsions. This diagram re pre se nts the situation where the forcesXand Yare
equal Xand Ycome from the competing setofideas, valuesand knowledge
faced by anorganisation. The capacity of the stable state to influence the se
forces(dashed lines) willdetemine whetherthere isturbulence and the edge of
chaosisin a constant state of fluctuation - forexample, the decision to priva tise
ornotto privatise, whetherempowementismore beneficialthan giving up
control orthe politicalinfluencesbrmughtto bearon a public sector
organisation. Thisstable state canequally referto a smallpart ofthe
organisation,oreven one decision that might affectthe entire organisation. I
we take the example of valuesand decision-making from this perspec tive, this
meansthatforevery decision to be made, there isa diametrically-opposed
altemative (and the range of 'possibles in between). Although the amows
represent only two dimensions ofinfluence, the third dime nsion is manife sted in
the massofthe sphere itself. The sphere isused because there isa moment in
time at whic h the unstable zone canbe captured. The largerand more

unpredictable the sphere, the more influence factorsoperating within the edge
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ofchaoshave. The more the forcesare balanced, the more stable the entire
struc ture, and the more predictable t becomesovertime. Thisalso meansthat
asthe massofthe sphere (unstable zone) reduces, the base ofthe pyramid

(stable zone) mayincrease, causing only minordisruptionsto the edge ofchaos.

Broadly, systemsbehaviourisdivided into two zonesseparated by the edge of
chaos. Generally, the stable zone supportsand housesthe predictable
behaviourofthe system. However, the unstable zone is the one whic h ultimately
determine s the behaviourofthe system, because it is c o nstantly shifting and
moving in response to a myriad offactors. Fthere isminimaldisturbance, the
stable zone willprevail, however, if the re is signific ant disturbanc e (multip le
forces), the edge ofchaoswillbe reached and the system willcollapse. I the
conditions ofthe stable zone influence the unstable zone (feedbackloops

c lanfy relationships), the edge ofchaosmayneverbe reached, orifitis, may
only be attained momentarnly. Stable behaviouris usually only momentary in
complex systems; the diagram (Figure 7.2) re pre se nts the phase transition —
where stability and instability have reached a pointofequilbrium. ¥we lookat
complex syste ms from this perspective, the notion of randomness tends to
evaporate in the midst ofallthe possible outcomes. In thismodel, elements from
the edge ofchaoscan migrate to eitherthe stable zone orthe unstable zone.
Once we are aware of thisrelationship, being able to determine the nature and
strength ofthe elementsinvolved in these three statesseesthat we may no
longerview whatactually happensassome kind of random action among

possible outcomes.

Cause and effectisno longerlnearbecause there are infinite vana tions in the
valuesand the presence ofcausalfactors. Viewing the behaviourofcomplex
systemsunderthismodel, the notion of randomnessisreduced, because the
probabilities of interconnection ofrelationshipsbetween componentsin the
system are exposed and canbe potentially mapped. The seemingly formle ss
random behavioursare complexand imegular, but they are no longer
mexplicable. There are pattemsofconnection, and when these pattemsare
mapped, theirtrajec tories exhibit predictable behaviours within a range of
conceivable probabilities. The pattem oftrajectories, termed ‘strange
attractors’ is exhibited in the behaviourofallcomplex systems. Strange
attractorsare different from stable attractors where the system reactsin a more
predictable way if disturbed.
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Figure 7.4: Relationship between stable and unstable states

Thking the example ofa stable state in Figure 7.2 a step further, we can see in
Figure 7.3 thatthe stable zone and the unstable zone compete forcontrolof the
edge ofchaos, where elements from the edge ofchaoscan merge into either
the stable and unstable zones. The stable zone containscommon elementsof
the comporate word thatallorganisationswould be exposed to: such thingsas
cormporate laws, profit, traditional busine ss prac tic e s, ind ustrial re Ia tio ns, b usine ss
education. The unstable zone relatesto such thingsaschange management,
new leaming opportunitie s, busine ss e thic s, volatile markets, knowledge sharnng,
globalisation, changing technology, shared networks, and c o mmunity
engagement. Essentially, the stable zone isone thatisrelatively fixed, and
appliesto most organisations; changesin thiszone are incremental, and
generally planned. The stable zone hasemerged overtime asa result ofthe
edge ofchaosand the zone ofinstability competing fordominance. The
elementsin the stable zone have beenaccepted, legitimised, and routinised as
usualand lawfulcorporate orbusiness practice —the prevailing common sense

ofthe businessword.

By contrast, elements that might make up the unstable zone are volatile,

turbulent and messy; organisationsthatdo notembrace the essentialideas
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emerging from the interaction ofboth zonesrskbeing positioned backat the
edge ofchaos. Elementsin the unstable zone are notnecessanly common to all
organisations, and are notin the same quantum. Forexample, all o rganisa tio ns
must abide by taxlaws, butnotallorganisations may fully commit to knowledge
sharng. Many fads, forexample, downplay the typesofelementsthatemerge
from the edge ofchaos,and focuson the elementsin the unstable states. This
affectsthe life-cycle ofthe fad, and although such factorswilnotloom large in
the life ofthe organisation, they contribute such thingsascormorate values,an
importantrequirement forsuccessand relevance ofthe organisation. In
addition, factorsthatemerge from the edge ofchaoscan also be seen as

strange attrac tors.

Sc ie ntific theory behind strange attractors seestheirstructuresasdynamical,
where the value of variablesisforeverchanging. Yet, theirform is static, as
represented in the Iorenz Attractorand the Mandelbrotset of attrac torst.

Esse ntially thismeansthere isa dimension of predic tability forstrange attractors
(atleastin statisticaltems), particulardy in relation to theirre pre se ntation within
the pattem ofrelationships. Using the idea of strange attractorscould provide a
graphicalrepresentation ofthe behaviourof managementfads, thatis, if we
care to apply methodsfound in the various streamsofcomplexity mathe matic s.
However, what would this tellus? &k would not necessanly inform usabouthow a
socioculturalphenomenon like managementfadslocksinto the prevailing
common sense ofthe rest ofthe sociocultural system. it would nottellusabout
the ideationalschema, the powerrelations, the evolution ofideasthat have
caused particularsuitesofmanagement fadsto exist in the first place, and,

mo st importantly, we would be none the wiserabout how the management fad
behavesasa complexmeaning system. b reiterate, it isnot the intention of this
thesisto provide some formularsed approach to the understanding of and
prediction about particularmanagementfadsand how theycanbe
differentiated from legitimate management theory. Rather, the purpose is to
explain managementfadsin termsofcomplex meaning systems, and test
whetherthe same theorsationcanbe applied to othersociocultural

phenomena.

Primary research into the uptake and abandonmentofmanagementfads(see
especially Ettorre, 2000; Huc zynski, 1997; Rigby, 1999; Jac kson, 2002; and Co llins,
2001), shows that the rrason management fashions(even legitimate

management theores) tum into fads conc emsthe relationship between the

*Referto the websites of Chris Iucas (http://www.calresco.o1g) and Francis Heylighen
(http://pespmec 1l.vub.ac.be/REFERPC P.html and /*% INDEXASC .htm]) forfullglossary of systems
theorvtermsand complex systemsmodelling tools
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rate of uptake versusthe rate of abandonment?. Quite obvio usly, org anisations
do notimplement an intervention they know isgoing to fail kis proposed that to
avoid this, an understanding ofthe relationship between stable states and
unstable statesin the organisation should form part ofthe imple mentation
strategy itself, particulardy in relation to evaluation tools. The reasons
organisationstake on a particularintervention should be assessed in termsof
how interventions might affect stable areasofthe organisation. Being able to
accurately map the relationshipsbetween what the fad promisesto elementsof

stability will a ssist the fad'slonge vity in an o rg a nisa tio n.

Phase 2 —Complexity

In Phase 2 ofthe processitisrecognised that information surmo unding the fad
becomesconnected to the widersocioculturalsystem. kcan also be noted
from Figure 7.3 thatcomponentsatthe edge ofchaosare also meaning
systems ratherthan func tionalconstruc ts. The difference between complex

me aning systems and func tional c o nstruc ts lie s in the dime nsion of ¢ o mp le xity
and links with broadersociocultural system values. Meaning systems, as
discussed in Chapter4,embody multivariate perspectivesand cannotbe
defined using simple orlinearlogic. Essentially, me aning systemsare complex
systems ofunderstandings, with theirunderlying premise based on such thingsas
epistemology, power, relations and values, from the position ofthe observer.
Hence,there are asmany vanationsorinterpretation ofthese themes, or
complex meaning systems, asthere are people. Since there isno such thing as
value-free perspectivesofsociety, the value-driven ideologies and
interpretationsthatderve from complex meaning systems allow varous

struc ture s to infiltrate and dominate contemporary society and the struc tures
that supportit. Managementfadsare a manifestation ofa complex me aning
system thatcontainsa vastamay of components, none of which necessanly
conform to any genre, butallof which seekand promise e quilbrium through
the irinte rve ntio ns, promising pattemsofconnection to both stable and unstable
states. The successofthe fad atthe levelofthe organisation and society, of
course, wildepend ultimately on the robustness ofthe fiters and the resilience
ofthe organisation to cope with the unpredicted outcomes (strange attractors,
bifurc ation points) that result from imple menting the intervention promoted by
the fad.

Fwe examine how we might graphically represent managementfadsasa

complexmeaning system, we would first start with what makesa fad a fad. Kwe

Recallthe graph provided by Bartbara Ettorre in Chapter6. Fthere are high uptake ratesand
high ndonmen he i ntion ¢ o nsti man ment f:

Chapter7 - Applying Complex Systems Thinking to Explain the Phenomenon of
Management Fads 170



rec allthe relationship between stable and unstable statesand the edge of
chaos, the following diagram (Figure 7.4) demonstratesa possible explanation

forthe emergence ofmanagementfads.

Most likely state for!
fads to emerge

Figure 7.5: Most likely state forfads to emerge

IThave argued thatthe envimnmentin which management fads floursh is one
where organisations seekto manage the turbulent extemaland intemal
environments, invarnably responding to changing meaning, beliefsand valuesin
the broadersociocultural system. Much ofthe change isalso in response to
issues emerging from the unstable state asthey seekto fiterinto more stable
states. Tb understand the relationship orpattemsbetween actantsand camers
ofa managementfad we have to intennogate the underdying ordominant bele f
system that hasattracted the organisation’s management in the first place. This
levelofintermo gation is missing from accountsaboutthe emergence, existence,
and declne offads. Managementfadstypically simplify and reduce complex
issues, especially those involving beliefsorvalues,in orderto focusattention on
theirintervention - forexample, Steven Covey’s "7 habits" series (1990, 1992,
1995, 1998, 2003). Thus, thisphase ischaracterised by pattemsand networksof
relationshipscapable ofbeing observed between stable and unstable states

and atthe edge ofchaos.

Phase 3 —Contingent comple xity

Contingent complexity is founded on the notion that some componentsin a
complex system depend on othersin crtical ways and that the survivalo f the
entire system relies on the strength ofthese subnetworks. ¥ we retum to
meaning, it might be thatcertain beliefsorvaluesdo not have sufficient c onte xt
unlessthey are coupled with otherideas. htermsoffads, we cannotseparate

the fad from the broadersociocultural system because tbecomesembedded
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in the socialphenomena we understand collectively asorganisational
behaviour. Snce one ofthe eardierphasesin the developmentofa fad isthe
idea thatit mustbe connected somehow to the improvement of organisations,
contingent complexity provides an opportunity forthe organisation to map out
the se relationshipsand perhapsunderstand how the fad may be interpreted by
the networksrelated to the organisation. Thisis particulady relevant forsuch
things asnetworks and subnetworksofmeaning. How the fad evolved isalso

partofitspathology;itssourcesare responsible forthe ongoing perceptionof
the fad.

Thus, contingent complexity is where we begin to understand how and where
the interc onnectedness within a me aning syste m manife sts, and that some
meaningsdepend onothersand cannot exist without some a prioriperception.
Because we are nothing otherthan the sum totalofourexpernencesand our
ideas, we canonly imagine how othersexperience the word. The map ofour
experience and how we make sense ofthe word islke a map ofa poory
chartered temtory. We use thismap to navigate the events and situations
encountered in the wond, just like a travellerexploring new frontiers. The map of
ourexperience creates meaning forusto help usmake sense ofthe word, and
prepare forthingsthat we may nothave previously experienced. We can also
compare thisto how an organisation might implementa fad from past
experience ofotherfads. We are constantly using thismap to compare and test
experiencesand then use those experiencesto modify ourmap. Thus, the map
ofourexperiencescontains systemsofmeaning thatare very obvious and take
a place atthe forefontofourlivesand drive everything we do (forexample,
the need to survive). But,itcan also contain elementsthatare not easily
explained, yet we are aware they exist (forexample, the force of gravity). How
some ofthese a posterioriexperiencesdepend ona prioriknowledge is the
logic behind the idea of contingent complexity. It is the relationship between
these two conceptsthatcanbe enhanced byideasfrom complex systems
theory.

Intermsofcomplex meaning systems, many meaningsare hard-wired
into us through the prevailing common sense. They just exist, but like the
force of gravity, we are ata lossto explain why,even if we draw on
quantum mechanics. Some ofthese meaningsare absorbed into the
conceptofa prionknowledge,because, even though we maynot
have experenced particularevents, we form opinions and make
judgements about them. The way these meaningsrelate to other
meaningscan sometimesform a dependency relationship. n other

words, certain meanings simply cannot exist witho ut some referential
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re lationship that connectsthem backto the broadersociocultural
system. Relating thisbackto the organisationalsetting ; q ue stioning how
fadsare connected to the widersociocultural system helps us make
sense of whatisbeing proposed by the fad and therefore judge its
potentialsuccessorotherwise. Because we may have already
experienced the failure (orsuccess) of managementfadsin the past,
thisa posteriornknowledge ispartofthe suite of c ontingent information
we use to evaluate any experience ofa new fad (asopposed to a priori
knowledge which isgained from rational thinking witho ut ne c e ssanly
experencing it). Even if the fad hasnotbeen implemented, but we
have heard aboutsome ofitsapparent qualitie s (through buzzwordsor
strategiesthat sound similarto onesexperenced), pre-judgements will
occur. Thisisan inevitable aspectofthe way humans experences
relate to theirperceptionsofthose experences. Figure 7.5 offersa

representation of how this might wo rk.
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Figure 7.6: Complex meaning systems as a process
Complexmeaning systemscan also be represented asa cyclicalprocessasthe
stagesofmeaning and understanding move through the phasesofperception,
knowledge, experience, behaviour, meaning and judgementbefore they are
connected to othermeaning systems. We usually come to a situation with a
preconceived perception (P1), upon which we are presented with a setof
knowledge (Ki), which isthen interpreted according to ourown experience ofit
(E1). We then embarkona setofbehaviours(B1) according to ourknowledge
and experience and form judgements (J1) about the issue aswe are presented
with more knowledge (Kz), and so on. By the end ofthe cycle we have a new

perception (P2) to use forthe next, similarsituation. Each of these minic ycles
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addsto ourknowledge,causesusto shape ourvaluesand make sense ofthe
wonrd around us. Justlike any complex system, there canbe a myrad offactors
that influence any ofthe phases, and some ofthe phasesmaybe short,oreven
missed. Forexample, sometimes we might go straight from perceptions to
judgement without experience influencing ourbehaviours. In thisinstance, we
mightignore ourexperiencesand lean toward the biasesofourperceptions
based ona prioriexperience,oreven rely upon the popularviews promoted by
the prevailing common sense. The key pointto be made here isthatthe process
of meaning-making iscertainly notlinear. When we are presented with new
knowledge,itdoesnotnecessarly follow thatit willform a meaning system or
partofa meaning system. More importantly, what meaning we do elicitis from
within the position of ourown wond view. Hence, the position ofthe observer
meansthatthe graphicalrepresentation above willbe different foreach

person.

The simple graph in Figure 7.5 above showsthat we startlife with a smallnumber
of meaning systems, building upon them untilthere are connectionsto all
meaning systemsaswe (sometimes struggle to) make the links and ne two rks to
othersto make sense ofourword. Meaning systemsdo notdisappearor
become extinct. The shaded area ofthe diagram representspartofa meaning
system, which could be anidea.ldeasare iterative and are tested by the cycle
above.They are built upon aswe grow and ourexperiences, combined with the

knowledge we gatherovertime, form into systemsofmeaning.

Applying the idea of contingent complexity to management fadsseesthem
forming part ofthe prevailing common sense, imespective of whetherwe agree
with theirprescriptions. They have pemeated the cormporate word, providing
bilionsofdollarsin revenue to the fimsthat marketthem, the ¢ onsultants who
promote them and the organisationsthathave become dependantupon
them. The nature of ‘change’ and uncertainty in the word of business has
generated the need forthe managementfad. Because change isan
mevitable partofthe businesslandscape, so too are management fads. In the
case ofmanagementfadsasa socioculturalphenomena, itislkely (according
to the observationsofthose with primary research data in the area —Rigby,
1998; Jac kson, 2000; Huc zynski, 1993, 1997; Collins, 2001; Milleret al, 2004) that
mostorganisationsadoptnew managementfads when theirfortunesare notas
favourable asthey should be. This meansthatthe introduction of new'
strategiesfordealing with customers, orchanging reporting re quire ments, or
new communication procedureshasbeen experienced in some form or

anotherby mostemployees.
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How managementfadsare perceived generally within the socioc ultural syste m
isbased on the idea ofcontingent complexity. The collective sets of meaning
systems serve to eithermake the management fad successful, orresult in low
adoptionrates. Thisislargely because people (stafformanagementor
consumersorclients) wilget behind change thatresonates with their
experience and connectsfavourably to theirmeaning systems. So in the end it
retums to the individualasa source of power-theirmeaning systems contingent

on thatofthe prevailing common sense.

Phase 4 — Situationalorcontextualc omple xity

Situationalorcontextualreality conc ems how the fad situate s itse If within the
prevailng common sense. This fourth phase is where we mightobserve factorsin
the development ofthe fad self-organise and adjust to the extemal
envimnment to ensure acceptance. Thismay also relate to how the fad
behaves,oreven how the fad isrepresented in the media. Contextualre ality
meansthatthe fad isprima facie accepted by the prevailing common sense,
but only to the extent thatthe dominant me aning systems within it are not
challenged by the fad. Forexample,fadsthatadvocate growth in time s of tight
fiscalgovemment policy maynotbe successfulin public sec tororganisations.
Also, thisisusually not the phase where large shifts oc curin the c ontinuing
developmentofthe fad. This phase is more significant to the successofthe fad
than any other, forthisis where the meaning system whic h re pre sents the fad
fuse s with the me aning syste ms within the prevailing common sense. k could

even be that the notion of survivalof the fittest is most relevant in thisphase.

Donald Campbells (1987) notion of 'evolutionary epistemology' seesknowledge
asa productofthe varation and selection processescharacternzing evolution. i
isbased on the premise that the ornginalfunction of knowledge is to make
survivaland reproduction ofthe organism that usesit more likely. Thus, organisms
with betterknowledge oftheirenvimnment wilbe prefemed to organisms with
lessadequate knowledge. We can also apply this thinking to the emergence
and prolferation of managementfads. The emergence ofa particular
managementfad ora particulargenre of managementfadsisthe resultof

variation and selection processesin the broadersocioculturalsystem.

AfterCampbell, the typicalpattem ofemergence ofa fad isthe generation of
arange ofinterventionsby variousmeans(vanation), and the weeding outof
tho se interventions that tum outto be madequate (selection). Forexample, as

noted in Chapter3, Donald Campbellrests histheory on three basic premises:

1. the prnciple ofblind-varnation-and-selec tive -re te ntion;
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2. the conceptofa vicarousselector;and

3. the organization of vicarousselectorsasa "nested” hierarc hy.

Applying this thinking to managementfads,itcanbe assumed that
organisationsdo obeylawsthatcannotbe reduced to the attrbutesof
individualpersons, even though we find human organisations ‘fuzzier than
clearcut systemssuch asatoms, molecules, cells, multicellularorganisms, orant
nests(cf. Campbell, 1958, 1990). Forexample, where is the line drawn between
when anemployee isan employee and when he orshe issimply a citizen? How
much ofthe private life ofan employee should become partofthe
organisation? An example ofthisisthe ‘green line’ intervention which draws out
the personalfeelingsofstaffin the hope it wilcontribute to a more 'sharing' and
cohesive workforce. Above the green line relatesto organisationalissues, below
the green line relatesto personalattitudes (Queensland Office of Public Service
Mernt and Equity - OPSME, 2004).

The boundary issuesrelating to principlesinfluencing varation and selection
modelsmake meaning difficult to capture. Managementfadsasa meaning
system make it vitually impossible to delimit and capture them asa system. The
first issue to address must then relate to the controlofthe meaning agenda.
Whatfeaturesofthe managementfad exercise controloverthe organisation
and overthe processesand proceduresit wishes to influence? K the
managementfad exercisescontrolon behalfofthe fad itself, its e vo lutionary
epistemologyisnot serving the whole system (which could be thought ofasthe
organisation itself). n otherwomrds, ifit only generatesa seriesofbuzzphrasesthat
do notimpacton how the organisation interacts with its inte malorextemal
environme nt, the fad willhave little impact. ¥the reverse occurs - that is, the
discourse ofthe fad becomesembedded in the processes and practicesin the
organisation - the fad willbe successfuland thus serve to benefit tho se
promoting it (guru consultantsand/orthe managementofthe organisation.)
Thus, managementfadsasa socioculturalphenomenon are ultimately se lf-
serving ; theirepiste mologicalthemes, inc uding the way the knowledge is

selected and transferred, arguably serve to benefit those who promote the fad.

Managementfadsthatevolve through a kind of variation and selectioncanbe
charactersed astrying to maximise and optimise theirfitne ssin the organisation
and ultimately in the busine ss word. (Fitne ss in thissense isa complex function of
the system and itsenvironment, an index ofthe likelihood that the system would
persistand replicate.) h otherwords, those strategies/interventionsselected are
judged to have the highest potentialforfitness. The workof Peter Allen (1998)

canbe used to enlarge these ideas.

As Allen (2001) points o ut:
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... a successfuland sustainable evolutionary system wilcleardy be one in

which there isfreedom and encouragementforthe exploratory search

processin behaviourspace. Sustainability, in other word s, re sults from the

existence ofa capacity to explore and change (p. 160).
In Allen’smodel, managementfadsrepresent a struc turalattractorin whic h the
sustainability of the complex meaning system dependson an understanding of
what successfulproductsare and how they are obtained (p.161). Suc c e ssful
productsare those that make a connection with some aspectofthe meaning
system and demonstrate higherperformance. The factthat some management
fadsare notsuccessful, orworse, have bad publicity, me ansthat organisations
wilbe wary of imple menting fadsbased on similarmethodology. Successful(or
otherwise) managementfadsemerge because they are able to adapt their
interventions to the corporate landscape atthe time. Thiswillbe facilitated if the
me aning system ofthe management fad resonates with the meaning systemsof
staff, clientsand customersofthe organisation to present a new and creative
reality. The behaviouroffadsgenerally seesthem searc hing out and te sting
different designs and disc overing interventions ortec hnique s that capture the
synergetic attrbutesoforganisationalbehaviourthat mightbe capable of
being exploited (Allen, 2001, p. 163). In thissense, managementfadscan almost
be seen asbehaving like a virus, which of course exploits we akne sse s in the
host'sability to adaptto radicalchange. An evolutionary system isone thatcan
create “successive systems” (Ashby cited in Allen, 2001, p. 176), and, now that
unc ertainty ismuch more a partofourunderstanding ofsuch thingsas
organisationalbehaviour, managementfadshave capitalised on the nature of
this unc ertain, turbule nt e nvironme nt. The successive systemshave become
numemusand often emerge in anad hoc way, exploiting the weaknesses
presentin the complex meaning system. Thishasled Allen (2001) to propose his

law ofexcessdive rsity:

Fora system to survive asa coherent entity overthe medium and long

term, it must have a numberofintemalstates greaterthan those

considered requisite to deal with the outside word. (p.176)
Following Allen'slaw, we can saythatmanagementfadsexploitnotonly what
we know, but also the uncertainty about whatwe do not know. If the se
connections are tenuous, the links willfailand the fad wil wane in po pulanty
and ultimately be abandoned. Thisalso meansthatiforganisationsare going to
be able to respond to a turbulent envionment, where uncertainty and change
are partofthe landscape, there mustbe greater'dive rsity' than stric tly
necessary fortheircumentlevelof func tion. This suggeststhat managementfads
are so much a partofthe tapestry of complex meaning systems, that the
change they purportto address,isin factresponsible forthe uncertainty in the

first place. One ofthe featuresofcomplex meaning systemsistheircapacity to
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be both the agentofchange and the change itself; much like the processand
productofself-organisation. Thus, itisproposed thatitisnotpossible for
managementfadsto be extricated from the uncertainty they claim to address.
AsFalconer(2002) sees:

... [change] plays with spatial, temporal, participatory, operational,
organisational, technological, and any othersortofboundanresthat
people generally like to try to impose on it, violating them, adjusting them,
making people unsure of theirexistence ortheirparameters. Vie wing
change asa complexsystem allowsusto callinto question this
conventionalnotion of 'bounding' asregardschange. (p. 123)

ILemke (1997) points out that:

... we construct varables which are relevant forourhuman purposes
according to the culturalmeaning formationsin relation to which certain
formsofpatteming ororderare salient forus. An analysis of the
emergence oforderin a complex system must alwaysinclude the
observersand theirculturalcrteria of meaningfulpattemednessaspartof
the system to be accounted for...
Lemke's (1995, 1997) notion of 'hierarchicallevels' accounts forself-organisation,
emergence and whathe calls‘downward causation’. Asopposed to
downward causation which looks at the relationship between componentsin a
complex system, lemke (1997) sees‘upward causation’ asthe contrlling
extemalinfluenceson individuals — suc h things as the family, re ligion, c ulture,
society, community and so on. These infuencescannotbe controlled; yet,
re d uc tio nist thinking , inherited from the Cartesian mechanism, would break
down the componentsso theycanbe perceived asunrelated and capable of
being controlled. Iemke (1997) arguesthatthe le oflanguage and meaning is
related to spatialand temporaltime-scaleswhich influence socialprocesses
and the dominant disc ourse s with which they come in contact. The idea of
me aning systemsisbased on this tradition but stre sse s the importance ofthe
observerand the intangibility of predic tion. I is this no tion of ¢ o nte xtual re a lity

that the successfulfad bestexploits.

Phase 5 —Diffusion and acceptance

Phase 5 is where the fad findsits way into the dominant me aning syste ms and
formsseamlessbondsto othermeaning systems. n otherwords,itbecomesan
unquestioned partofthe prevailing common sense. In this phase, the
developmentofthe fad oritsemergence isoftenoverdooked, because the fad
isnow accepted and diffused throughout the cormporate word. The statusof the
guru promoterisalso assured in thisphase, because little questioning of motives
isactive at this time. By this time, the fad hasalso adopted the featuresofthe

dominant meaning systems with which itisconnected. Whetherthe se features
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concem values, ethics, orbeliefs, the behaviourofthe fad in thisphase will very
much conform to mainstream organisationalbehaviourand willbe seamlessin

terms ofthe prevailing common sense.

Suc h things asthe successofthe management guru promo ting the interve ntion,
corporate businessneeds, change forchange’ssake, fashionable
management practices(forexample, the notion of coercive exte malities) and
so on, almost ensure thatthere wilbe one of the distribution thre sholds outlined
by Watts (2003, p. 227), and supported by Ettorre’slifecycle ofa fad. This
averagesoutthe cascadesofinformation,and demonstratesthatatsome
point there issaturation ofthe idea orfad thus entrenc hing the me aning system
in the prevailing common sense) before it wanes and transforms into another
idea orbecomesabandoned. The simple diagram below (Figure 7.6)
demonstrates Watts’ (2003) notion of probability distribution of thresholdsover
the population.

1 A
Probability
of having a

particular
threshold

Value of Critical threshold 1

Figure 7.7: Watt's notion of probability distribution of thresholds

Fwe considerthe prevailing common sense isthe collective acceptable
knowledge in a sociocultural system, we can start to determine how it happens
that such knowledge becomesacceptable. Whethera linguistic orsocial
construct, the prevailing common sense isbased on shared meanings: a shared
knowledge plateau, the principlesofwhich share common understandings
through a significantrange ofepistemologicalthemes. Thus, management fads
have come to represent themselvesin allphasesofthe complex meaning
system thatcharactersesthem. kisimpossible to separate managementfads
from the prevailing common sense because ofthe complex networks they have
created with othermeaning syste ms within it. They presentatallphases,
particulary in the word ofbusiness: chaos, complexity, c ontingent c o mple xity,

situational comple xity, diffusion and acceptance, and emerging unc e rtainty.
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They have leamed to adaptthemselvesto allphases, behaving like a virus,
attac hing themselves to the most robust hubs until “thre shold infe ¢ tio usne ss” is
reached (Watts, 2003, p. 177). As Watts (2003) points o ut, the value for

“thre shold infe c tio usne ss” re pre se nts the infec tiousnessrequired forone-halfof
the population to become infected. ntermsofa disease epidemic, Watts

(2003) re pre se nta tion o f this infe ¢ tiousne ss is given in Figure 7.7.

This figure is not available online.
Please consult the hardcopy thesis
available from the QUT Library

Figure 7.8: Threshhold of Infe c tiousne ss

(Source: Watts, 2003, p.95)

Intermsofepidemics, however, the levelofrandomnessin the network
imcreasesthe chancesforthe disease path to take 'shortc uts' and circ umvent
the usualrulesofthe vimsorpathogen. Forexample, if a virusisnomally
aitbome - only transmitted by directcontactand indirect contact with airbome
droplets-then one would expectthe virusto spread along two-dimensional
geographicallines. However, as Watts points out, with modem transportation
methodsand increased mobility ofthe population, the virus use s the se

'‘shortc uts' and seeksoutnew and sometimesrandom pathsto reach its

thre shold ofinfec tio usne ss. On reflec tion, translating thisto the realm of
managementfadsseescertain factorsacting as 'shortc uts' forpromoting the
successofthe fad. The factors mentioned in previouschaptersare those which

comespond to the successofthe fad:
e the fame and fortune ofthe management guru promoting the fad;

e businessmanagementschoolssetting the textsinvolved asessential

reading;
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e businessmagazinesrunning promotionalmateralaboutthe successof
the fad;

e the ease forwhich the fad can be implemented (forexample, allite ra tive

numberlists, buzzwords and so on); and

e whetherthe fad buildson previous fads, capitalising on theirmore

suc c e ssful fe ature s.

Explaining managementfadsin termsofthe science ofnetworks,asabove,
providesa usefuland simple toolto modelsome ofthe componentsofvarous
organisationalinterventions. Yetit stillonly looksatobservable featuresof the
phenomenon ofthe managementfad. Forexample, one ofthe key featuresof
the successofa managementfad willbe the diffusion and acceptance ofthe
language sumounding the fad itself. As Cilliers (1998) points out: "There is no
place outside oflanguage from where meaning canbe generated. Where
there ismeaning, there isaleadylanguage"(p.43). Managementfadscannot
disassociate themselve s from the language in which they operate. The notion
thatlanguage gamesare very much partofthe management fad
phenomenon ismentioned by a numberofauthors writing about management
fads (forexample, Huc zynski 1997; Co llins, 1998; Mic ke thwaite and Wooldridge,
1998). Fwe recallthe propertiesofcomplex systems, the way thatlanguage

and meaning interactispart ofthe system of meaning.

Since complex systemssee pattemsand relationshipsbetween componentsas
important asthe componentsthemselves, whatconnectsthe components(e.g.
through language and meaning) isintegralto understanding how the
componentscomprse the system in the first place. The wle thatlanguage plays
in this dynamic isintegralto the survivalofthe system, asit maintains fluidity and
fitness. Therefore, language isalso integralto how wellmanagementfadscan
adaptto the levelofsumounding complexity and diffuse themselves within in an
organisation. The nature of many managementfadsisthatthey continually
reduce the boundares, smplifying the conceptsand obfuscating the
complexities ofthe organisationaland socialforcesarmund them. Smple, easy
to ememberorallterative catchphrases('below the green line', 'who moved
my cheese?' [Johnson, 1998 ]), buzzwords (reengine ering, quality, knowledge
management, balanced scorecard, leaming and complexity management),
numberlists (seven habits o f highly successfulpeople, six thinking hats, hierarc hy
ofneeds), and catchy acronyms (SWO Tanalysis, TQM, Seven S Fame wo 1k,
MBO) pepperthe management fad literature. Thus, the language of
managementfadsbecomesconsistent with the ntentof management fads: to
simply capture the essence ofthe goalsand objectivesofthe organisation and

atthe same time superficially addressthe changing orturbulent e xtemal
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envimnment. Managementfadsreduce the complexity ofissuesused to deal

with uncertainty, and engage language asthe vehicle.

Asa socioculturalphenomenon, management fadsembody relationships with
the fabric ofsociety. The language they use, the conceptsthey engage in, are
very much partofcontemporary society. Marke ting, adve rtising ploys and
gimmic kry fe ature strongly in the management interventionswe could classas
fads. Such featuresrely heavily on the use of “the distinc tive, the common orthe
unique”, asobserved by Huc zynski (1997, p. 25). Management fads have a
particular‘spin’ and provide simplistic teatmentofcomplexissuesthat
separatesthem from legitimate management theory. Thisspin relieson
demystifying the mostcomplexelementsoforganisationalbehaviour, reducing
them to basic observations, using such tec hniquesashumour(Scott Adams—
cubicle behaviouraccording to Dibert), conceptssuch assensationalism (Tom
Peters, particulady “chaos” and “excellence”),appealto reason (Edward
DeBono, lateralthinking and parallelthinking), cause and effect(Kaplan and
Norton, 1997 —'balanced scorecard'), oreven c omplexity itse If (Lissac k, 1997,
Mc Master, 1999; Whe atley, 1996; Me iy, 1995; Stacey, 1998, 2002, 2003).

In otherwords, management fadsexploit this notion through obfusc ating the
meaningsofwords, changing ormixing the c ontext with whic h buzzwords, in
particular, may be associated. Playing down critic alissue s by simplifying oreven
trivia lising them meansthatthe associationsthatpeople make abouthow

important such issuesare, iseitherbroken ordiminishe d. All this a ssists d iffusio n.

Iwilprovide two briefexamples: Steven Covey and Tom Peters, two ofthe
word’s most successfulmanagement gurus. Covey’s(1989) Seven Habitsof
Hig hly Effe c tive People isa multimillion best seller, a self-help prescrption that
promisesreadersthe meansto achieving theirfullpotential h orderto build the
‘character that Covey promotes, it require s the readerto getbeyond the
varous linguistic anomalesin Covey’smessage. Forexample, as Mic ke lthwaite

and Wooldridge (1997) point o ut:

Coveyism isactually quite a tough discipline: people have to take

re sp o nsibility fortheirac tions. Unfortunately, thisrigourdoesnot extend to
the booK s style. The fist six wordsofThe Seven Habits are: ‘To my
colleagues,empowered and empowering’. Worse isto come. The firstof
Covey'sseven habitsis‘be proactive’; the sixth is ‘synergise’ ... He is
foreverrefeming to thingslike ‘emotionalbankaccounts and ‘depositsof
unconditionallove’. This is disturbing temitory. How can yourespecta man
who restates Aesop’sfable aboutthe goose thatlaid the goldenegg as
‘the P/Pc Balance’ forproduction/production capability? Can you really
take seriously a man who claims, straight-faced, to have identified ‘the
universalvalue system ofallmankind’? (p. 164)
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‘Coveyism’ comes with its o wn se f-promo tion ind ustry, inc luding we bsite s, live -in
conferencesand a multimilion dollarconsultancy empire. The language
engaged by management guruslike Covey simplifiesand usesclever
techniquesto deflect attention from the euphemisms thatcharacterse his
managementinterventionsand easy-to-recallpersonaldevelopment mantras.
Forexample, through creating phrasesthat juxtapose conflic ting c ontexts and
ideas—‘emotionalbankaccounts and ‘depositsofunconditionallove’, Covey
arguably tums human valuesinto ¢ o mmo ditie s. This le gitimise s the pre vailing
common sense, orthe setsof meaning syste ms which support the busine ss
wond, with itsemphasis on sec uring a retum, commo difying human emo tions
and ensuring everything, including love, hasa price. Thischallenge s such things
as Chomsky’s (1965) notion of 'transformationalgrammar where phrasesor
sentencesconform notonly to grammaticalrules peculiarto its particular
language,butalso to 'deep struc tures'. Thus, a universalgrammar,based on
complexrulesand underdying alllanguages,comespondsto aninnate capacity
ofthe human brain. Covey’sterms defy Chomsky’s theory. Yet this c o gnitive
dissonance is what makesthem so memorable. Although it isnot the task of this
the sis to take this analysis any further, there isno question that Covey’stemms
simplify and trivialise the symbolic representations ofthe language, flouting
language conventions, and atthe same time locking hislanguage into the

prevailing common sense.

In anotherexample, Tom Peters’ (1987) Thriving on Chaos opens with:

2

There are no excellentcompanies. The old saw “Fitain"tbroke,don’t fix it’
needsrevision. Ipropose: “¥itain’tbroke, you justhaven’tlooked hard
enough. Fixit anyway”. (p. 3)

A numberofsubsequent quotessupportthe earierobservations, ashe
continues:

There are two waysto respond to the end ofthe era of sustainable
excellence. One isfrenzy: buy and sellbusine sse s in the brave hope of
staying outin front of the growth mdustry curve... The second strategy is
paradoxical-meeting uncertainty by emphasizing a set of new basics:
wond-class quality and service, enhanced responsivene ss through greatly
increased flexibility, and c ontinuo us, short-cycle innovation and
improvementaimed atcreating new markets forboth new and apparently
mature productsand services. (pp. 3-4)

Finally, Peters’ intro duc tion ¢ ulminate s in the inte nt o f this p a rtic ula r te xt:

IFthe word “excellence” isto be applicable in the future, it require s
wholesale redefinition. Perhaps: “Excellent fimsdon’tbelieve in excellence
—onlyin constantimprovement and constantchange.” Thatis, excellent
fiimsoftomomow willcherish inpermanence —and thrive on chaos. (p. 4)

Empincalresearch undertaken by Rigby (1997), Huc zynski (1993, 1997), Co llins
(2001) and to a lesserdegree Milleret al (2004), suggests that state ments of this
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sort may resonate with the company directorand middle management.
Certainly, the numberofbooksthat Petershassold may also mean that his
message aboutexcellence hasbecome so widespread, it is the prevailing
common sense. However, itisunderstandable thatemployeesmay feel
concemed thattheirworking life willbe one besetby constant change and
even chaos. The disconnectbetween fims staying abreast of constant change
and the majonty ofemployees seeking stability isone that Petersdoesnot
address. Yet hisprescription couchesthe changing extemalenvironment in
terms that would have managersbelieve theycanbe in control The elementof
control in fact, togetherwith the each-way betson allaspectsoforganisational
behaviour, makesfora very persuasive, if not ime futable, argume nt from Pe te rs.
From the CEO to the shipmentsclerk, no one can refute thatexcellence isa
desired state. Combining the meaningsand termsofexcellence,chaosand
managementenablesPetersto painta picture ofan organisation thatcanbe
incontrnland even manage a turbulentlandscape. Othershave pointed out
that“... ‘management asa euphemism for‘control is simply a nonstarterin the
business word oftoday, a Dibertian relic of scientific managementand
workhouses” (Falconer, 2002, p. 118). kisimpossible to get beyond the
language that Peters (and otherslike him, forexample Tony Robbins) uses to
create a veneerofcontroloverthe extemalbusiness envimnment and even
personallives. Thisisespecially true forhisuse oforganic metaphors, e xc e ssive
numberlists barking out instruc tions, and realword examplesin supportofhis

claims.

We can use Cilliers (1998) to penetrate the dynamicshere. Cilliers (1998) uses
po ststruc turalism and theoresoflanguage proposed by Sassure and Demida to
develop a line ofinquiry forwhat he hastermed ‘c onne c tio nist ne two rks’. Po st-
struc turalinquiry isbased on a system orpattem of relationshipsand an
understanding about how the differencesin meaning become intemalised.
AfterSassure, Cilliers (1998) draws attention to the notion that the system of
language transcendsthe choicesofindividualsbecause they have to operate
within the system oflanguage they inhernted, and thus theirunderstanding of
the language isfixed. Thisalso meansthat, to a large extent, the system we call
language can guarantee its inte grity through such things as traditions, memory
or,in Sassure’s words, the mutability and immutability ofthe sign (cited in Cillie s,
1998, p. 39). However, Cilliers does point out the contradic tion in Sassure’s theory
ofthe sign. fthe sign had a naturaloressentialmeaning foralltime, it would
remain exactly the same. “Change canonlybe traced in terms o f the
difference thatisproduced between a previousand a new set ofrelationships,
and thisisthe result ofan evolutionary process” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 40). Demida’s

critique of Sassure isbased on hisnotion ofdiffé mnce between the sign and its
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meaning. In otherwords, meaning isneversimply present and we are constantly
inte rpre ting signs both spoken and wrtte n. But Cillie rs (1998) re futes Demida’s
idea thatlanguage isa totally open system, because some meaningsare to an
extent fixed foralltime, and therefore are predictable. Building on the ideas
from both Sassure and Demida, Cillers (1998) sees that hisnotion of c onne c tio nist
ne two rks linking po st-struc turallanguage theory with comple x syste ms o ffe rs
much more in terms ofthe relationshipsbetween meaningsand signs, and
furthemore believesthey are capable ofbeing modelled and simulated, in a
generalsense (Cilliers, 1998, 2002).

Applying Cilliers’ (1998) ideasto managementfads, we canobserve that most
seekto transform a complex constructinto a simple representation ofit. The
post-struc turalno tion that wordscannot have a meaning by themselves, and
that meaning isdetermined by the dynamic relationshipsbetween the
componentsin the language system would seem to decry such thingsas
buzzwords. Buzzwords are important sounding wordsorphrasescreated to
impress the layperson, and litterthe discourse of managementfadsand guru
consultancies. Some examplesinclude: ‘administrivia’, ‘bac k-sourc ing’,
‘betamaxed’, ‘blamestorming’, ‘boundary riding’, ‘codify’, ‘collaborative
filtering’, ‘core competencies’, ‘criticalmass’, ‘deep-domain expertise’,
‘downsize’, ‘embrace the chaos’,‘empowement’, ‘excellence’, ‘exit strategy’,
‘future-proof, ‘glassceiling’, ‘human capital, ‘leadership’, ‘le aming
opportunity’, ‘low-hanging fruit’, ‘just-in-time’, ‘knowledge management’,
‘operationalize’ (oranything ending in ize to create a verb), ‘path persistence’,
‘people development’, ‘pocketofresistance’, ‘realignment’, ‘revenue
maximization’, ‘rightsizing’, ‘silverbullet’, ‘strategic allance’, ‘suite of options’,
‘tacit knowledge’, ‘tasksaturated’, ‘transitioning’, ‘transparency’,
‘undertooled’, ‘upskilling’, ‘user-centric’, ‘value added’, ‘watercoolereffect’,
‘webify’, and ‘window of opportunity’. These have lead to such buzzphrasesas
‘repurposeable,leading edge thoughtware that delivers re sults-driven value’, ‘a
future-proofasset that seamlessly empowers yourmission crtic al e nte rp rise
communications’ and ‘a value-added, leverageable globalknowledge

re po sitory’ .6

The treatmentoflanguage,in particularthe use and overuse of buzzwords and
buzzp hrases, exe mplify Cillie rs’ (1998) view thatthere are proble ms with the
notion of representation, particulardy in the cormporate word. The ease with
which such wordsand phrasescan be made to representproblemsoreven

solutionsin dealing with complexorganisationalbehaviourisone of the

® Buzzwords and buzzphrases sourced from interoffice memoranda, newspapers, and websites, in particular,
buzzwhack.com and Deloitte website — http://www.dc.com/insights/bullfighter
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halmarksofmanagement fads. The language forms a relationship between the
prevailing common sense, the observed word and an individual s interpretation
of it through shortc uts, and even violationsof meaning, mimic king Iemke’s
(1997) and Ieyesdorff's (2006) idea of traversals. When we come to exactly what
itisthat Cilliers’ (1998) connec tionist networks mean formanagement fads, we
canengage hisconception ofneuralnetworksto ‘weight’ the strength of the
bondsbetween certain components, and id e ntify relationships betwe en the
pattemsthemselves: “... connectionism doesnotrely on a strong theory of
representation ...” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 59). Managementfadsthat violate these
relationshipsby forcing connectionsbetween the observed and the
experienced,create a disconnectwhich can resonate just asstrongly in actants
astrue representation. The discourse of management fads disturbs the process
whereby the two levelsofdescrption —the symboland its meaning —are
related. The relationship becomesone which grates, but circ umvents the long-
winded orformalde scrptions present in true re pre se ntation. Buzzwords and
buzzphrasesin some sense populary e pitomise the rebelliousne ss that has
figured in deep phiosophicaldebatesthroughout the centures, camed through
to modem marke ting tec hniques which rely on exploiting me aningsto capture
theiraudience. The ‘linguistic dissonance’ created by the discourse of
managementfads makesit diffic ult to define the precise meaning ofthe terms —
precisely the effect sought. The relationship between meaning and language in
management fadsthusbecomesunstable. ks patte ms exhibit the behavioursof
Iemke’straversals; in thatthey are ephemeral, transient, and varable. This
instability isalso bom ofcontemporary business practices, politicaloreconomic

drversand, to a lesserdegree, pop culture and subversive styles.

The simplification of meaning using buzzwords and phrasesto unite ¢ ontrasting
ordisparate conceptsin a way thatcaptivatesisthe mostcrticalfeature of
language use in management fads. Cilliers’ (1998) notions of conne c tio nist
networks and distbuted representation capture the complexitiesoflanguage
usage including working with conceptsorclustersofconceptsatthe sub-
conceptuallevel Thiscan also be reconciled with the idea of management
fadsascomplex meaning systems hypothesised in this the sis. The phenomenon
becomesone ofself-organisation of meaning in whic h the struc ture of
language, signsand imagesisneithera passive reflection ofthe extemalwond,
northe result ofactive pre-programmed intemalfactors, butisinstead, a
complexinterconnection between the curment state ofthe system, the
envimnment and the history of the system (Cillie rs, 1998, p. 89).

This brings us to one ofthe key points lemke makesabout hisnotion of

traversals: they enlarge the repertoire of 'possibles’. They create localand
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ephemeralpossibilitiesof meaningfulconnection orcatenation among
otherwise radic ally distinguished and separated genresand domains of ac tivity.
Iocaland ephemeral(on some timescale), traversalrepertoirescan potentially
become regulanzed, standardized, repeated, and disseminated overlarger
scalesand forlongertimes. Thisisan observable quality of management fads.
Iemke'straversalsare characterised by an holistic aesthetic judgment rather
than by objective conformity to codified criteria that specify analytical
components. According to Iemke (1997), we judge genre-confomity by looking
atthe separate partsand theircrteralfeatures. There isno specialsense of the
whole; no emergent quality of the whole istaken to be more than the sum of
the parts. Genre-c onformity is an eminently inearand summative strategy, a
true productofreductionism. Traversaljudgments, on the otherhand, are
eminently holistic, oratleastthey operate ‘in the large’, with the me aningfulne ss
and quality ofthe longerscale portionsofthe traversalmore important than the
smaller-scale ones. Tlraversalsare emergent allthe way down. They are
characternstic ofthe age ofcomplex (including biologicaland ecosocial)

systems understanding (Ie mke, 2000).

Many managementfadshave the potentialto offerorganisationsa measure of
socialcontroland widespread standardisation and c onformity. As organisations
expand and adapt, they find thateach effort to enforce standardization

c onflic ts with the me ssmessofthe complex systemsin which they operate. Each
effort to enforce conformity requiresthat more and more aspectsoflife mustin
tum also be controlled. The idea of constant refinement through management
fadsisa common one. Thisis why many organisations go through statesof
stability and instability, reacting to the localconditionsofthe extemal
envimnment. Often, managementfadsactastraversalsby allowing
organisations to shift uneasily between the relaxed controloverpeople once a
new fad isimplemented, to the times where fadsare on the wane and
something new isrequired formore controloverthe organisation. lemke (2000)
usesthisanalogy with society asit shiftsbetween modemism and a kind of
apocalyptic postmodem state, and he emphasisesthat meaning making durng
the times when the two statesneed traversalsto unite them is c ritic al to
discourse analysis. Fmanagementfads, astraversals, bridge the gap between
varous statesin an organisation, itisclearthat insufficientcredence ispaid to

theirimpac ts.

Phase 6 —Emerging unc ertainty

The sixth phase ischaracterised by emerging uncertainty. This unc ertainty may

be manifested atthe levelofthe fad orwithin the prevailing common sense
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itse If. Sometimesuncertainty can also occurwhen questionsstartto be asked
abouthow the fad mightbe evaluated. Such questioning might c ause
organisations that have adopted the fad to look into otherinte rve ntio ns. The
social financialorcultural milieu might also be aptto change aspartofthe
cyclicalprocessthatcharacterise meaning systems, and thusthe management
fad may seem inadequate in the face ofthese changes. Managementfads, as
we have leamed, are by definition relatively inflexible, and do nottake account
ofthe complexmeaning systemsarund them. Instead, managementfadsare
castin such a way thatthey conform to the prevailing common sense, adopting
the values, ethicsand beliefsofthe society. As Watts (2003) sees:

When solving complexproblemsin ambiguous environme nts, individuals

compensate fortheirlimited knowledge ofthe interdependencies

between theirvarous tasks and fortheiruncertainty about the future by

exc hanging information —knowledge, advice, expertise, and resources —

with otherproblem solvers within the same organisation. (p. 273)
Emerging uncertainty also meansthat—potentially —the interddinkagesbetween
the componentsin a system are changing oreven breaking down. This could
concem the changing nature of components,communication between
components, the addition of new components, orthe entire pattemsof
connection networking the system with othersystems. Forexample, in
organisations, emerging uncertainty caused by changesto the extermaland
intemalenvimnment meansthatthe problem solving capabiltiesmay also be
affected because cument waysofdealing with issues (perhapsthrough a fad)
may no longerbe applicable. Changesin the extemalenvironment, as Watts
(2003) pointsout, mean the transmission o f info ma tion within the syste m itse If will
encounterproblems. hnformation networks, hierarc hies of nformation (for
example, the statusofsome information) and the controlofinformation durng
thisphase are perhapsattheirmost vulnerable. n terms of thinking about fads
during Phase 6,itcould be thatthe stresseson some aspectofthe fad, for
example, the structuresputin place to handle information in an organisation,
become unstable. This instability, where some aspectsofthe information
exchange become redundant, and some overwhelming, would mean that
organisations mustadapt,oratleastrecognise the waming signs when

uncertainty becomes symptomatic of, and the precursorto, a paradigm shift.

Meanings generated durng this time are also burdened by misinformation,
outdated information orperhapsinformation delberately intended to subvert
the cument system in the hope ofcreating something new. Thiscould be
particulary relevantin the case of managementfads. Once a fad hasbecome
diffused in an organisation, the information exchange between certain

componentsofthe fad becomescongested, with the result that people short
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circ uit eitherthe processesprescribed by the fad orthe people important forits
ongoing success. Forexample, such short cutsin information exchange serve to
create new linksin an already overdoaded system, re sulting in inc re asing

unc ertainty because the strategiesputin place are ill-equipped to cope with
the changesgenerated. The pointat which emerging unc e rtainty tums into
chaosrepresentsone ofthe bifurcation pointsin the life ofthe system. (Recall
here the diagram 7.3 —Stable and Unstable Statesatthe Edge of Chaos.) The
factofthe emerging uncertain envimnment also meansthatthere are not just
one ortwo featureschanging. Emerging uncertainty asit movestoward chaos
also meansthatmany factorsare developing thatserve to renderthe system so
unstable asto generate new meaningsand perhapsnew networksor
relationshipsbetween oldernodesofthe system. Thisis the point at whic h the
fad becomesofficially unworkable, trawling forsomething new to cope with the
uncertainty generated ismost likely and where conceptsand ele ments from the
stable state migrate to the unstable state because the edge ofchaosisnot
managed. Cument struc tures and hierarc hies durning this time are also
vulnerable, including management, processes and staffing levels. While
potentialnew fadsare being canvassed at thistime (atleast behind the

sc enes), the resulting uncertainty and inevitable chaoswilldic tate the rapidity

ofthe abandonment ofthe cumrentfad and the adoption ofa new one.

7.5 Conclusion

Thave used the idea ofcomplex meaning systems to c harac terise
managementfadsin termsofmeaning, language and perception to provide
an altemative explanation forthe phenomenon. Dec onstruc ting the
phenomenonofmanagementfadscould be pursued via discourse analysis,or
anempircalstudy abouttheirbehaviour. However, a theorisation abouthow
we mightengage in associating and connecting managementfadsto
dominant meaning systemsprovidesa cogentargument fortheiremergence,
context fortheirexistence and theircapacity to thrive before ultimately
declining.

IThave drawn upon the worksoftheorists such asJay Llemke and Paul Cillie rs
who have made significant contributions to the understanding ofcomplex
systems, language and meaning. Theirtheornesprovided a foundation to
understand the phenomenon of managementfads, theorsing the
phenomenon through a complex systems lens, partic ularly in relation to
language and meaning. lemke'straversals and Cillie 1s' ¢ o nne c tio nist ne two rks
provide a basisto begin the theornsation offads, and IThave expanded upon

those theoriesto advance the idea ofa complex meaning system.
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Chapter8: Reflections on analysing management fads
as complex meaning systems

I thisc hapter, the conclusion, Iwilevaluate the resultsofthisanalytical
expenme nt, critique the application ofcomplex systemsconceptsto fads, and
disc uss how we might apply it to othersocioc ulturalphenomena. Also IThave
bre fly outline d how this mig ht contnbute to furtherresearch in thisarea. This
chapterwillalso reflect on the implicationsofthe thesisforthe word of practice

of managers.

Asdiscussed in previouschapters,a complex systemsapproach doesnot
adequately addressthe notionofepistemological ontologicaland axiological
valuespresentin socialbe haviour. Ble nding suc h themesinto a comple x systems
analysis makes it infinitely more ‘complex’. In addition, the inability ofcomplex
syste ms to sufficie ntly dealwith the se featuresofsocialsyste msgenermnted the
theornsation of ‘comple x me aning syste ms. Thus, this c hapte rsynthe sise s the
ideasand themesjfrom both perspectiwes, and forcomple tenessofferssome
value judgementsaboutthem. The chaptertherefore outline s its contribution
the epistemology (and to some degree) the ontology of manage me nt
knowledge.

AsThave outlined in preceding chapters, some wrters have used empirc al
research to examine the uptake and abandonmentratesofvarousfads (Righy,
2001; Ettorre , 1997; Miller, 2004), others have even applied a broad disc ourse
analysisof particularfads (Huc zynski, 1997; Jac kson, 2002; and Collins, 2001). Still
others (Barabasi 2003; Watts, 2003) have used the new science ofnetworks to
modelthe diffusion of fads. Thgether,these approachesdo offersome
explanationsforthe behaviourofa varety of fashionsand fads—forexample,
how fadsemerge,and how they affectorganisations—buta complete
explanation of managementfadsasa socialphenomenon isnot forthcoming
from these accounts, unlessthey are taken together. This finalc hapterwil
reflect on the efficacy ofthe variousconceptsexplored in this thesisto explain
the idea of complex meaning systemsand apply them to the understanding

and experience of management fads.

One ofthe featuresofthe ‘prevailing common sense’ isthatsocialphenomena

canbe seento be controlled and to conform to certain rules of behavio ur. The
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prevailing common sense providescategornes forsuch thingsasbehaviour,
psychoses, personalities, cultures, ages, gender,and deviantsto capture and
surve il the e ssentially subjec tive nature ofthe socialc onstruction of re ality
(Bergerand Imckmann, 1966). Thiscompartmentalisation enablesusto make
sense ofourwond, establish meaning systems around the phenomena
descnbed, and helpsusto understand whatit meansto be human. One ofthe
mportant featuresofthe prevailing common sense is that suc h c la ssific a tions
are time and context dependent; meaning, reality and truth provide temporal
pattemsofconnection forthe maternaland nonmateral word that e xists around
it. Attemptsby great(and notso great) thinkersto provide an accountofthe
enigma ofthe prevailing common sense have been documented forthousands
ofyears,packaged variouslyin areasbounded by philosophy, sociology and of
course religion. Some ofthese accountshave been provided in this the sis
because they are relevantto how a theornsation about meaning systemscan

be contexualised.

Allhuman systems have a phenomenologicalaspect,and we can argue that
the boundaresbetween ontologiesare socially constructed. In fact,itcould be
argued thatthisisa form ofemergence in human sense making. We find it
diffic ult, f not impossible, to be objective because we facilitate and indeed
constructemerging boundariesfrom ourown experiences and/orthe
experiencesofothers. Snce meaning must alwaysinvolve context and cannot
existindependently ofothermeanings, ourcapacity to retain mentalimagesof
materalobjectsand eventsisa fundamentalcharacternstic ofcollective social
behaviour. Because we can hold mentalimagesand experiences, and
construct ourown meaning systems armund them, we are able to choose
between altematives;ourown perceptions, valuesand behaviourare based on
this ability. Collec tively, socialbehaviourc onsists o f ¢ la ssifying the se me aning
systems so there isgeneralconsensusaboutsocialrules and noms — the
prevailing common sense. Of course, we attempt more precise and formal
classification ofthingsthatare complexthrough laws and re gulations,

e stablishing institutions and conventions. Meaning systemsthatdraw on social
behavioursare collectively debated and interpreted, some becoming
entrenched astraditions and nomms, othersbecoming redundantorradical
because ofemerging factors eitherin the maternal (matterand substance)or
nonmateral(form and pattem oforganisation) word. In the maternalword,
emergence isa processfeature of dissipative struc tures (matter) and involves
multiple feedbackloops (form). Translating thisto the realm of meaning seesit
asthe productofthe interplaybetweencomplexpattemsofsocialbehaviour
(form), the physicalenvimnment (matter) and autopoietic processesinvolving

consciousexperience,conceptualthought and metaphysicalconcepts.
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This brie f disc ussion reveals how some ofthe thinking behind the idea of
complexmeaning systemsevolved. kisnotenough to simply examine the
current physicalenvimrnment when analysing socialphenomena. Forexample,
thiswould equate to simply exploring one elementofan organisation, say
supply chains, and then making claims about how the future might influence
the organisation based on that analysisalone. Thinking aboutorganisationsas
involving such conceptsasnetworked complex systemsofmateraland
nonmateralpattems, rules, values, beliefs, culturalrelationshipsand processes
me ansthat any interve ntions must take into accounta whole range offactors,
orelse build in redundancy. Complex meaning systems have the potentialto
provide such a frameworkforanalysisfora range ofsocialphenomena
because they necessarnly include a multitude of factors from both the matenal
and nonmateralrealms. Moreover,descrbing complex meaning systemsasa
processmeansthe apprmachcanneverbe condemned asreductionist,one of

the mostcommon indictmentsofsome complex systems analyses.

Applying such theory to a particularsocialphenomenon like management fads
meansthatwe can ensure a dimension of fle xiblity is built into the ana lysis
because meaning systemsare also ‘constructed’ from the position of the
observer. This potentially creates a binary func tion forthe frame work. On the
one hand, flexibility means multiple scalesand inextricably connected
componentscould come togetheraspartofananalysisand offerunexpected
orsurprnsing findings. However, on the otherhand, such a myrad offactorsmay
renderthe analysisunwieldy because ofthe sheervolume and complexity of
elements from materialand nonmaterial dime nsio ns. Intrinsic binary func tio ns
suc h as construc tive orde struc tive c re ativity, ight orwrong, good orbad, and
so onbecome a feature ofsense making. The penc hant to simplify, c ate gornze
and seekto refine (through processesofsocialization and enc ulturation) the
word arund them isan intrinsic partof whatit meansto be human —creating
individualised complex meaning systemsto make sense of ourwondd. This also
meansthatevery complex meaning system is viewed differently, depending
upon the perspective ofthe observer, and the timescale involved. Thus, the
realisation that human agencyisanintegralpartofmeaning-making at varous
levelsisone ofthe key elementsofthe idea of complex meaning systems. As
ILemke (1997) pointsout, socialtheores about discourse should point the way to
a dynamic, crtic al, unitary socialtheory. He affimsthat mosttheoresof
discourse, mportant though they are, are mainly linguistic and psychological,

paying sc ant attention to the prevailing common sense (Lemke, 1995, p. 21).

Part 1 ofthisthesisconcluded that many socioculturalphenomena canbe

viewed assystemsofinterpretation and constructionsofreality. Management
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fadsare also systemsofmeaning and interpretation and, in orderto survive,
must find waysto stabilise theirenvimnmentsto adaptto the changing and
emerging world around them. A centralconcem ofsocioculturaltheores
(including some managementtheores)isthatofunderstanding how people
construct meaning and reality, and exploring how thatenacted reality provides
a contextforaction. The notion thatourprevailing common sense is le gitima te d
by “ascrbing cognitive validity to objectivated meanings” isone thattraverses
anenomousrange ofliterature (Bergerand Iuckmann, 1976, p. 111). Further,
just asthe prevailing common sense camies with it historicalcontext, so too does
Bergerand Inckmann’sidea oflegitimation. Iooking at management fads from
thisperspective should be no different from examining othersociocultural
phenomena thrmugh rationalist models, such asbehavioursm orcognitivism. & is
also relevantthatthe scope of Bergerand Imckmann’s (1976) fourth level
legitimation phase (incipient, theoreticaland explicit being the first three) looks
at whole-system concepts, the universe, or“matrixofallsocially objec tivated
and subjectively rralmeanings, the entire historic society and the entire
biography ofthe individualare seen aseventstaking place within this unive rse”
(Bergerand Iuckmann, 1976, p. 114).

At the levelofthe individual however, we need to be concemed about how
these objectivated and subjectivated realitiescome togetherto construct the
prevailing common sense. h otherwords, why do we believe whatwe do? How
do individualmeaning systemscollectively 'decide' by c onsensus the prevailing
common sense? Meaning making is thus a socially-constructed enterprise. How
doesallthistranslate into exactly what we do? Finally, how might organisations
reactto the latest managementfads, taking from them the mo st salient
componentsand blending them with ele ments from the prevailng common
sense to assistin managing change? Again, Bergerand ILuc kmann (1976, p. 13)
provide insights:

... the sociology of knowledge must fist ofallconcem itse If with what

people 'know"as "reality" in theireveryday, non- orpre-theoreticallives. In

otherwords, common-sense 'knowledge"ratherthan "ideas" mustbe the

centralfocusforthe sociology of knowledge. It is pre cisely this

"knowledge"that c onstitute s the fabric of me anings witho ut whic h no

society could exist.
The prevailing common sense isnota state, buta dynamic process where there
are justasmany factors which may be excluded from disc ussion asthere are
factorsincluded in modelsforexplanation. Whatisomitted can be justas
significant aswhatisincluded in the disc ussion. Forexample, in contemporary
westem society, faith orbeliefisconsidered less worthwhile than knowledge,
and isnotasvalued asitisin othersociocultural syste ms. What sets knowledge

apartfrom belief, and isthere a difference? Whattypesofknowledge are
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valued by the prevailing common sense? Questioning the sourcesofinformation
revealsa need forclarfication ofthe defining conditionsofknowledge (Moser
etal, 1998, p. 2). Thisepistemologicalreality must begin at first principle s and
ask whatknowledge isvalued by its sociocultural system, and how might we go
about this analysis. We have already disc ussed that knowledge and meaning
systems serve to sustain and promote the prevailing common sense in waysthat
le gitimise and naturalize the dominant groupsin society. So too we have
discussed the connection between managementfadsand, forexample, the
need to address uncertainty in organisations. This very important feature ofall
managementfadsdeals with the need of humansforcertainty, control,

predic tability and routine (through managed intervention). Thus, management
fadsfilan important need fororganisationsin the defence against a shifting
and dynamic extemalenvironment. But why isit that they have come to form
partofthe prevaiing common sense to such an extentthatthey are now an
indispensable partofthe comporate word? These are the typesofquestionsnot
addressed in, forexample, the new science of networks. The science of
networks treats such phenomena asan end state, mtherthan a dynamic
process. Moreover, modelling networksonly provides a snapshot ofthe issue in

question and iscontext and time-de pendent.

This thesisisan attemptto apply complex systems to the problem of meaning.
The value ofanalyticalengagement, atherthan an empincalappmach,isthat
secondary sourceshave already traversed much ofthe temitory c onc e ming
complex systemsappraches,ashascrmiticalliterature about management fads.
The void that existsin theoreticalanalysisconcemsthe realm between complex
materal systems (the physicalenvironnment), complex nonmateral syste ms
(epistemological ontologicaland axiologicalthemes) and the processesof

autopoietic feedback. The dimension of me aning systemsisthatrealm.

However,aswe tum to complex systemsasa toolforanalysis, we do find that
some conceptsunderpinning the theory are notthat well suited to e xamining

socialphenomena fora numberofreasons:

1. Complex systemstheory, although it o ffers altemative explanationsabout
a whole range ofthings, including socialphenomena, also has limita tio ns.
Thisis primarily bec ause the mathematicsand modelling used in such
analysesbecome ascomplex asthe system itself. Thishascaused some
the orists (Cillie rs, 1998; Stacey et al, 2000; Ric hardson, 2005) to question
the value of such modelsand simulations, since we maynotbe any wiser
aboutthe behaviourofthe phenomenon even with astounding levelsof

information aboutitscomposition and so forth.
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2. Complexity isessentially a philosophicalsubjectand, arguably, notopen
to reduction. k pointsthe way toward areasofinvestigation by other
disciplines. But assoon asthe attemptismade to formalise the subject
and itscomponents,itisnegated through timescales orcontexts which
are foreverdynamical Thus, materal(and non-matenal) entities are
infinite ly inve stigable —both in the direc tion ofthe atomic and sub-atomic
and in the otherdirection equally (Iemke, 1997).

3. haddition,complexity defiesdefinition beyond ‘that which isnot
capable of mensuration’;once one can putnumberson it the subjectis
merely complicated (even if hypercomplicated). Thisis the case with

empinicalapproacheswhere measurementisrelied upon.

4. Complexity mustand doesalwaysinvolve the position ofthe observer, as
Maturana and Varela pointed out more than 40 yearsago: "anything said
issaid by anobserver'and no observercan uttera single sentence of
descrption withoutit being in theory and in practice "'mixed with ourown
thoughts and worddviews" (Maturana and Varela, 1980, pp. 8-10). We may
say thatourperspectivesare objective, butitis through individual
me aning systems that the true selfismorally and ethically established. In
otherwords,observationsabout anything cannotbe made without
reference to the self. Therefore, subjectivity cannotbe avoided.
Subje c tivity naturally involves a socialconstruction ofreality (Berger &

Iuc kmann, 1976).

Aspreviously stated,a complexsystemsapprach, orforthat matter, a network
apprmoach,doesnotadequately addressthe notion ofepistemological,
ontologicaland axiologicalvaluespresentin socialbehaviour. Blending such
themesinto a complex systems analysis makes it infinitely more ‘complex’. The
mability of complex syste ms to sufficiently dealwith these featuresofsocial
systems prompted the theornsation of ‘complex meaning systems’. The idea of
complex meaning systemsincorporatesand embracesthe position ofthe
observer,thereby accepting a levelofsubjectivity and such notionsasbelief
and values. Meanings about why ratherthan whatbecome the focusofthe
analysis; the pattem and form prevailing overmatterand substance. The idea of
me aning systemsthusoffersa way ofdescrbing and fusing diverse perspectives
that have become so institutionalised thateven the language with which to

interrogate hasbecome obfuscated, and in some casesunrecognisable.

Thus, a complexadaptive system, while an abstraction,isalso a realpattem.
Complex systemstheory seesthe pattemsofconnection between such
abstractions unlike any othercontemporary theory. Even the science of

networksdoesnotaddressthe notion of pattemsofconnection to the same
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degree ascomplex systemstheory. nthe case of managementfads, we could
engage certain individualsymbolic universes (Bergerand Iuc kmann, 1976) to
make sense of what we experience. These symbolic universesoruniversesof
inquiry serve to draw upon what we know, what we see asreal,and to decode
how we experience it. Universes o finquiry as meaning systemsare complex
systems. But ratherthan physic al systems, asin living systems, they are 'swiding
pools ofthought, action, intent, knowledge, and experience. Thus,they can
also be thoughtofasa complexadaptive system, with allthe featuresofsuch
systems. The idea of complex meaning systemsisgenerated from the nexus
between complex systems and symbolic universes. Therefore the way we see
and experience managementfadsisso deeply entrenched in our
understanding ofthe symbolic representation and abstraction of signs, that it is
impossble to separate whatcountsasthe entity (management fads) from the
experience ofit. n otherwords, like the lawsofgravity we cannotconceive of
a businesslandscape without managementfads. A complex systems view o f this
phenomenon doesofferan altemative perspective: we canbe made aware of
the connectionsto otherimportant elements; we can establish pattemsthat
may assist in ourunderstanding by reflec ting and drawing upon the se
relationships. We willalso be cognisantof whatwe understand and experience
asonly relevant atthe time - in the same way thatthe behaviourofa small
wonrd networkcanonly be captured and modelled in the mome nt. But the se
may be the majorlimitationsofthisapprmach. The inherentcomplexity may

indeed be too unmanageable forreal-wordd application.

Hypothesising the idea of complex me aning systems is just the be ginning.
Methodologiesbased on the approach would re quire sig nific ant further
researc h. The research thusfarisintended only to theorise an approach, a way
forward, thatoffers some explanation about the nexusbetween complex
materal systems, nonmateral syste ms and the processesthat unite them in
termsofmeaning. Nevertheless, furtherresearch would require engagementof
smallword networks, perhapsmodelling oruse of such thingsasneural
networks, and strategic modelling forfuture states. Although Ihave notused an
empiricalapproach forthis thesis, furtherresearch would necessitate this
direction. Reall-wonrd application ofthe complexmeaning systemsapprwach

would require toolsforevaluation, toolsforanalysisand toolsforpredic tion.

The modelofcomplex meaning systems proposed in thisthesisisconceptual, in
that many elementscomprise each ofthe phasesupon many levels. Fwe were
to apply thisin a practicalsense,the modelcould be used asan outline, a
frameworkto incormporate strategiesto move from one phase to the next. So,

the diagram presented in eardierchapters (Figure 8.1) could be adapted to
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more accurately represent how meaning systemsare connected and operate

in a dynamic way (Figure 8.2):

/4

<

Figure 8.1 - Complex Me aning Systems

Figure 8.2 - Complex Meaning Systems — Anotherlayer
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In thisway, clusters of information assemble around the varous phasesofthe
developmentofa meaning system. The smallernodescould represent
strategies; equally, they could representideasthat are consistent with other
meaning systemsatthe same phase. Because itispurely representational,

linkagesbetween each ofthe nodes within the system is assumed.

T sum up, applying complex meaning systemsto a socialphenomenon like
managementfadsislke applying complex systems to the behaviourofchildren,
orthe economy, orhistory orreligion, orc ultural tra ditions. Although complex
systems theory isincreasingly being applied in the socialsciences, the findingsor
theoremsare notmade any simplerby the discourse. One ofthe majordrversof
complexity theory hasbeen the widespread availability of artificial inte lligence
methods, such asneuralnetworks and genetic algorthms. These tec hniques
have enabled researchersto simulate words with multiple inte lligent and
idiosyncratic agents. Agentsare idiosyncratic because they leam from theirown
localized experiences. Each agentthusevolves, existsand expiresas a unique
individ ual e ntity, po te ntially a ffe c ting the entire networkoflocalised and remote
factors. Complex systemstheoristsgetexcited when thisdiversity create s
aggregate behaviourthatcannotbe explained when agentsare treated as
homogenousentities. Thisprovides another,asyet untapped dimension to
explore: the pattems(meaning) thatconnectthe components(knowledge and

ideas) themselves.

The complexity paradigm is inhe re ntly diffic ult forhumansto grasp. Thinking
aboutcomplex systemsis much like thinking about sixdimensionalspace: no
matterhard we try, we simply do not have the right cognitive mac hinery to
imagine such things. We are bounded by the limitationsofourbrains to
creatively employ the relatively simple modelswe can imagine asrmough
metaphorsand analogiesforthe inherently ungraspable complexity that
surmmo und s us. This of c o urse is the temtory that complexity theory writers attempt
to grapple with asthey promote theirprescriptions formanaging unc ertainty
and embracing chaos. Ournative thinking style defaultsto 'biliard-ball c ausality
and simple, linear, reduc tionist explanations. Newton's ¢ lo c kwo rk unive rse is
comforting and comfortable: it makes intuitive sense;it doesn't make ourbrains
hurt trying to thinkaboutit. Yet we are constructed of 'pattems. We are
pattems, we enact pattems, we thinkin termsofpattemsand we thrive on
pattems. And we comelate pattems with pattemsto determine second and
furtherorderpatte ms within patte ms. Patte ms mean connection notlnear
reduction. One ofthe issueswe are unavoidably faced with is: which tierof

pattemscan we use asa frame ofreference? Thisthesishasproposed the idea
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thatcomplexmeaning systemsoffersuch a modelforanalysis. A keyreason for
thisis that the idea of meaning offersconnectednessto many otherelementsof
our‘humanness’;fora conceptto be meaningfuldependsonourexpernence,
and the relationship to the ideasand knowledge ofoursociocultural syste m.
Although there isa long tradition that hassought to establish a scie ntific
grounding forthe socialsciencesthat would make it every bit as quantitative
and deteministic asthe naturalsciences, instead meaning syste ms factorin the

position ofthe observeraspart ofthe analysis.

Contemporary thinking hasinherted thistradition and seesthat despite the
capacity formuch to be universalin the behaviourofsocial syste ms, some
thingsremain inexplicable and unpredictable. Some ofthese social
phenomena appearatfirstto be unconnected —such asstockmarket crashes,
property booms, globalisation trends, waterquality and the explosion of
managementfads—because universality doesnotoften care forthe detail This
iswhere the idea of complex meaning systemsofferssome relieffrom both the
overrationalising ofsocialtheories and the complicated modelling ofcomplex
systems. The position ofthe observerasseen through epistemological,
ontologicaland axiologicallenses must colourthe perspectivesofeverything
we understand and believe aboutourwonrd and ourexperience ofit. Complex
me aning systems also emphasise the importance ofsuch thingsasnetworks and
connec tivity. Do the networksaround usmerely provide resourcesordo they
affect ourthinking in a deeperway? T whatextent, and in what sense,can we
endorse the socialconstruction ofreality (Bergerand Iuc kmann, 1976)? For
example, where do informalgroups, cliques, fads, rumo urs, organisational myths,
riots, socialmovements, and new paradigmscome from, and why do they tend
to appearsuddenly? Understanding the behaviourofsuch socialphenomena
benefitsfrom an approach thatisnotoverdy dete ministic. Managementfadsas
a socialphenomenoncanbe theorsed both through traditionalsocialtheornes,

and also understood asa complex meaning system.

Finally, the question remains whethercomplexity theory and the idea of
complex meaning systemsisin the end just a sophisticated form of re duc tio nism.
Complexity theory starts from the assumption that much ofthe observed
complexity in the world can be explained by relatively simple interac tions
among componentsofthe system of interest. There isa reluctance to embrace
radicalholism, thatis, to maintain that the whole can only be understood in its
totality and thatallinteractionsare important. No doubt the confimatory
agenda of complexity theory willc ontinue to expand. Asknowledge of
complexity increases, so willthe opportunities to use that knowledge to predict

orcontrolsystemsratherthan simply seeking to understand theirbehaviour.
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honically, it wasthe added complexity of social syste msthat spurmred the

developmentofpost-positivist methods, such assecond-ordercybemeticsand
so ft systems methodology, in systems theory. The science ofnetworkstoo, offers
significant potentialin the area ofsocial syste ms mapping. However, this theory
doesnotdealvery wellwith the question of meaning, in particularontological

realities, because ofitsempirc alfocus.

Thus, whilst comple xity the ory maintains a strongly po sitivistic stance, there is
some evidence thata constructivist awarenessmay be just starting to emerge.
One ofthe strengthsofagent-based modelling isits ability to model
heterogeneousbehaviouramong agents. kisconceivable thata modelcould
be developed to allow agentsto have different perceptionsofan undedying
ontologicalreality. These differencesin perception would lead to divergent
leaming experiencesand an inevitable varation in preferencesand actions
among agents. Agentbased methodsmay thusgo some way towards
operationalising the construc tivist worddview. The idea of complex me aning
syste ms fits with this wordd view however, and potentially re pre se nts another,
broader, perspective ofthe phenomenon of managementfads. Applying the
idea in realtemms, though, would require the phasesoutlined in previous
chaptersto be identified. This could take the form ofan analysis presented
eitherat the time ofuptake ofa managementintervention orat the time ofits
review. The main strength of thisapprmach, of course, isthe ability to see the big
pic ture issues, the pattemsofconnectedness, and issuesthatmaynotbe as

prominentin the eyesofsome, and even unpopular.

Iam consciousthatthisaccountofattemptsto applyideasfrom complexity
theory to management practice hasbeenbroadly crtical—crticalofclaimsfor
the authorntative statusof whatwould be betterpresented as stimula ting
metaphors. Thisisespecially so since complex systemstheoryisa crtical
theoreticaldiscipline in this thesis. The combination of e litism, se c taranism and
evangelism in the complex systems community and the expectation about
whatto expectofmanagementinterventionsdoesplace the application ofthe
systemsmessage in a ratherprecarous position. ssuch application itself a
managementfad? Doesitoffersome insightsthatotherappmachesdo not?
These typesofquestion could have been left implicit, but in light o f the
dependence on complex systemsin otherparts of this the sis, it is impo rtant to
come to a position and articulate whetherthe idea ofcomplex meaning
systemsasthey applyto managementfadshasbeen successfuland whetherit

might prove the way forward to analyse othersocialphenomena.

The lessons from complexity theory are notjust aboutcleverdiscourse, although

itisused by many in thisway. There are importantinsightsoffered by a complex

Chapter8 - Reflections and Conclusion 201



systemsapplicationin comparson to othertheoresbecause itoffers, for
example, more practical ways ofthinking about future states. Although
accurate prediction isimpossible (despite what some complex syste ms the o rists
caution against), forec asting future potentialitiesis very much partofa systems
approach —-forexample Stuart Kauffman's (1993, 1995) idea of ‘fitne ss
landscapes. (However, the Kantian ‘possibilitiesofexperience’ represents a
similarnotion.) Rejection of wholesale reduc tionism is anotherlesson; however,
again thisshould notbe taken literally. There are some very important mic ro -
levelmattersthat should be investigated, and notlooking atcomponentsin a
system isjustasdangemusasanoverreliance. The language ofcomplex
systems o ffersinnovation and creativity, but caution should be exercised in
taking these conceptsliterally. The behaviourofsocial systems, meaning
systems, orindeed managementfadscannotreally perform like a gasora living
organism. Therefore, the lessonsfrom complex systems should be taken at the
metaphorc levelratherthan the literalone. The reward forengaging complex
me aning systemsisthatthe prevailing common sense formsthe basisfor
ontological epistemologicaland axiologicalframeworksthatembody this
experience, providing c ontext-rich connec tivity, and opening the field of

endeavourto a wealth ofuntapped wisdom.

The idea of complexmeaning systemsdoesoffera dynamic approach to
intermo gating the phenomenon of managementfads. By approaching the
phenomenonoffadsasa dynamicalsix-phase process,itispossible to gain a
betterunderstanding ofthe emergence, growth and decline phases,even for
particularfads. However, where the modelmightbecome unwieldy is in its
translation to organisationsasa tool Presenting a toolformanagement to
addressmanagementfad issuesisan intellectualparadox and if the
underpinning argumentsare notelucidated in waysthat draw upon the
collective wisdom ofthe organisation, then it could run the risk ofbeing c ritic ise d
forthe very thing it crtique s. Therefore, any practicalapplication ofcomplex
me aning syste ms must foreshadow thatthe idea isnotto be presented asa
managementtool butasa technique orway of thinking thatinterpretsorrather
re-interprets cumrent waysofdoing businessin an organisation using the

collective wisdom ofthe organisation.

Thave applied the idea ofcomplex meaning systemsonly to management fads.
Applying the idea to othermeaning systemswould engage the same
methodology,and again view the issue orsocialphenomena asa dynamic
process, working through the phasesofchaos, complexity, contingent

comp lexity, situational orcontextual reality, diffusion and acceptance, and

emerging uncertainty. Fdeveloped asa toolto present fororganisations, a
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thoough processmapping exercise would be required, outlining, forexample, a
seriesofquestionsto be answered and tasksto be completed foran analysisof
each phase. These tasks would focuson relationalissues, networksof
information, and qualitative assessmentsratherthan endlesschecklistsofdata
to be measured and calculated. Pethapsone ofthe mostendurng featuresof
the idea of complex meaning systemsisthatitoffersa way to achieve
networked, connected thinking and canbe designed to targetalllevelsofan
organisation. There isno dispute that managing organisationshasbecome a
very complexoperation in the last twenty years; uncertainty hasbecome
increasingly unpleasant forsociety, asthe differencesbetween knowledge,
reality and truth become evermore blurred. Being able to view an organisation
through networks of me aning, ratherthan networks of func tional line ar ta sks,
doesprovide anotherlayerofsophistication foran organisation to incorporate
pastachievementsaswellasfailuresand more truthfully reflect on where they
wish the future to take them. The idea ofcomplexmeaning systemsdoesnot
offera prescrption forpredic tability orstability orcertainty, and thisalone may
mean thatitsrealword applicability becomesobfuscated asitcompetesfor
credibility against managementfadsthatdo make such claims. In the end it
may be thatcomplex meaning systemscannotbe successfullyapplied asa
managementorsocialanalysistool Ratherits strengths may lie in expanding the
epistemological ontologicaland axiologicaltermain surmo unding the
phenomena so thata more expansive and integrative analysisispossible asthe

organisation orissue orsituation preparesto meetan uncerain future.

The ability to crtically evaluate managementideasisone ofthe mostimportant
skills o fthe contemporary manager. Blindly accepting the claimsof
management c onsultants witho ut first understanding how they willaffect an
organisationisa common mistake of many managersifthe research into take-
up and abandonmentratesofmanagementfads, notto mention the
increasing numberofchange management consultants, is anything to go by.
“Critic al thinking isreasonable reflec tive thinking thatisfocused on deciding
whatto believe ordo” (Ennis, 1987, p. 10). Contemporary managersalso need
the skills to formulate theirown hypothesis,come up with altemative waysof
viewing problems, questions, possible solutions and plans forinve stigating
innovative ormore creative solutions. Helping managersbe more crticalby
mtroducing more reflective processesin theirdecision making can be assisted
by following the 6-phase modelofcomplex meaning systems. Forexample, it is
posited thatanyidea whetheritbe an intervention ora practical policy solution
canbe ‘tested’ againstthe modelbecause it hasthe potentialto organise the

issue s, building in suc h thingsasvarnation,adaptation,emergence, networks
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and redundancy. As with teac hing crtic al thinking skills, guiding managers

towardsbetterdecision-making frameworksis something noteasily grasped, we
know, forexample,allpeople think,and almanagersmanage. The essence of
thinking like a managerisleaming how to be crticaland engaging frame wo rks

to betterunderstanding how meaningscan be interpreted.
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APPENDIX A

Systems Inquiry: Basic Concepts and Foundational Research

1.0 Introduction

The contemporary and more scientific version of systemstheory emerged
about sixty yearsago afterludwig von Bertalanffy published Geneml

Syste ms Theory in 1968. Systemstheoryisbased on the idea that nothing
exists without referenc e to something else. Ik is this referential and re fle xive
nature of connectedness, relationship and linkage that is essential to
understanding generalsystemstheory. Once thatgeneral premise is
accepted, the diverse nature ofthe organising principlesbehind the theory
canbe furtherexplored. Thisexploration can pursue themesfrom a mynad
ofdisciplnes from mathematics, biology, quantum physics, ¢c he mistry,

economicsand even philosophy.

Howeverscholars who apply systemstheory are keen to point out that many
terms from the suite of systemstheornesare notinterchangeable. Also, that
concepts from syste ms thinking have theirown discipline, theirown
mathematicsand discourse and theirown very different application
methodologies, forexample 'complex systems'and 'complexadaptive
systems' me an diffe re nt things to those involved in theirmodelling. T

provide a comprehensive analysisofthese conceptsisthe subjectof
anotherthesis. Tb avoid drawing crticism forblending these concepts and
providing a most superficialtreatment ofthese theoresrequiresa defence.
The decadesofresearch into agentbased modeling of complex systemsby
those such as Stuart Kauffman and Stephen Wolfram cannotbe compared
to applying theirfindingsto otherfields of endeavour. Thus, the justific ation is
made thatthisisnota scientific paper, therefore could neverdo justice to
the extraordinary depth of research involved in the se disciplines. This
appendixissimply provided asa furtherreference point forsyste ms thinking
conceptsraised throughout the thesis. Thusitdrawsupon secondary

research in these areasand appliesthe themesloosely and interpretively.

The conceptsto be outlined in thisappendixinclude (butare notlmited to):
systems theory, complex systemstheory, chaostheory, catastrophe theory,
netwo rks, pattem, e quilbrium, entropy, linearand nonlinear, bifurc ation,
autopoiesis, fractals, neuralnetworks, cellularautomata, c o mple xity

mathematics, simulation, system dynamics, self-organisation, Gaia
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Hypothesis,observerand othersofperipheralvalue. h Part I Thave
provided more discussion ofthe terms rele vant to this thesis. Part Ic ontains
many termsrelated to complex systemstheoresand are included simply
because they are contextualand/orreferred to by others. Part llc ontains

furtherreferencesforonlne research.

1.1 SystemsTheory

Sometimesitiseasierto conceive ofa systemsappmach to something, by
thinking about whatitisnot. The theoreticalopposite of understanding
something in termsofsystemsisto analyse it by reducing it down to the most
basic elementsofitscomposition. Thisiscalled reduc tionism and its rise to
prominence in both science and the humanities, largely through philo sop hy,
isattributed to René Descartes. Ratherthan reducing an entity (e.g. the
human body) to the propertiesofitspartsorelements(organsand cells),
systems theory focuseson the amangementofand relationsbetween the
parts which connectthem into a whole (life). The whole system isalso open
to, and interacts with its envimnnments ac quiring qualitatively new properties
through emergence, resulting in its continual e vo lution. Anotherbasic tenet
of systemstheory isthe way thatthe componentsofa system interact with
eachotherisasimportantasthe componentsthemselves. Forexample,
dissecting an ant wilneverallow usto understand whatgoesonin an ant

colony. There are ofcourse many examplessuch as this.

A system can be simple oritcanbe complex, which isthe keyreason
complexity theory mathematicians and scientistsobject to theirdiscipline
being reduced to systemsalone. A system canbe defined asan entity

whic h maintains its e xiste nc e through the mutualinteraction ofits parts.

The emphasisison "'mutualinteraction,”" in that some thing is oc c umng

between the parts, overtime, which maintains the system.

"
® 9

e

This de finition of a system implies something beyond cause and effect,

because it also nvolvesfeedback. Ratherthan simply A affects B, there isan
implication that Balso affects A, and thisin tum may (overtime) cause both
to morph into something otherthan A orB. Thisiscalled emergence, but

there are also emergent properties re sulting from the exchange. Examples
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of systemsare particle, atom, molecule,cell, organ, person, c o mmunity,
state, nation, word, solarsystem, galaxy, and universe, in what is also
referred to asa hierarchy of complexity. Some believe thatthere isonly one
system, "The Universe,"and allothersystems are really just sub-syste ms o f this
largersystem. Often referred to asthe Gaia Hypo thesis, this wilbe disc ussed
furtherin 1.7 below. The majorissue involving any analysisof a system is

where to draw boundaries, which dependson the position ofthe observer.

The definition of "system"is also one ofthe great philosophicalissues to
address. There are dozensofdefinitionsreflecting a wide range of
philosophicalperspectives from a system being a setofobjectstogether
with relationshipsbetween the objectsto being defined in terms o f the
perceptions and distinctionsdrawn by the observer. Heylighen (2000)
defines system theory as "the transdisciplinary study ofthe abstract
organization of phenomena, independentoftheirsubstance, type,or
spatialortemporalscale ofexistence. Ikt investigates both the principles
commonto allcomplex entities, and the (usually mathematical) models

which can be used to describe them."

The notion of organising relationsis criticalin systemstheory because one of
the originalscientific conceptsisthe idea thatallmatterisformed out ofthe
same building blocks. The idea thatevery physicalentity ismade of atoms
and particles, although notnew, recognisesit mustbe lawsthat govem the
physicalform ratherthan whatcomprsesit. The unive rsality o f ¢ o nstitue nts
complements the universality of mechanicallaws(classicalorquantum)

that govem theirmo tion.

Systemstheory orasitissometimesreferred to generalsyste ms theory, itse If
comprisesmany components. The concepts from systemstheory are
applied to fields from biology, engineering, computing, ecology,
management, psychotherapy, communication,economicsand sociology.
Emaybe usefulatthispointto compare the differencesin a systemstheory
methodology from otheranalytic approachesto research. Heylighen (2000)

providesthe following comparnson ofboth perspectives.

Analytic Approach Systemic Approach
e isolates,thenconcentrateson e unifiesand concentrateson the
the elements interaction between elements
e studiesthe nature of interaction e studiesthe effectsofinteractions

Appendix A Page 208



Analytic Approach

emphasizesthe precision of
details

modifiesone varable ata time

remainsindependentofduration
of time; the phenomena
considered are reversible.

validatesfactsby meansof
expermental proof within the
bodyofa theory

usesprecise and detaied models
thatare lessusefulin actual
operation (example:
econometric models)

hasanefficientapproach when
interactionsare linearand weak

leadsto discipline-orented
(juxtadisciplinary) education

leadsto action programmed in
detail

possesses knowledge ofdetails
poordy defined goals

Systemic Approach

emphasizesglobalperception

modifiesgroupsofvanables
simulta ne o usly

integratesduration oftime and
irre ve rsib ility

validates factsthrough
comparnson ofthe behaviorof
the modelwith re ality

usesmodelsthat are

msufficie ntly igorousto be used
asbasesofknowledge butare
usefulin decision and action

hasanefficientapproach when
interac tions are nonlinearand
strong

leads to multidisc ip lina ry
education

leadsto action through
objectives

possesses knowledge ofgoals,
fuzzy details

Modelsof systems and theirsimulation willbe discussed in 1.XXbelow, but
various attempts have been made to map thisterrain and represent it
visually. MarshallClemenson the NESCIwebsite providesa numberof

graphic s to ilustrate hisideas:
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1.2 Complex Systems Theory

Many phenomena canbe considered to be complex systems, and their
study (complexity science) is highly interdisciplinary. Wnters who apply and
theorise aboutcomplex systemstheory most alwaysstart with some kind of
protracted definition of whatiscomplex, whatiscomplicated, whatis
simple and why this matters. The Oxford Dictionary defines something as
"complex"ifitis ' made of (usually several) closely connected parts” Here we
find the basic duality between parts which are atthe same time distinct and
connected.Ihave aggregated some ofthe more concise and relevant

definitions as follows:

1. Complexity theory —orto be more precise, the science of complexity —is the
study ofemergentorderin what are otherwise very disord e fly syste ms."

(McHEroy, 2004, p. 3)

2. "Complexsystemstheoryis...a collectionofideasthathave in common the
notion that within dynamic pattemsthere may be undedying simplicity that
can,in part, be discovered through the use oflarge quantitiesofcomputer
powerand through analytic,logicaland conceptualdevelopments.”
(Lissack, 2000, p. 112)
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3. "There isno commonly accepted definition of complexity, but there are
characterstics of the phenomenon on which mo st comple xity the o nists...
agree:

a. complexly structured, non-additive behaviouremergesoutof
interactive networks, thatis, interactive actorsunite in an ordered
state ofsorts, and the behaviourofthe resulting whole ismore than
the sum ofthe individualbehaviours...(where) networksof particlesor
people, with complexchainsofinteraction, allow large systems to
comelate, orself-order...

b. complex systems exhibit nonlnearbehaviour,orbehaviourthatis
unpredictability related to input...

c. complexbehaviourison the borderbetween predic tability and
nonpredictability —hence complexdynamicsare sometimes referred
to asedge-f-chaosbehaviour. Complex systemsare somewhat more
stable and lessactive than are the dynamicsofchaotic systems, such
asweatherpattems, stock markets orseasonalfluc tuationsin the size
ofinsect populations. Complexdynamicscannotbe analysed in the
same mannerasone would analyse the predictable motion ofa
pendulum... (thus) complex systems possesscharacteristicsofboth
stable and chaotic systems...

d. complex systems are robust, orfit. They resist perturbation orinvasion
by othersystems. Complexsystemsare characterised by a varety of
coupling pattems..."

(Marion,R. & Bacon, dJ., 2000, pp. 75-76)

4. "Complexity theorycanbe conceptualised asa collection of new anti-
mec hanistic metaphors stressing processand emergence;itcan also be
conceptualised asthe modelling via (mathematical) computational
experiments of how events self-organise."

(Ietiche, 2000, p. 1)

5. "Asystem iscomplexifwe candescrbe itin a varety of different ways,each
of which commespondsto a distinct subsystem. Complexity then ceasesto be
an intrinsic property of a system, butitisrathera function ofthe numberof
waysin which we can interact with the system and the numberofseparate
descrptionsrequired to descrbe these interactions. Therefore, a system is
simple to the extent that a single description sufficesto accountforour
inte rac tions with the system;itiscomplex to the extent that thisfailsto be
true ."

(Rosen, R. (1978), cited in Mikulec ky, D., 1995, p. 4)

6. "Asystem iscomplexto the extentthat we have more than one distinct way

ofinteracting with it."

(Mikule c ky, D., 1995, p. 7)

7. Acomplexsystem isa system forwhich it is diffic ult, f not impo ssible to
restrictits description to a limited numberofparametersorcharac tersing
varables without losing its essentialglobalfunc tional pro perties.
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(Bemard Pavard & Julie Dugdale, GRIC-IRIT, T ulo use,
France.)http://www.iit.fry CO Sl training /¢ o mp le xity-tuto ria l/ ¢ o m p le xity-
tuto ria Lhtm)

8. "Acomplex system is any system which involvesa numberofelements,
amanged in struc ture(s) which can exist on many scales. These go through
processesofchange thatare notdescrbable by a single rule norare
reducible to onlyone levelofexplanation, these levelsoften include
features whose emergence cannotbe predicted from theirc urmrent
specifications. Complex systems theory also include s the study of the
interactions ofthe many parts of the system."

(http://www.calresco.org/intro . htm#def)

9. "An extremely diffic ult "Tknow it when Isee it"conceptto define, largely
because itrequires a quantification of whatismore of a qualitative
me asure. Intuitive ly, comple xity is usually gre ate st in syste ms who se
componentsare armanged in some itric ate diffic ult-to-understand pattem
or,in the case ofa dynamicalsystem, when the outcome ofsome processis
diffic ult to predict from itsinitialstate. In itslowe st precisely when a system is
eitherhighly regular, with many redundant and/orrepeating pattemsor
when a system iscompletely disordered. While over30 measuresof
complexity have been proposed in the research literature, they allfallinto
two generalclasses: (1) Static Complexity -which addressesthe question of
how anobjectorsystem isputtogether(ie. only purely struc tural
informationalaspectsofanobject), and isindependentofthe processesby
which informationisencoded and decoded; (2) Dynamic Complexity -
which addressesthe question of how much dynamicalorcomputational
effortisrequired to descrbe the information contentofanobjectorstate of
a system. Note that while a system's static complexity c ertainly influences its
dynamicalcomplexity, the two measuresare notequivalent. A system may
be struc turally rathersimple (ie. have a low static complexity), but have a
complexdynamicalbehaviour.

(IIa ¢ hinski, 1996, pp. 188-189)

10.”T> understand the behaviourofa complex system we must understand not
only the behaviourofthe partsbut also how they acttogetherto form the
behaviourofthe whole. kisbecause we cannotdescribe the whole witho ut
descrbing each part,and because each part mustbe described in relation
to otherparts, that complex systems are diffic ult to understand. Paul Cillie rs’
providesthe following generalcharactersticsof complex syste ms:

a. Complexsystemsconsistofa large numberofelementsthatin
themselvescan be simple.

b. The elementsinteract dynamically by exchanging energyor
information. These interactionsare rich. Even if specific elements only
interact with a few others, the effectsofthese interactions are
propagated throughout the system. The interactions are nonlnear.

c. There are many directand indirectfeedbackloops.
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d. Complexsystemsare open systems—they exchange energyor
information with theirenvimnment —and operate atconditions far
from e quilib rium.

e. Complexsystemshave memory,notlocated ata specific place, but
distribute d throughout the system. Any complex system thushasa
history, and the historyisofcardinalimportance to the behaviourof
the system.

f. The behaviourofthe system isdetermined by the nature ofthe
interactions, notby whatis contained within the components. Since
the interactionsare rich, dynamic, fed back, and, above, all
nonlinear, the behaviourofthe system asa whole cannotbe
predicted from an inspection ofits components. The notion of
‘emergence’ isused to describe thisaspect. The presence of
emergentpropertiesdoesnotprovide an argument against c ausality,
only against de te ministic forms of predic tion.

g. Complexsystemsare adaptive. They can (re)organise theirinte mal
struc ture witho ut the intervention ofan extemalagent. Certain
systemsmay display some ofthese characterstics more promine ntly
than others. These charactersticsare notoffered asa ‘definition’ of
complexity, but ratherasa general low-level, qualitative
‘description’.”

(Cillie rs, 2000, pp. 23-24)

11. "Complex systemstheoryisa new and rapidly developing field. Muc h
remamsto be done. The ideasand principlesthathave aleady been
proposed must be studied in a multitude ofactualexamples. And new
principle s must be sought.

Complex systemstheory cutsacrwssthe boundariesbetween conventional
scientific disciplines. k makesuse ofideas, methodsand examples from
many disparate fields. And its re sults should be widely applicable to a great
variety of scientific and engineering problems.

Complex systemstheory isnow gaining momentum, and isbeginning to
develop into a scientific discipline in its o wn right. Isuspectthatthe sociology
ofthisprocessiscrucialto the future vitality and successofthe field. Several
previousinitiative sin the direction ofcomple x systems theory made in the
pasthave failed to develop theirpotentialforlargely sociologicalreasons.
One example iscybemetics, in which the detailed mathematicalresultsof
controltheory came to dominate the field, obscuring the originalmore
generalgoals. One ofthe disappointmentsin complex systemstheory so far
isthatthe apprmachesand contentofmostofthe papersthatappear
reflect ratherclosely the training and backgmund oftheirauthors. Only time
willultimately tellthe fate ofcomplex systems theory. But as ofnow the
future looks bright. " (Stephen Wolfram, 1988, approx. p.187)
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Examples of Complex Systems

¢ Govemments

e Families

e 'The humanbody—physiologicalperspective

e Aperson—psychosocialperspective

e 'The brain

e 'The ecosystem ofthe wonrd

e Subword ecosystems:desert, ain forest,ocean
e Weather

e Acorporation

e Acomputer

Examples of Simple Systems

e Anoscillator
e Apendulum
e A spinning wheel

e Anoriting planet

Central properties of complex systems

Afterbeginning to describe complex systems, a second step is to id e ntify
commonalities. Some ofthe key characternisticsofcomplex systemsare:

Iarge numberofinterconnecting components.
Componentsare non-deterministic and non-tractable.
Interac tion-ric h relationships between components.
Inte ra c tions e xhibit nonlinearbehavio ur.

Distribute d nature of information and re pre se ntation.
Feedbackloopscause changesto the system.

Exhibit propertiesofemergence and self-organisation.

Operate underfarfrom-e quilbrium c onditio ns.

© ®No ok Lo

Cannotexclude history (pre-programmed ele ments

e xist).
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10. FEachelementin the system isignorantofthe behaviour
ofthe system asa whole,and may only respond to

localised nformation.

Complex systems theory - applications forsocialresearch

Michaels (1995, pp 17-21) cites seven fundamentals of complex systems theory that are
particularly relevant to social system research and generally at odds with traditional

approaches to social interventions.

l. Simple systems demonstrate complex behaviours — Systems evolve from simplicity to
greater complexity in response to increased complexity in the environment. Human
social systems, as extensions of biological systems evolve along a path of complexity as
they are required to process greater amounts of information. There are three levels
of behaviour that determine the system’s ability to adapt to its environment:

Level I: Equilibrium — Systems at equilibrium are controlled by negative feedback loops
that dampen the recognition of changes in reality, restraining the organisation’s ability
to adapt.

Level 2: Near Equilibrium — Positive feedback loops are causing attempts at change but
the negative feedback loops are still restraining the system. Organisation can operate
near equilibrium so long as there is little change in the areas described above for the
equilibrium organisation. Near equilibrium organisations dampen the impact of change
inherently instead of consciously. According to Stacey (1996) an equilibrium structure
requires no effort to retain its structure and great effort to change it, whereas a
dissipative structure | requires great effort to retain its structure and relatively little to
change it.

Level 3: The Edge of Chaos — In organisations operating at far-from-equilibrium
conditions, the ultimate “resolution” of chaos is creation of a dissipative structure that
occurs in an unpredictable and discrete fashion.

Far-from equilibrium conditions occur when equilibrium constraints are lessened,
removed, or interrupted; boundaries are traversed; the system is challenged in a
manner with which previous operational mechanisms, processes, and configurations
cannot cope (Goldstein, 1995). In fact, any time a system is in vital responsive contact
with other systems or the environment, it can be said to be in a far-from-equilibrium
condition. The control parameters (or equilibrium constraints) are: (1) the level and
rates of flow of energy or information and (2) the levels of connectivity of agents in
the system (Stacey, 1996).

A dissipative structure is a paradox central to Prigogene’s vision. It imports energy from (or
information) from the environment and produces entropy (waste, randomised energy) which it
dissipates into the surrounding environment. Dissipative structures are systems capable of
maintaining their identity only by remaining continually open to the flux and flow of their environment.
But they also have a structure that takes the form of irregular patterns, capable of renewal through
self-organisation as they continue to import energy (or information). Thus, a dissipative structure is
a contradiction in terms, it is not just a result, but a system or process that produces order out of
disorder.
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2. Complex systems are dynamical and non-linear — they're controlled by inherent
structures while producing apparently random and unpredictable outputs. A dynamic
system is one in which there is a direct predictable relationship between the inputs
into a system and its outputs. A dynamical system is a system for which changes in
outcomes appear to bear no relationship to the changes in the system inputs. A
system is non-linear when actions generate non-proportional outcomes, in other
words when the system is more than the sum of its parts (Prigogene, 1984).

3. Attractors represent the potential system behaviours in a complex system. There are
three types of attractors in complex systems, point attractors, period or limit cycle
attractors, and strange attractors. These are described in more detail below:

- Point attractors appear for systems that stop changing and reach equilibrium like
free-swinging pendulums or vertical growth in a human body. Eventually a
pendulum stops swinging and comes to rest at the bottom of its swing. While
neither the eventual height of a person nor the time required to reach full
height is known in advance, we know eventually growth stops and the “system”
reaches equilibrium.

- Period or limit cycle attractors develop in systems that repeat their patterns of
behaviour over time. The predator-prey relationship in an undisturbed eco-
niche represents a limit cycle. The repeated ebb and flow in both predator and
prey with synchronous leading and lagging characteristics in their populations is
a limit cycle attractor. Limit cycle attractors are characteristics of near
equilibrium systems. Both point and limit cycle attractors have single
trajectories.

- Strange or chaotic attractors represent an infinite number of potential states or
trajectories of a system. The future state and location of the trajectory of the
system operating under a strange attractor is impossible to predict. No two
points are ever the same, nor do the trajectories ever cross. A minute
difference in the starting point will result in major differences in the system’s
overall trajectory as a result of the amplifying feedback loops embedded in the
system.

4. The strange attractor defines the system’s potentialities. It forms the boundaries
outside of which the system’s trajectory will not go. It does not work like a magnet,
pulling the system toward some state. Real system “control” is in the hands of its
attractors. Attempts to control the behaviour of the system in a way that takes it
outside of its attractor regime will build up stress and eventually lead to catastrophes
(Guastello, 1995).

5. Complex systems build on positive feedback. All social systems are part of larger
systems, yet are made up of many subsystems, each containing many feedback loops,
both positive and negative. Feedback in this context refers tot he output of the system
looped back into the system as an input. Feedback is either positive or negative.
Negative or damping feedback tends to hold a system within pre-specified boundaries. A
thermostatically controlled furnace is an example of a negative feedback loop. Systems
have negative feedback loops that maintain the equilibrium of the system. Positive or
amplifying feedback loops tend to amplify change in the system’s behaviour by building on
themselves, much like compounding interest in a bank account. Systems need positive
feedback to change. Amplifying feedback iterated many times in a system can become
large enough to become dominant over negative balancing loops and cause huge changes
in both the behaviour of the system. It is possible for them to fundamentally change the
system.

Appendix A Page 216



6. Complex systems exhibit sensitive dependence to initial conditions. The presence of
amplifying feedback loops can cause “butterfly effects” eg., small changes in starting
conditions, iterated many times, causing spiralling effects that have huge impacts on
system outcomes. This sensitivity forces a reexamination of causality, which now must
be considered multi-level and multi-determinate.

1.3 Complex Adaptive Systems

Forthose working in the field, there isa difference between complex

systemstheory and complexadaptive systems. Complexadaptive

systemsare defined as "'macrscopic collectionsofsimple (and

typic ally nonline arly) interac ting units that are endowed with the

ability to evolve and adaptto a changing envimnment." (BarYam,

2000, p. 5) These can be illustrated by the following diagram.

Complex Adaptive Systems
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The agents in the system are all the components of that system. For example, the air and

water molecules in a weather system, and flora and fauna in an ecosystem. Agents interact

and connect with each other in unpredictable and unplanned ways. But from this mass of

interactions regularities emerge and start to form a pattern which feeds back to the system

and informs the interactions of the agents. For example in an ecosystem if famine starts to

deplete one species this results in a greater or lesser food supply for others in the system

which affects their behaviour and their numbers. A period of flux occurs in all the

populations in the system until a new balance is established. Complex adaptive systems

have many properties and the most important are:

AW —

Emergence
Co-evolution
Sub optimal
Requisite Variety

Appendix A

Page 217



= 0o N,

Connectivity
Simple Rules
Iteration

Self Organising
Edge of Chaos

0. Nested Systems
Changing Changing
E:ltTe.r'nal : n A E:_c'l‘ernul
Environment '} Environment
: : '
- Complex Adaptive Behavior —
0% ), e [ =\ %
0 P — = ¥ \ 7o
- L x .

E S . rge - .§

5 £ {*}“a 9 J’;\'c‘e-h TS

S & J § %

w = & 3 ®

ZE S g

= S

£ ; g

ac o

— ==
/ — J ) m’r
' \‘ "
%01’“ j f\ ; . f [} O(Jf
. A%\ e - \x .
Changing /« " Simple Self-Organized ~ Changing
External ‘ Local Relationships External
Environment Environment

1.4 Self-Organisation

Self-organisation refers to the spontaneous emergence of order in complex systems

provided it has the right composition and certain conditions are met (Goldstein, 1988).

Self-organization is a process where the organization (constraint, redundancy) of a system

spontaneously increases, i.e. without this increase being controlled by the environment or

an encompassing or otherwise external system. It has also been defined as a process of

evolution where the effect on the environment is minimal. Self organisation can also be

understood on the basis of the same variation and natural selection processes as other,

environmentally driven processes of evolution. Self-organisation is normally triggered by

internal variation processes, which are usually called "fluctuations" or "noise".

Thus, self-organisation can be defined as:

I. The evolution of a system into an organized form in the absence of external

pressures.
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2. A move from a large region of state space to a persistent smaller one, under the
control of the system itself. This smaller region of state space is called an
attractor.

3. The introduction of correlations (pattern) over time or space for previously
independent variables operating under local rules.

Typical features include (in rough order of generality):

e Absence of external control (autonomy)

e Dynamic operation (time evolution)

e Fluctuations (noise/searches through options)

e Symmetry breaking (loss of freedom/heterogeneity)

e Global order (emergence from local interactions)

e Dissipation (energy usage/far-from-equilibrium)

e Instability (self-reinforcing choices/nonlinearity)

e Multiple equilibria (many possible attractors)

e Criticality (threshold effects/phase changes)

e Redundancy (insensitivity to damage)

e Self-maintenance (repair/reproduction metabolisms)

e Adaptation (functionality/tracking of external variations)
e Complexity (multiple concurrent values or objectives)

e Hierarchies (multiple nested self-organized levels)

"The essence of self-organization is that system structure often appears without
explicit pressure or involvement from outside the system. In other words, the
constraints on form (i.e. organization) of interest to us are internal to the system,
resulting from the interactions among the components and usually independent of
the physical nature of those components. The organization can evolve in either time
or space, maintain a stable form or show transient phenomena. General resource
flows within self-organized systems are expected (dissipation), although not critical to

the concept itself." (http://www.calresco.org/sos/calressw.htm)

"The field of self-organization seeks general rules about the growth and evolution of
systemic structure, the forms it might take, and finally methods that predict the
future organization that will result from changes made to the underlying components.
The results are expected to be applicable to all other systems exhibiting similar

network characteristics." (http://www.calresco.org/sos/calressw.htm)
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The prerequisites for self-organisation in a complex system are (Prigogine, 1984;

Kauffman, 1995; Goldstein, 1995):

o Self-organisation requires two pre-requisite factors to occur, non-linearity and

far-from-equilibrium conditions.

o A requisite amount of redundancy and reliability2 - resistance to change.

o The presence of noise — fluctuations or perturbations.
. System containment — semi-permeable boundaries — firm enough to contain the
process of self-organisation, yet permeable enough to allow vital exchange with

the environment.

o Systemic correlation or coherence — this element refers to the nature of
boundaries and coupling within the system.

Glenday Eoyang (1997) offers a much simpler conceptualisation of self-organisation.

Only three prerequisites are required; difference, feedback, and system containment.

She portrays this simple but powerful explanation using a 2x2 matrix as shown

below:
High
Differentiation
Active Feedback Reinforcement &
Self-organisation Actualisation
No Feedback Unresolved o
Conflict Organisational
Rest

A system can only self-organise when there is sufficient difference across boundaries in the

system and active feedback across those boundaries. In fact, those differences create the

? Reliability here refers to resistance to change. If the system has no resistance to change, it cannot cope the

disorganising effect of noise.
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boundaries. Those boundaries must be semi-permeable to allow feedback across the
boundaries to occur. Without difference, there is no propensity to change. Without
feedback, there is no transfer of information or knowledge, resulting in unresolved conflict

where there is difference or stasis.

Can thingsself-organize ?

(Fltom He ylig he n, 2004, http://pespmc|.vub.ac.be/Papers/EOLSS-Self-Organiz.pdf)

"Yes, any system that takes a form that is not imposed from outside (by walls, machines or
forces) can be said to self-organize. The term is usually employed however in a more
restricted sense by excluding physical laws (reductionist explanations), and suggesting that
the properties that emerge are not explicable from a purely reductionist viewpoint.
Examples include magnetism, crystallization, lasers, Bernard cells, Belouzov-Zhabotinsky and
Brusselator reactions, cellular autocatalysis, organism structures, bird & fish flocking,
immune system, brain, ecosystems, economies etc. (Heylighen,
http://pespmc|.vub.ac.be/Papers/EOLSS-Self-Organiz.pdf)

Further, according to Heylighen:

"The increase in organization can be measured more objective as a decrease of statistical
entropy. This is again equivalent to an increase in redundancy, information or constraint:
after the self-organization process there is less ambiguity about which state the system is in.

A self-organizing system which also decreases its thermodynamical entropy must necessarily
(because of the second law of thermodynamics) export ("dissipate") such entropy to its
surroundings, as noted by von Foerster and Prigogine. Prigogine called systems which
continuously export entropy in order to maintain their organization dissipative structures.

Self-organization is usually associated with more complex, non-linear phenomena, rather
than with the relatively simple processes of structure maintenance of diffusion. All the
intricacies (limit cycles, chaos, sensitivity to initial conditions, dissipative structuration)
associated with non-linearity can simply be understood through the interplay of positive and
negative feedback cycles: some variations tend to reinforce themselves, others tend to
reduce themselves. Both types of feedback fuel natural selection: positive feedback because it
increases the number of configurations (up to the point where resources become
insufficient), negative feedback because it stabilizes configurations. Either of them provides
the configuration with a selective advantage over competing configurations. The interaction
between them (variations can be reinforced in some directions while being reduced in
others) may create intricate and unpredictable patterns (chaos), which can develop very
quickly until they reach a stable configuration (attractor). "

(http://pespmc|.vub.ac.be/Papers/EOLSS-Self-Organiz.pdf)
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1.5 Emergence

Emergence refers to the appearance of higher-level properties and behaviours of a system
that while obviously originating from the collective dynamics of that system's components -
are neither to be found in nor are directly deducable from the lower-level properties of
that system. Emergent properties are properties of the "whole" that are not possessed by
any of the individual parts making up that whole. Individual line of computer code, for
example, cannot calculate a spreadsheet; an air molecule is not a tornado; and a neuron is

not conscious. Emergent behaviours are typically novel and unanticipated.

(http://www.irit.fr/COSI/glossary/fulllist.php?letter=E)

"The appearance of a property or feature not previously observed as a functional
characteristic of the system. Generally, higher level properties are regarded as emergent. An
automobile is an emergent property of its interconnected parts. That property disappears if
the parts are disassembled and just placed in a heap. There are three aspects involved here.

First is the idea of 'supervenience', this means that the emergent properties will no longer
exist if the lower level is removed (i.e. no 'mystically' disjoint properties are involved).
Secondly the new properties are not aggregates, i.e. they are not just the predictable results
of summing part properties (for example when the mass of a whole is just the mass of all the
parts added together). Thirdly there should be causality - thus emergent properties are not
epiphenomenal (either illusions or descriptive simplifications only).

This means that the higher level properties should have causal effects on the lower level
ones - called 'downward causation’, e.g. an amoeba can move, causing all its constituent
molecules to change their environmental positions (none of which however are themselves
capable of such autonomous trajectories). This implies also that the emergent properties
'canalize’ (restrict) the freedom of the parts (by changing the 'fitness landscape', i.e. by
imposing boundary conditions or constraints). "

(http://www.calresco.org/sos/calressw.htm)

This important discussion of emergence from Yaneer Bar Yam (2001):

It is impossible to understand complex systems without recognizing that simple atoms must
somehow, in large numbers, give rise to complex collective behaviours. How and when this
occurs is the simplest and yet the most profound problem that the study of complex
systems faces. The problem can be approached first by developing an understanding of the
term “emergence.” For many, the concept of emergent behaviour means that the behaviour
is not captured by the behaviour of the parts. This is a serious misunderstanding. It arises
because the collective behaviour is not readily understood from the behaviour of the parts.
The collective behaviour is, however, contained in the behaviour of the parts if they are
studied in the context in which they are found. To explain this, we discuss examples of
emergent properties that illustrate the difference between local emergence—where
collective behaviour appears in a small part of the system— and global emergence—where
collective behaviour pertains to the system as a whole. It is the latter which is particularly
relevant to the study of complex systems.

We can speak about emergence when we consider a collection of elements and the
properties of the collective behaviour of these elements. In conventional physics, the main
arena for the study of such properties is thermodynamics and statistical mechanics. The
easiest thermodynamic system to think about is a gas of particles. Two emergent properties
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of a gas are its pressure and temperature. The reason they are emergent is that they do not
naturally arise out of the description of an individual particle .We generally describe a
particle by specifying its position and velocity. Pressure and temperature become relevant
only when we have many particles together. While these are emergent properties, the way
they are emergent is very limited .We call them local emergent properties. The pressure
and temperature is a local property of the gas.

We can take a very small sample of the gas away from the rest and still define and measure
the (same) pressure and temperature. Such properties, called intensive in physics, are local
emergent properties. Other examples from physics of locally emergent behaviour are
collective modes of excitation such as sound waves, or light propagation in a medium. Phase
transitions (e.g. solid to liquid) also represent a collective dynamics that is visible on a
macroscopic scale, but can be seen in a microscopic sample as well .

Another example of a local emergent property is the formation of water from atoms of
hydrogen and oxygen. The properties of water are not apparent in the properties of gasses
of oxygen or hydrogen. Neither does an isolated water molecule reveal most properties of
water. However, a microscopic amount of water is sufficient. In the study of complex
systems we are particularly interested in global emergent properties. Such properties
depend on the entire system. The mathematical treatment of global emergent properties
requires some effort. This is one re a s on that emergence is not well appreciated or
understood. We will discuss global emergence by summarizing the results of a classic
mathematical treatment, and then discuss it in a more general manner that can be readily
appreciated and is useful for semi-quantitative analyses.

The classic analysis of global emergent behaviour is that of an associative memory in a simple
model of neural networks known as the Hopfield or attractor network. The analogy to a
neural network is useful in order to be concrete and relate this model to known concepts.
However, this is more generally a model of any system formed from simple elements whose
states are correlated. Without such correlations, emergent behaviour is impossible. Yet if all
elements are correlated in a simple way, then local emergent behaviour is the outcome.
Thus a model must be sufficiently rich in order to capture the phenomenon of global
emergent behaviour. One of the important qualities of the attractor network is that it
displays global emergence in a particularly elegant manner. The following few paragraphs
summarize the operation of the attractor network as an associative memory. The Hopfield
network has simple binary elements that are either ON or OFF. The binary elements are an
abstraction of the firing or quiescent state of neurons. The elements interact with each
other to create correlations in the firing patterns. The interactions represent the role of
synapses in a neural network. The network can work as a memory. Given a set o f
preselected patterns, it is possible to set the interactions so that these patterns are self-
consistent states of the network—the network is stable when it is in these firing patterns.
Even if we change some of the neurons, the original pattern will be recovered. This is an
associative memory.

Assume for the moment that the pattern of firing represents a sentence, such as “To be or
not to be, that is the question. "We can recover the complete sentence by presenting only
part of it to the network “To be or not to be, that” might be enough. We could use any
part to retrieve the whole, such as, “to be, that is the question.” This kind of memory is to
be contrasted with a computer memory, which works by assigning an address to each
storage location. To access the information stored in a particular location we need to know
the address. In the neural network memory, we specify part of what is located there, rather
than the analogous address: Hamlet, by William Shakespeare, act 3, scene |, line 64.

More central to our discussion, however, is that in a computer memory a particular bit of
information is stored in a particular switch. By contrast, the network does not have its
memory in a neuron. Instead the memory is in the synapses. In the model, there are
synapses between each neuron and every other neuron. If we remove a small part of the
network and look at its properties, then the number of synapses that a neuron is left with in
this small part is only a small fraction of the number of synapses it started with. If there are
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more than a few patterns stored, then when we cut out the small part of the network it
loses the ability to remember any of the patterns, even the part which would be represented
by the neurons contained in this part.

This kind of behaviour characterizes emergent properties. We see that emergent properties
cannot be studied by physically taking a system apart and looking at the parts (reductionism).
They can, however, be studied by looking at each of the parts in the context of the system
as a whole. This is the nature o f emergence and an indication of how it can be studied and
understood.

The above discussion reflects the analysis of a relatively simple mathematical model of
emergent behaviour. We can, however, provide a more qualitative discussion that serves as
a guide for thinking about diverse complex systems. This discussion focuses on the
properties of a system when part of it is removed. Our discussion of local emergent
properties suggested that taking a small part out of a large system would cause little change
in the properties of the small part, or the properties of the large part. On the other hand,
when a system has a global emergent property, the behaviour of the small part is different in
isolation than when it is part of the larger system.

If we think about the system as a whole, rather than the small part of the system, we can
identify the system that has a global emergent property as being formed out of
interdependent parts. The term “interdependent” is used here instead of the terms
“interconnected” or “interwoven” used in the dictionary definition of “complex” quoted in
Section 0.1, because neither of the latter terms pertain directly to the influence one part has
on another, which is essential to the properties of a dynamic system. “Interdependent” is
also distinct from “interacting,” because even strong interactions do not necessarily imply
interdependence of behaviour. This is clear from the macroscopic properties of simple
solids.

Thus, we can characterize complex systems through the effect of removal of part of the
system. There are two natural possibilities. The first is that properties of the part are
affected, but the rest is not affected. The second is that properties of the rest are affected by
the removal of a part. It is the latter that is most appealing as a model of a truly complex
system. Such a system has a collective behaviour that is dependent on the behaviour of all of
its parts. This concept becomes more precise when we connect it to a quantitative measure
of complexity."

1.6 Chaos Theory

Like systems theory, the discovery of chaos in nonlinear dynamics has made an
overwhelming impact on many disciplines, including mathematics, mechanics,
computer science, biology, ecology, astronomy, engineering, economics, art and of
course philosophy. A system is chaotic if its trajectory through state space is
sensitively dependent on the initial conditions, that is, if unobservably small causes
can produce large effects.

Heylighen provides this discussion on his website: "To explain the origin of chaos theory, we
must go back to the concept of linearity. Linearity means basically that effects are
proportional to causes. If you hit a ball twice as hard, it will fly away twice as quickly.
Another way of expressing this is additivity: the total effect is the sum of the effects of the
individual causes. For example, if you are pushing a car that ran out of fuel, and want it to
move twice as fast, you might either push twice as hard, or find someone else to help you
push. The effect would be the same. In the example of the car, the system is not perfectly
linear: when you push twice as hard, the car will not move exactly twice as fast, but only
approximately. You would not make a big mistake, though, if you would assume that the
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effect is proportional to your effort. Many practical situations are like that: they are not
exactly linear, but you can approximate them quite well with a linear function. Linear
equations are solved easily, but non-linear ones are in general very hard or impossible to
solve. Therefore, until the beginning of this century most non-linear problems in classical
mechanics were approximated by linear ones. However, cases started to accumulate where
linear functions were clearly not good approximations.

One of the most famous is the three-body problem. Newton's theory of gravitation provides
a simple solution to the problem of two mutually attracting bodies, for example the sun and
one of its planets. However, as soon as a third body comes into play, for example another
planet, the problem becomes mathematically unsolvable. In practice, astronomers work with
approximations, where the attraction to the most important body, in this case the sun, is
taken as the basis, while the effect of a third body is brought in as a perturbation. Predictions
based on this approximation are in practice very reliable. The reason this works is because
the gravitation exerted by the planets is tiny compared to the gravitation exerted by the sun.
However, nobody can prove that they are absolutely reliable. It is very well possible that the
solar system is unstable, and that the gravitational attractions between the different planets
may lead one of the planets to suddenly escape into outer space.

We cannot predict whether such catastrophic effects will occur because they depend on
undetectable changes in the initial conditions. In the two body problem, if one of the
conditions is changed a little, the effect will not be very different. For example, if the moon
would be brought a little closer to the Earth, its trajectory would remain basically the same.
This is no longer true in the three-body problem. A tiny change in one of the variables, for
example the speed of the planet Venus, might result in a totally different outcome, for
example the planet Mars crashing into the sun. This is called "sensitive dependence on initial
conditions”. The effects are extremely sensitive to changes in the conditions that cause
them. This is the essence of non-linearity: effects are no longer proportional to causes. Small
causes may have large effects. In a way, "sensitive dependence” is nothing more than the
rediscovery by scientists of the old wisdom which is captured by the phrase "for want of a
horseshoe the kingdom was lost". Processes which are very sensitive to small fluctuations
are called chaotic. This is because their trajectories are in general very irregular, so that they
give the impression of being random, even though they are driven by deterministic forces.

The meteorologist Lorenz has invented yet another expression, the "butterfly effect”. While
studying the equations that determine the weather, he noticed that their outcomes are
strongly dependent on the initial conditions. The weather is a chaotic system. The tiniest
fluctuations in air pressure in one part of the globe may have the most spectacular effects in
another part. Thus, a butterfly flapping its wings somewhere in Chicago may cause a tornado
in Tokyo. This explains why scientists find it so difficult to predict the weather. To predict
future situations, they need to know the present situation in its finest details. But obviously
they will never be able to know all the details: they cannot monitor every butterfly flapping
its wings! The fewer details they know, the less accurate their long term predictions. That is
why reliable weather predictions seldom extend more than a few days in the future.

Such chaotic processes basically work as amplifiers: they turn small causes into large effects.
That means that small, unobservable fluctuations will affect the outcome of the process.
Although the process is deterministic in principle, equal causes having equal effects, it is

Appendix A Page 225



unpredictable in practice. Indeed, causes that seem equal to the best of our knowledge can
still have unobservable differences and therefore lead to very different effects.
(http://pespmc|.vub.ac.be/CHAOS.html)

(See also Chaos in the Glossary in Part II)

1.7 Gaia Hypothesis

"Here is a brief introduction to Gaia theory, as developed by Lovelock, Margulis and others.

In the early 1960's, James Lovelock was invited by NASA to participate in the scientific research for
evidence of life on Mars. His job was to design instruments, capable of detecting the presence of
life, which could be sent on a spacecraft to Mars. This wasn't straightforward, since it was hard to
know what to test for: any life forms on Mars may be radically different from those on Earth.

This led him to think about what constitutes life, and how it can be detected. He decided that the
most general characteristic of life was that it takes in energy and matter and discards waste
products. He also reasoned that organisms would use the planet's atmosphere as a medium for this
cyclic exchange, just as we breathe in oxygen and expel carbon dioxide. He speculated that life
would therefore leave a detectable chemical signature on the Martian atmosphere. Maybe it could
be detected from Earth, so it wouldn't even be necessary to send a spaceship.

To test his idea, he and a colleague, Dian Hitchcock, began to analyse the chemical makeup of
Mars, and compare it with that of the Earth. The results showed a strong contrast. The
atmosphere of Mars, like Venus, was about 95% carbon dioxide, with some oxygen and no
methane. The Earth was 77% nitrogen, 21% oxygen, and a relatively large amount of methane. Mars
was chemically dead; all the reactions that were going to take place had already done so. The Earth,
however, was far from chemical equilibrium. For example, methane and oxygen will react with each
other very easily, and yet they are both present in the atmosphere. Lovelock concluded that for
this to be the case the gases must be in constant circulation, and that the pump driving this
circulation was life.

Lovelock began to look back at the history of life's interaction with the atmosphere. He noted that
about three billion years ago, bacteria and photosynthetic algae started to remove carbon dioxide
from the atmosphere, producing oxygen as a waste product. Over enormous time periods, this
process changed the chemical content of the atmosphere - to the point where organisms began to
suffer from oxygen poisoning! The situation was only relieved with the advent of organisms
powered by aerobic consumption.

It was life processes, the cumulative actions of countless organisms, that were controlling the
atmosphere. And viewed from outer space, the mass effect of these processes was that the Earth
itself appeared as a living entity - especially in comparison with its dead neighbours. Lovelock had a
sudden realisation that the Earth could best be described as a kind of super-organism:

"For me, the personal revelation of Gaia came quite suddenly - like a flash of enlightenment. | was
in a small room on the top floor of a building at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena,
California. It was the autumn of 1965 ... and | was talking with a colleague, Dian Hitchcock, about a
paper we were preparing ... It was at that moment that | glimpsed Gaia. An awesome thought came
to me. The Earth's atmosphere was an extraordinary and unstable mixture of gases, yet | knew that
it was constant in composition over quite long periods of time. Could it be that life on Earth not
only made the atmosphere, but also regulated it - keeping it at a constant composition, and at a
level favourable for organisms?" (1991)
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On a stroll with his novelist neighbour William Golding, Lovelock described his idea, and asked
advice for a name. Golding suggested Gaia, after the Greek Earth Goddess. The Gaia Hypothesis
was born.

In 1979, Lovelock wrote the book "Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth", which developed his ideas.
He stated that:

"... the physical and chemical condition of the surface of the Earth, of the atmosphere, and of the
oceans has been and is actively made fit and comfortable by the presence of life itself. This is in
contrast to the conventional wisdom which held that life adapted to the planetary conditions as it
and they evolved their separate ways."

Key to Lovelock's idea was his observation that the planet is self-regulating. He knew, for example,
that the heat of the sun has increased by 25% since life began on Earth, yet the temperature has
remained more or less constant. However he didn't know precisely what mechanisms were behind
the regulation. It was when he began to collaborate with the American microbiologist Lynn
Margulis that the full theory began to take shape. Margulis was studying the processes by which
living organisms produce and remove gases from the atmosphere. In particular she was examining
the role of microbes which live in the Earth's soil. Working together, they

managed to uncover a number of feedback loops which could act as regulatory influences.

An example is the carbon dioxide cycle. Volcanoes constantly produce massive quantities of carbon
dioxide. Since carbon dioxide is a greenhouse gas, it tends to warm the planet. If left unchecked, it
would make the Earth too warm to support life. While plants and animals take in and expel carbon
dioxide through life processes such as photosynthesis, respiration and decay, these processes
remain in balance and don't affect the net amount of the gas. Therefore there must be another
mechanism.

One process by which carbon dioxide is removed from the atmosphere is rock weathering, where
rainwater and carbon dioxide combine with rocks to form carbonates. Lovelock, Margulis and
others discovered that the process is greatly accelerated by the presence of soil bacteria. The
carbonates are washed away into the ocean, where microscopic algae use them to make tiny shells.
When the algae die, their shells sink to the bottom of the ocean, forming limestone sediments.
Limestone is so heavy that it gradually sinks underneath the Earth's mantle, where it melts.
Eventually some of the carbon dioxide contained in the limestone will be fed back into the
atmosphere through another volcano.

Since the soil bacteria are more active in high temperatures, the removal of carbon dioxide is
accelerated when the planet is hot. This has the effect of cooling the planet. Therefore the whole
massive cycle forms a feedback loop. Lovelock and Margulis identified a number of other feedback
loops which operate in a similar way. An interesting feature of these loops is that, like the carbon
dioxide cycle, they often combine living and non-living components.

The importance of biological processes on the planet was pointed out by the Russian scientist
Vernadsky, who as early as 1929 said:

"Life appears as a great, permanent and continuous infringer on the chemical 'dead-hardness' of our
planet's surface ... Life therefore is not an external and accidental development on the terrestrial
surface. Rather, it is intimately related to the constitution of the Earth's crust, forms part of its
mechanism, and performs in this mechanism functions of paramount importance, without which it
would not be able to exist." (1929)

Vernadsky showed, for example, that living organisms are the primary transformer of solar energy
to chemical energy, and stressed the importance of biotransport systems. An example of a
biotransport system is birds which feed on marine life, hence transferring an enormous amount of
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matter from the oceans back to the land. In order to understand how the planet works, one has to
take into account the effect of life - exactly what Lovelock and Margulis say.

The Gaia Hypothesis immediately created a lot of interest. The idea that the Earth was alive had
been expressed several times before, but it gained special resonance in the early 60's because of
the space flights which allowed the Earth to be viewed for the first time as a complete entity from
outer space. In a way these photographs were to the Gaia idea what computers were to chaos
theory; they allowed one to see what was going on, and therefore brought the subject alive to a
great many people.

The intellectual climate was also becoming amenable. A lot of work was being done at that time on
self-organising systems. llya Prirogine had been studying systems far from thermal or chemical
equilibrium which nevertheless showed a high degree of order, for example the Belousov-
Zhabotinskii reaction which produces amazing periodic oscillations. He realised that there was a
close association between self-organisation at states far from equilibrium, and the nonlinearity of
the system. This tied in well with Lovelock's observation that the Earth is chemically far from
equilibrium, and the nonlinearity of the feedback loops such as the carbon dioxide cycle.

Meanwhile the Chilean neuroscientists Maturana and Varela were developing their autopoietic
(literally self-making) definition of life. There is no single definition of life that is accepted by all
fields, however one of the most successful has been their definition, which states that living beings
produce, by their own rules, the components, including their own boundary, that specify it and
realise it as a concrete unit in space and time (Maturana and Varela 1987). What is important in
this definition is not so much the material structure of life as the process, organisation and set of
relations between the components. Life is a network which constantly makes itself. The simplest
autopoietic system is the living cell. For something to be alive by this definition, there is no
requirement that it grow or reproduce or pass on DNA. Since, as Vernadsky observed, 99.9% of
the different molecules on Earth have been created in the life process of Earth, the Earth would
seem to qualify as a self-making organism.

While the Gaia Hypothesis attracted a lot of interest, it also received a great deal of criticism.
Lovelock had attached great weight to the idea that the Earth seemed to regulate itself. Some took
this to imply that the Earth was behaving with a sense of purpose, that it was a teleological being.

Teleology, from the Greek word telos (purpose), asserts that there is an element of purpose or
design behind the workings of nature. It is part of a very old debate between mechanists who
believe that nature essentially behaves like a machine, and vitalists who believe there is a non-causal
life force. Critics thought Lovelock was saying that the planet had a life force which was actively
controlling the climate and so on. However this wasn't Lovelock's intention. He stated that
'Neither Lynn Margulis nor | have ever proposed that planetary self-regulation is purposeful ... Yet
we have met persistent, almost dogmatic, criticism that our hypothesis is teleological.' (1991)

Another loudly voiced objection was that Gaia had evolved without any recourse to natural
selection - an impossibility, according to the Darwinists. If the Earth is alive, where is its Selfish
Gene, and who will it pass it onto?

As a response to these criticisms, Lovelock, together with Andrew Watson, developed the
Daisyworld model - an imaginary planet, which maintains conditions for its survival simply by
following its own natural processes. This simple model has since become an integral part of the
debate about the Gaia Hypothesis.

The Daisyworld planet contains only two species of life: light daisies and dark daisies. Light daisies
tend to reflect light, which has a cooling effect, while dark ones absorb radiation, and therefore
warm the planet. Growth of the daisies depends on the present population, the natural death rate,
the available space and the temperature (the equations that Lovelock used to model them were
based on the dynamics of real daisy growth). The planet revolves around a sun, from which it
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absorbs energy at a rate which depends on the sun's luminosity and the albedo of the planet. It also
radiates heat out to the universe, at a rate determined by the Stefan-Boltzmann Law.

Interestingly, when the model is run with the sun's luminosity gradually increasing, the population
of the light and dark daisies adjust themselves naturally so as to keep the temperature constant at
the optimal level for daisy growth. Daisyworld is an example of a self-regulating system. Feedback
loops between the daisies and the planet temperature, contained in the equations relating growth
rate to albedo, somehow conspire to maintain the conditions suitable for life.

Daisyworld is only a kind of thought experiment, but demonstrates the principle of self-regulation
very convincingly. It's a viable ecosystem which regulates its temperature, without any recourse to
selection or teleology.

One of the main ideas to come out of the Daisyworld model is that the species in an ecosystem
can be concerned with nothing more than their own survival, yet as a consequence of their actions
they help not only themselves but the whole system. We could say that the self-regulation is an
emergent property of the system. There isn't any need for the white and black daisies to get
together and agree quotas for each other's populations, and fix growth rates and argue over how
much land should be left uncovered. They just do their own thing and the planet takes care of itself.
All that is needed is that the daisies give positive and negative feedback to the temperature, and
they are happiest at a particular temperature, so they tend to keep the planet around that
temperature. They make the planet suit them. Daisyworld addresses the dichotomy that exists
between the reductionist approach, which attempts to understand systems by breaking them down
to their smallest components, and the holistic approach which views systems as complete entities
that must be understood in their entirety.

A consequence of the Daisyworld model is that it has opened people's eyes to similar systems. An
example is the salinity of the oceans, as described by Hinkle [see Bunyard, 1996]. Living organisms
maintain a salinity which is roughly equal to that of the oceans. Previously it was thought that this
was because natural selection tended to assist those organisms which were in balance with their
surroundings. The question remained, why has the ocean managed to maintain a constant level of
salinity? The ocean's present salinity is around 3.4%. If it were to go much above 4%, then basic cell
functions such as the maintenance of membrane potential would fail. There would be mass
extinctions of life in the oceans. And yet there is no evidence of such extinctions in the last 500
million years. This is quite strange, because salt is constantly being deposited in the oceans through
the weathering of rocks, yet its concentration is only 10% of saturation levels. Furthermore, there
has been a multitude of cataclysmic events such as meteorite impacts, periods of glaciation and so
on which one might expect to abruptly alter salinity. Indeed, attempts to model the salinity
regulation using chemistry or physics have failed. So what is regulating the oceans?

From Daisyworld we might predict that the answer is the organisms that live in the oceans. In fact,
bacteria play a particularly important role in the running of the oceans (as in most life processes).
Although they constitute only 10-40% of the ocean biomass, their high surface area to volume ratio
means that they make up 70-90% of the biologically active surface area. And they all pump salt.
Looking at the problem from the point of view of Gaia Theory breaks down the barriers between
what we have traditionally seen as living and non-living systems.

Daisyworld and the Gaia Hypothesis are controversial because they touch on the definition of what
constitutes life. If we think that life is about the selfish gene, competition, and survival of the fittest,
then it is hard to see where the Earth fits in. However, it isn't necessary to think that the Earth is
alive in order to appreciate that it is a highly complex system. And, if we say it is alive, why is that
so threatening? No one doubts that plants are alive, but they don't do anything nearly as
complicated as the Earth does.

Gaia theory has already had a huge impact on science, and has changed the way we view our place
in the world. By making us more aware of the damage we are doing to the eco-system, it may also
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help us to survive. One of the lessons of Daisyworld is that, due to the effect known as hysteresis,
damage once done is very difficult to undo. Our experiment with global warming cannot be halted
when we are uncomfortable with the effects; by then it may be too late. And once a species is
extinct, it cannot be restored. We are just one part of a larger system, and are reliant on that
system for our continued existence. We harm it at our peril.
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