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Conc e ptua lizing  c omple x me a ning  syste ms: The  

c a se  of ma na g e me nt fa ds 
 
 

The  the sis is a n a tte mpt to  a pp ly c o mp le x syste ms thinking  to  the  

p ro b le m o f me a ning . It is in two  p a rts. Pa rt 1, Cha p te r 1 intro duc e s the  

re se a rc h a g e nda  a nd o ve rvie ws the  the sis. Cha p te r 2 e sta b lishe s the  

va lue  o f a do p ting  a  syste ms a p p ro a c h to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning .  

The  ne xt c ha p te r intro duc e s ke y c o nc e p ts o f c o mple x syste ms the o ry 

a s the y a p p ly to  so c io c ultura l p he no me na , a nd the  la st c ha p te r in 

Pa rt 1 re vie ws thre e  the o rie s o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms (Do na ld 

Ca mp b e ll, Ja y Le mke , a nd Pa ul Cillie rs) fro m whic h a  p re limina ry 

mo de l a nd a g e nda  fo r the o rising  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms is 

p ro po se d. Pa rt 2 o f the  the sis inve stig a te s the  phe no me na  o f 

ma nag e me nt fa ds, a p p lying  the  mo de ls o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms 

fo rmula te d in Pa rt 1. No  prima ry e mpiric a l wo rk is a tte mpte d; ra the r a n 

a na lytic a l e ng a g e me nt is c o nduc te d using  se c o nda ry lite ra ture  o n 

wha t we  kno w a b o ut suc h fa ds. The  lite ra ture , b o th prima ry a nd 

se c o nda ry, is re vie we d a nd c ritiq ue d. The  fina l c ha p te rs e xe mp lify the  

p ro b le m o f me a ning  using  the  the o ry b uilding  a nd a g e nda  se tting  

fro m Pa rt 1. The  c o nc luding  c ha p te r re fle c ts o n the  a de q ua c y o f a  

c o mp le x syste ms a pp ro a c h to  me a ning , c ritiq ue s the  p ro c e ss o f the  

the sis a nd c o mme nts upo n its c o ntrib utio n. 
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Cha pte r 1: The  Fie ld of Study a nd Introduc tion                     

to  the  Proble m  

1.1 Ove rvie w of the  re se a rc h 

This the sis inve stig a te s whe the r c o nc e p ts fro m syste ms the o ry, p a rtic ula rly 

c o mp le x syste ms, c a n b e  fruitfully a p p lie d  to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning . To  this 

e nd , it the o rise s the  te rm "me a ning  syste m" a nd  the n a tte mp ts to  e xe mp lify the  

p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s in this c o nte xt. It must b e  e mp ha sise d  

ho we ve r tha t no  p rima ry e mp iric a l wo rk is a tte mp te d ; ra the r a n a na lytic a l 

e ng a g e me nt is c o nd uc te d  using  se c o nd a ry lite ra ture  o n wha t we  kno w a b o ut 

suc h fa d s. In this wa y, a p p lying  the  te rm “me a ning  syste m” a c ts a s a  kind  o f 

tho ug ht e xp e rime nt, a  te c hniq ue  fo r c o ntro lle d  sp e c ula tio n a b o ut the  

e xiste nc e  o f the  so c ia l p he no me no n we  c a ll ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

In this the sis, the  te rm me a ning  syste m c a n b e  re a d  in two  wa ys. Firstly, the  te rm 

is a  g e ne ric  wa y to  d e sc rib e  a  ra ng e  o f so c io c ultura l p he no me na  tha t o p e ra te  

a s inte rp re tive  fra me wo rks (fo r e xa mp le , sup e rstitio ns, c ultura l c o d e s, 

sub c ulture s, re lig io ns o r the o re tic a l syste ms). Me a ning  syste ms a re  c o lle c tive  

sc he ma  tha t sta b ilise  a nd  re ify c ultura l p he no me na  fro m the  p o sitio n o f the  

o b se rve r. The  fo llo wing  e xa mple s he lp  illustra te  me a ning  syste ms. The  list is no t 

inte nd e d  to  b e  e xha ustive , no r fully re p re se nt a ll the  c a te g o rie s o f me a ning  

syste ms.  

• e xtre me  mo ve me nts (a s a  ma nife sta tio n o f the  id e o lo g y, e .g ., ra c ism, 

white  sup re ma c y, e ug e nic s) 

• re lig io us mo ve me nts (a s a  ma nife sta tio n o f the  id e o lo g y, e .g ., 

fund a me nta lism, ma instre a m re lig io ns, re lig io us se c ts)  

• so c io p o litic a l id e o lo g ie s (e .g ., o lig a rc hy, mo na rc hy, d e mo c ra c y, 

‘ we ste rn’  so c ie ty, fe minism, b o he mia nism, e nviro nme nta lism, 

na tio na lism, p a trio tism, g a y rig hts, a na rc hy, so c ia lism, lib e ra lism, c ivil 

rig hts) 

• so c io c ultura l id e o lo g ie s (e .g ., va lue s, sup e rstitio ns, so c ia l no rms, 

‘ p o lite ’  b e ha vio ur, d e finitio n a nd  re le va nc e  o f ‘ a rt’ , suc c e ss, fa ilure , 

e xc lusio n) 



 

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

   

• so c io c ultura l ‘ c o nstruc ts’  (e .g ., e d uc a tio n, the  he a lth syste m, so c ia l 

we lfa re , ‘ the  nuc le a r fa mily’ , urb a n p la nning , g lo b a liza tio n) 

• sub c ulture s – (e .g ., ra p p e rs, g o ths, te d d y b o ys, p unks, slo a ne s, ska tie s, 

e mo s) 

• fa d s (e .g ., fa d s a nd  fa shio ns, ‘ ne w a g e ’ , ‘ ne tiq ue tte ’ , sup e rstitio ns, 

c o rp o ra te  fa d s, d ie ts a nd  nutritio n) 

O f c o urse , the  te rm me a ning  syste m is a  the o re tic a l c o nstruc t a nd , sinc e  it 

d e rive s fro m syste ms the o ry, ha s sp e c ific  fo rma l c o nc e p tua l c o mp o ne nts. This 

is the  se c o nd  wa y the  te rm ma y b e  use d . It is imp o rta nt to  no te  tha t a ll 

me a ning  syste ms a re  e xa mp le s o f so c io c ultura l p he no me na , b ut no t a ll 

so c io c ultura l p he no me na  a re  ne c e ssa rily me a ning  syste ms, b ut ha ve  the  

p o te ntia l to  b e c o me  so .  In a d d itio n, no t a ll the o rie s a re  me a ning  syste ms; fo r 

e xa mp le , so me  ma the ma tic a l a nd  p ure ly sc ie ntific  the o rie s d o  no t usua lly 

re q uire  the  inte rp re ta tio n o f b e lie fs a nd  va lue s fo r the m to  b e  p ro ve n.  

Using  the  id e a  o f me a ning  syste ms to  e xp la in so c io c ultura l p he no me na  

re q uire s a n und e rsta nd ing , no t o nly o f ho w the  o utwa rd  a p p e a ra nc e s o f 

p a rtic ula r p he no me no n a re  e xp e rie nc e d , b ut a lso , fo r e xa mp le , ho w the  

va lue s a nd  b e lie fs tha t c a use  the  p he no me no n to  e xist in the  first p la c e  fo rm 

p a rt o f tha t e xp la na tio n. Ma ny q ue stio ns c a n b e  a ske d  a b o ut the  d o mina nt 

va lue s und e rp inning  the  so c io c ultura l p he no me na  a nd  ho w the se  va lue s a re  

le g itima te d . But ho w mig ht o ne  b e g in to  o rg a nise  the se  q ue stio ns into  a  

c o g e nt fra me wo rk?   

Re se a rc h me tho d o lo g ie s und e rp inne d  b y a  re d uc tio nist a pp ro a c h ha ve  lo ng  

b e e n c o nsid e re d  the  mo st suita b le  a nd  inte lle c tua lly a c c e p ta b le  me tho d  fo r 

a na lysis. Suc h a na lysis re q uire s re d uc ing  so c io c ultura l p he no me na  to  

e xp lic a b le  e le me nts a nd  the n e ng a g ing  me tho d o lo g ic a l/ e mpiric a l to o ls fro m 

va rio us d isc ip line s a nd  the o rie s to  inte rro g a te  the  mo st o b se rva b le , a nd  

the re fo re  me a sura b le , e le me nts. O f c o urse , this thinking  c o ntinue s thro ug h 

ma ny a c c e p te d  c o nte mp o ra ry re se a rc h me tho d o lo g ie s a nd  inte lle c tua l 

d isc ip line s. But re d uc ing  e le me nts o f o ur so c io c ultura l syste m to  o nly wha t we  

c a n se e  o r c o mp re he nd  limits the  fie ld  o f c ritic a l a na lysis. 

The  a lte rna tive  is to  ta ke  a n ho listic  sta nc e  a s this the sis d o e s, o r a  syste ms 

the o ry a p p ro a c h. Ho w c a n wha t is la rg e ly se e n a s a  sc ie ntific  d isc ip line  b e  

e ng a g e d  to  inte rro g a te  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning ?  Ho listic  inte rp re ta tio ns o f 

so c ia l (a nd  p hysic a l) p he no me na  fo rm p a rt o f e ve ry so c io c ultura l tra d itio n, it is 
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o nly in the  la st fe w c e nturie s the y we re  inte rrup te d  b y mo re  re d uc tio nist 

a p p ro a c he s. Me a ning  a nd  kno wle d g e  a s a n inte rc o nne c te d  ‘ we b  o f b e lie fs’  

re sts o n lo ng  p hilo so p hic a l tra d itio ns, ye t we  te nd  to  d o wnp la y the  sig nific a nc e  

o f re la tio nship , ma rsha lling  o ur e ne rg ie s to  inste a d  fo c us o n the  c o mp o ne nts, 

b e c a use  the y a re  o b se rva b le , a nd  the re fo re  me a sura b le .  

The  tra nsd isc ip lina ry a p p ro a c h o ffe re d  b y a  syste ms a na lysis a lso  e mp ha sise s 

the  no nline a rity a nd  unp re d ic ta b ility o f huma n so c io c ultura l syste ms, a nd  

hig hlig hts the  intrinsic  o rd e r a nd  inte rd e p e nd e nc e  o f the  p a tte rns tha t se rve  to  

c o nne c t e le me nts o f the  syste m. Id e a s fro m c o mp le x syste ms thinking , it will b e  

a rg ue d , c a n o ffe r ho listic  e xp la na tio ns fo r the  se e ming ly unc o nne c te d  

se re nd ip ito us e ve nts tha t se rve  to  sha p e  a nd  mo uld  the  c o nstruc tio n o f so c ia l 

me a ning . 

Altho ug h e ng a g ing  re d uc tio nist me tho d o lo g ie s will a lwa ys le a ve  o ut 

(so me time s c ruc ia l) e le me nts o f the  me a ning  syste m, to  a tte mp t to  

c o nc e p tua lise  a n e ntire  syste m itse lf ma y a lso  b e  unre a listic . Be c a use  the  id e a  

o f me a ning  syste ms ha s the  p o te ntia l to  b e  a ll-inc lusive , limita tio ns to  the  

a na lysis is re q uire d . One  o f the se  limits is the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r. Ano the r 

mig ht b e  time sc a le s – to  the  e xte nt tha t the y c a p ture  c o nte mp o ra ry b e lie f 

syste ms a nd  va lue s in a  sing le  mo me nt o f time . Ye t a no the r is a g re e d  

d e finitio ns within id e a tio na l p a ra d ig ms. Und e rp inning  a ll this o f c o urse  is 

la ng ua g e  a nd  its so c ia lly c o nstruc te d  a rra y o f symb o ls a nd  me ta p ho r tha t 

ha ve  e vo lve d  o ve r time  to  c a p ture  a nd  d o c ume nt wha t is e sse ntia lly the  

‘ p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse ’  o f a  so c io c ultura l syste m (Le mke , 1995).  

The  wa y this the sis e ng a g e s the  te rm 'p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse ' sho uld  b e  

e xp la ine d  he re . The  te rm c o mmo n se nse  sug g e sts a  so c ia l d ime nsio n. It 

sug g e sts the re  is a n a c c e p te d  wa y o f und e rsta nd ing  a nd  b e ha ving . Me a ning  

syste ms tha t ma ke  up  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  a re  usua lly c o nve ntio na l, 

a c c e p te d  a nd  o fte n d o mina te d  b y tho se  in p o sitio ns o f influe nc e . The  

justific a tio n a nd  ra tio na lisa tio n tha t ta ke s p la c e  to  e sta b lish wha t me a ning  

syste ms a re  a c c e p te d  in a ny so c io c ultura l syste m a re  usua lly so  e ntre nc he d  

tha t it is so me time s ha rd  to  se p a ra te  wha t sta nd s fo r c o mmo n se nse  a nd  wha t 

sta nd s fo r c ritiq ue  o f it.  Le mke  (1997) d isc usse s me a ning  syste ms o r me a ning  

ma king  a s a  so c ia l p ra c tic e  in a  c o mmunity:    

It is a  kind  o f d o ing  tha t is d o ne  in wa ys tha t a re  c ha ra c te ristic  o f a  

c o mmunity, no t a s a  c o lle c tio n o f inte ra c ting  ind ivid ua ls, b ut a s a  syste m o f 

inte rd e p e nd e nt so c ia l p ra c tic e s: a  syste m o f d o ing s, ra the r tha n a  syste m o f 
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d o e rs.  The se  so c ia l me a ning -ma king  p ra c tic e s a re  a lso  ma te ria l p ro c e sse s 

tha t b ind  the  c o mmunity to g e the r a s a  p hysic a l e c o syste m.  In this kind  o f 

d isc o urse  a b o ut me a ning  we  a re  le d  to  e xa mine  the  so c ia l func tio ns a nd  

e ffe c ts o f the  me a ning s we  ma ke : the  p o litic s o f o ur te xts ( p p  9-10). 

Se tting  limits to  the  a na lysis o f me a ning  syste ms a t o ne  le ve l c o uld  invo lve  a n 

a na lysis o f va rio us le ve ls; id e ntifying  c o mp o ne nts, find ing  the  linka g e s, a nd  the n 

mo d e lling  the  te rra in, a ll o f whic h invo lve  so me  e le me nt o f e va lua ting , 

q ua ntifying  a nd  me a suring . It will b e  a rg ue d , ho we ve r, tha t a n e mpiric a l 

a p p ro a c h is no t so me thing  e a sily a p p lie d  to  the  inte rro g a tio n o f me a ning  

syste ms. Put simp ly, it is e a sie r to  the o rise  a  me a ning  syste m tha n it is to  me a sure  

it.   

A ra ng e  o f a p p ro a c he s ha s b e e n a p p lie d  to  c o nc e p tua lising  me a ning  b o th a s 

a  ‘ d isc ip line ’  a nd  a s a  p hilo so p hy. (Se c o nd  o rd e r) c yb e rne tic ia ns suc h a s Kla us 

Krip p e nd o rf (1993, 1994), Fra nc is He ylig he n (1996, 1995, 1991, 1989) a nd  Stua rt 

Ump e lb y (1997, 1992) ha ve  ta ke n mo re  e mpiric a l a p p ro a c he s to  d e te rmining  

me a ning  fro m a c ts o f c o mmunic a tio n. Ye t o the r c o nc e p tua lisa tio ns o f 

me a ning  invo lve  the  stud y o f la ng ua g e  a nd  re p re se nta tio n. Huma n me a ning  

syste ms invo lve  mo re  tha n the  stud y o f ling uistic s, o f so c ie tie s a nd  o f histo ry. In 

fa c t, the  p o stmo d e rn me tho d  o f d e c o nstruc tio n is a n a tte mp t to  unra ve l the  

te xtua l c o nte xts in whic h wo rd s a nd  la ng ua g e  a re  use d .  We  c o uld  re c a ll he re  

the  “ … Cho mskia n a rg ume nt a g a inst the  p o ssib ility o f a  se ma ntic  le ve l in 

ling uistic s re sts o n wha t he  se e s a s the  imp o ssib ility o f se p a ra ting  p ure ly ling uistic  

kno wle d g e  fro m kno wle d g e  o f the  wo rld ”  (Mc Evo y, 2003, p .6).  Ho we ve r we  

fra me  it, the  me a ning  o f a  se nte nc e , c o mmunic a tio n e xc ha ng e , sig n o r symb o l 

is g e ne ra te d  fro m the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n a  se ma ntic  le ve l, c ultura l c o nte xt 

a nd  ind ivid ua l intuitive ne ss.  It is re le va nt tha t the  sc o p e  o f Be rg e r a nd  

Luc kma nn’ s (1966) fo urth le ve l le g itima tio n p ha se  (inc ip ie nt, the o re tic a l a nd  

e xp lic it b e ing  the  first thre e ) lo o ks a t who le -syste m c o nc e p ts, the  unive rse , o r 

“ ma trix o f a ll so c ia lly o b je c tiva te d  a nd  sub je c tive ly re a l me a ning s, the  e ntire  

histo ric  so c ie ty a nd  the  e ntire  b io g ra p hy o f the  ind ivid ua l a re  se e n a s e ve nts 

ta king  p la c e  within this unive rse ”  (p . 114). Also  the ir o b se rva tio ns a b o ut 

so c ia liza tio n a re  imp o rta nt he re , “ Sinc e  so c ia liza tio n is ne ve r c o mp le te  a nd  the  

c o nte nts it inte rna lize s fa c e  c o ntinuing  thre a ts to  the ir sub je c tive  re a lity, e ve ry 

via b le  so c ie ty must d e ve lo p  p ro c e d ure s o f re a lity-ma inte na nc e  to  sa fe g ua rd  a  

me a sure  o f symme try b e twe e n o b je c tive  a nd  sub je c tive  re a lity”  (Be rg e r & 
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Luc kma nn, 1966, p . 147).  This c a n se rve  to  g ro und  the  kno wle d g e  o f a  so c ie ty, 

fo r e xa mp le  in c o mmo n se nse , ra the r tha n just id e a s o r the o ry.  

Co nse q ue ntly, g ive n this va st the o re tic a l ta p e stry, limits must b e  a p p lie d  to  the  

c urre nt a na lysis, fo r the o rie s o f e ve rything  fa st b e c o me  the o rie s a b o ut no thing  

(Wilso n, 2004). Using  the  c o nc e p t o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, we  c a n d ra w 

up o n a  ra ng e  o f d isc ip line s a nd  the o rie s tha t ta ke  the ir re le va nc e  fro m the  

p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r thus a p p lying  c o mp re he nsib le  limits to  the  a na lysis. In 

e sse nc e , a p p lying  syste ms thinking  to  me a ning  se e s it b e ing  d e a lt with a s a  

c yc lic a l o r d yna mic  p ro c e ss, ra the r tha n in sta tic  re d uc tio nist te rms. 

 

1.2 Vie wing  soc ia l syste ms throug h the  le ns of c omple x syste ms 

Re se a rc h into  the  unc e rta inty a nd  unp re d ic ta b ility o f huma n so c ia l syste ms ha s 

re c e ntly turne d  to  c o mp le x syste ms the o ry – no t b e c a use  o f the  ine xp lic a b le  

na ture  o f huma n b e ha vio ur, b ut b e c a use  the  a p p lic a tio n o f suc h the o rie s o ffe rs 

e xp la na tio ns fo r p a tte rning  in so c ia l syste ms. This is e sp e c ia lly imp o rta nt 

b e c a use  suc h p a tte rns we re  p re vio usly b e lie ve d  to  b e  o nly ra nd o m o r 

ine xp lic a b le . Onc e  p a tte rns a re  o b se rve d , ne w insig hts into  the  wa y syste ms 

re a c t a nd  inte ra c t c a n b e  d isc o ve re d . Ma ny the o rists (a mo ng  the m Eme ry, 

1993, 1981; Ka uffma n, 1993, 1995; Wo lfra m, 2002; Sta c e y, 1996, 2000; Ca p ra , 

1996, 1989; Whe a tle y, 1994; Da wkins, 1989, 1986; Wa ld ro p , 1992; G le ic k, 1988; 

Axe lro d , 1984; Be rta la nffy, 1969; Le mke , 1990, 1995; a nd  vo n Fo e rste r 1981, 1996) 

ha ve  a p p lie d  syste ms the o ry to  d isc ip line s suc h a s b io lo g y, p hysic s a nd  

e c o no mic s, b e c a use  it o ffe rs e xp la na tio ns a b o ut c o mp le x p a tte rns o f 

b e ha vio ur a nd  c ha ng e  a nd  p ro p o se s so me  p re d ic ta b ility a b o ut future  sta te s. 

Co nc e p ts o f ‘ c ha o s’ , ‘ c o mp le xity’  a nd  the  suite  o f the o rie s fro m this 'ne w kind  

o f sc ie nc e ' a re  d yna mic  a nd  wo rk with visua l p a tte rns a nd  with the  nume ric a l 

a lg o rithms tha t e xp la in the se  p a tte rns (Wo lfra m, 2000). Wo lfra m (2000) sug g e sts 

tha t “ o ne  o f the  mo st striking  fe a ture s o f the  na tura l wo rld  is tha t a c ro ss a  va st 

ra ng e  o f p hysic a l, b io lo g ic a l a nd  o the r syste ms we  a re  c o ntinua lly c o nfro nte d  

with wha t se e ms to  b e  imme nse  c o mp le xity”  (p p . 1-2). Ye t, a s Wo lfra m 

d isc o ve rs thro ug h p a insta king  ma the ma tic a l mo d e lling  o f c e llula r a uto ma ta , 

ma ny simp le  p ro g ra ms p ro d uc e  g re a t c o mp le xity thro ug h va st a lmo st 

inc a lc ula b le  ite ra tio ns. Mo re o ve r, the  sa me  b a sic  fo rms o f b e ha vio ur o c c ur 

o ve r a nd  o ve r a g a in, a lmo st ind e p e nd e nt o f und e rlying  d e ta ils, sug g e sting  tha t 
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the re  a re  “q uite  unive rsa l p rinc ip le s tha t d e te rmine  o ve ra ll b e ha vio ur a nd  tha t 

c a n b e  e xp e c te d  to  a p p ly no t o nly to  simp le  p ro g ra ms, b ut a lso  to  syste ms 

thro ug ho ut the  na tura l wo rld  a nd  e lse whe re ”  (Wo lfra m, 2000, p . 4). This o f 

c o urse  g ive s rise  to  a n imp o rta nt d ic ho to my, fa c e d  a t o ne  time  o r a no the r b y 

ma ny thinke rs who  ha ve  tra ve rse d  the  fie ld  o f so c ia l b e ha vio ur: is o ur ‘ re a lity’  

o nly d e fine d  b y o ur e xp e rie nc e , o r d o e s it d e p e nd  o n o the r mo re  c o mp le x 

p a tte rns o f re la tio nship s, unive rsa ls, o r fo rms?  It must a g a in b e  e mp ha sise d  tha t 

the  syste ms a p p ro a c h d isting uishe s itse lf fro m the  mo re  tra d itio na l a na lytic  

a p p ro a c he s (fo r e xa mp le , b e ha vio urism) b y hig hlig hting  the  inte ra c tio ns a nd  

c o nne c te d ne ss o f the  d iffe re nt c o mp o ne nts o f a  syste m. Altho ug h the  syste ms 

a p p ro a c h in p rinc ip le  c o nsid e rs a ll typ e s o f syste ms, it in p ra c tic e  fo c use s o n the  

mo re  c o mp le x, a d a p tive , se lf-re g ula ting  syste ms tha t we  mig ht c a ll ‘ c yb e rne tic ’  

(He ylig he n, 1999). He nc e , the  d isc ussio n in this the sis will fo c us o n the  re le va nt 

the o rie s tha t ha ve  e me rg e d  fro m suc h syste ms inq uiry. The  suite  o f syste ms 

the o rie s d isc usse d  will b e  c ha nne lle d  to wa rd s the o rising  the  id e a  o f ‘ c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste ms’ . Cha p te rs 4 a nd  7 d isc uss the  e sse ntia l id e a s fro m c o mp le x 

syste ms the o ry tha t a re  re le va nt to  this the sis, a nd  a p p lie s the m to  a n 

e xp la na tio n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

Ac c o rd ing  to  the  syste ms vie w, the  e sse ntia l p ro p e rtie s o f a n o rg a nism o r a  

living  syste m  a re  p ro p e rtie s o f the  who le  whic h no ne  o f the  p a rts ha ve  o n its 

o wn. The y a rise  fro m the  inte ra c tio ns a nd  re la tio nship s a mo ng  the  p a rts. The se  

p ro p e rtie s a re  d e stro ye d  whe n the  syste m is d isse c te d , e ithe r p hysic a lly o r 

the o re tic a lly, into  iso la te d  e le me nts. Altho ug h we  c a n d isc e rn ind ivid ua l p a rts in 

a ny syste m, the se  p a rts a re  no t iso la te d , a nd  the  na ture  o f the  who le  is a lwa ys 

d iffe re nt fro m the  me re  sum o f the  p a rts. He nc e , the  b a sic  p re mise  o f syste ms 

the o ry b e c o me s tha t, d e sp ite  the  c o mp le xity o f the  wo rld  we  e xp e rie nc e , 

e xp la na tio ns c a n b e  fo und  b y d isc o ve ring  unive rsa l c o nc e p ts a nd  p rinc ip le s 

tha t mig ht d e sc rib e  the  b e ha vio ur o f o the r syste ms (He ylig he n, 1999; Ca p ra , 

1996; Ka uffma n, 1995; Wa ld ro p , 1992). The  o ft q uo te d  e xa mp le  - d isse c ting  a n 

a nt d o e s no t te ll us ve ry muc h a b o ut the  b e ha vio ur o f a n a nt c o lo ny - p ro vid e s 

a  simp le , ye t vivid  me nta l ima g e  o f this the o ry. 

Suc h re a so ning  is a lso  to  b e  fo und  in the  fo und a tio na l ma te ria l o f g e ne ra l 

syste ms the o ry a nd  in la te r wo rk whe re  write rs (fo r e xa mp le  Nic kla s Luhma nn, 

1995; Mic ha e l Lissa c k, 2000; Ra lp h Sta c e y, 1994, 1996; Ste p he n G ua ste llo , 1995; 

Ma rg a re t Whe a tle y, 1994; a nd  o the rs) invo ke  no tio ns o f la ng ua g ing , ho lo ns, 
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a nd  se nsa ting  – inno va tive  wa ys o f ma p p ing  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n – to  

e xp la in huma n a nd  o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur. We  c a n a lso  tra c e  links b a c k to  

the  ro ma ntic  vie w o f na ture , whic h G o e the  (1749-1832) d e sc rib e s a s “ o ne  g re a t 

ha rmo nio us who le ”  a nd  whic h le d  sc ie ntists o f tha t p e rio d  to  e xte nd  the ir 

se a rc h fo r who le ne ss to  the  e ntire  p la ne t a nd  se e  the  e a rth a s a n inte g ra te d , 

sub tly b a la nc e d  life  sup p o rt syste m.   

Sinc e  the se  o rg a nising  re la tio ns a re  p a tte rns o f re la tio nship s imma ne nt in the  

p hysic a l struc ture  o f the  o rg a nism, o rg a nismic  b io lo g ists a sse rt tha t no  se p a ra te , 

no n-p hysic a l e ntity is re q uire d  fo r the  und e rsta nd ing  o f life . This ha s e c ho e s in 

Aristo tle ’ s no tio n o f e nte le c hy ‘ life -fo rc e ’ , Pla to ’ s Fo rms, Ka nt’ s ‘ re a so ning ’ , a nd  

Hume 's ‘ c a usa lity’ . The  ke y p o int is tha t the  und e rsta nd ing s tha t c o me  fro m 

‘ re la tio nship s’  a re  muc h mo re  tha n the  sub sta nc e  o r ma tte r o f tho se  syste ms. 

Put simp ly, the re  e xists a  d ic ho to my b e twe e n ma tte r (sub sta nc e ) a nd  fo rm 

(p a tte rn). I will e la b o ra te  o n the se  p rinc ip le s in Cha p te r 3, whe re  the  

sig nific a nc e  o f syste ms the o rie s fo r so c io c ultura l p he no me na  is e xa mine d . 

Suffic e  to  a d d  a t this p o int tha t the  re le va nc e  o f the se  id e a s will b e c o me  

c le a re r a s the  na ture  o f syste ms is e xp lo re d .  In o the r wo rd s, ma tte r a nd  

sub sta nc e  c o rre sp o nd s to  wha t we  e xp e rie nc e , o ur ta ng ib le  kno wle d g e  o f the  

wo rld ; fo rm a nd  p a tte rn a re  the  thing s tha t se rve  to  sha p e  the  e xp e rie nc e , 

so c ia l o r c o lle c tive  me a ning . This the sis c a n b ro a d ly b e  se e n a s a n e nq uiry into  

the  ‘ p a tte rns’  o f me a ning  ma king  using  c o mp le x syste ms the o ry a s the  g uid e .  

  

1.3    Se mina l the orists working  within the  ne xus of soc ioc ultura l syste ms 

a nd c omple x syste ms the ory 

The  the o rie s o f Do na ld  T. Ca mp b e ll (1987, 1974), Ja y Le mke  (1995, 1992, 2000) 

a nd  Pa ul C illie rs (2001, 1998) ha ve  influe nc e d  the  d ire c tio n o f the  re se a rc h in 

this the sis. This is b e c a use  the y o ffe r sig nific a nt inro a d s in the  a p p lic a tio n o f 

c o mp le x syste m the o ry to  so c io c ultura l p he no me na . The ir id e a s, a nd  ho w the y 

ha ve  c o ntrib ute d  to  the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms fie ld , will b e  e la b o ra te d  

up o n mo re  fully in Cha p te r 4 a nd  use d  thro ug ho ut this the sis. Fo r this re a so n 

the y a re  b rie fly o utline d  he re . 
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1.3.1     Do na ld  T. Ca mp b e ll's c o nc e p t o f e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y 

Evo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y se e s kno wle d g e  a s a  p ro d uc t o f the  va ria tio n o f 

na tura l se le c tio n p ro c e sse s tha t c ha ra c te rise  e vo lutio n. The  p rima ry func tio n o f 

kno wle d g e  und e r this the o ry is to  e na b le  the  surviva l a nd  re p ro d uc tio n o f the  

o rg a nism tha t ne e d s the  kno wle d g e . This the o ry ha s its ro o ts in tra d itio na l 

e vo lutio na ry the o ry whe re  a n o rg a nisms’  b e tte r kno wle d g e  o f the  e nviro nme nt 

is a ssume d  to  c o rre la te  with b e tte r surviva l within tha t e nviro nme nt. Thus, 

e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y a lso  a p p lie s to  ‘ id e a s’  o r p ie c e s o f p o te ntia l 

kno wle d g e . Whe n we  a p p ly it to  e p iste mo lo g ic a l fra me wo rks, we  find  va ria tio n 

in the  g e ne ra tio n o f hyp o the se s b e c a use  o f o nto lo g ic a l influe nc e s a b o ut wha t 

is va lue d , a nd  the  we e d ing  o ut o f tho se  hyp o the se s tha t turn o ut to  b e  

ina d e q ua te  (se le c tio n) (He ylig he n, 1997). 

Ca mp b e ll wa s inte re ste d  in the  q ua lity a nd  a p p ro p ria te  use  o f sp e c ific  

o p e ra tio na l me a sure s, in p a rtic ula r ho w to  me a sure  re lia b ility a nd  va lid ity o f 

kno wle d g e . His fo c us o n e xp e rime nts a nd  q ua si-e xp e rime nts a ims a t the  he a rt 

o f p hilo so p he rs’  c o nc e rns a b o ut a vo id ing  e xp la na tio ns a nd  the o rie s b a se d  

up o n wha t mig ht b e  a c c id e nta l re g ula ritie s. Ca mp b e ll wa s a lso  c o nc e rne d  

a b o ut the  te nsio n b e twe e n the  g o a l o f o b je c tivity in sc ie nc e  a nd  the  

ind ivid ua l inte rp re ta tio ns o f sc ie ntists a nd  the  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n o f kno wle d g e  

b y sc ie ntific  c o mmunitie s (a fte r Tho ma s Kuhn). Fina lly, he  stud ie d  the  ro o t 

p ro b le m o f p hilo so p hy: ho w to  kno w whic h the o rie s a re  mo re  o r le ss truthful 

a nd  ho w sc ie nc e s syste ma tic a lly mo ve  to wa rd  the o rie s tha t a re  mo re  truthful, 

winno wing  o ut tho se  whic h d o  no t a d d  to  sc ie ntific  e nd e a vo ur. 

 

1.3.2  Ja y Le mke 's no tio n o f e c o so c ia l syste ms 

Insp ire d  b y Ba khtin’ s (1986) so c ia l ling uistic s a nd  Ha llid a y’ s (1978) func tio na l 

se ma ntic s, Ja y Le mke ’ s no tio n o f e c o so c ia l syste ms unite s the  fie ld s o f c o mp le x 

syste ms a nd  so c io c ultura l syste ms in a  kind  o f unifie d  the o ry. Le mke  (1993) se e s 

tha t so c ia l se mio tic s is inte g ra l to  o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f ho w o ur so c ia l wo rld  is 

c o nstruc te d  b e c a use  it e na b le s us:  

… to  ma ke  me a ning ful a c tio ns (inc lud ing  utte ra nc e s) b y d e p lo ying  the se  

re so urc e s in re c o g niza b le , mo stly ha b itua l (a nd  ma rg ina lly c re a tive ) wa ys. The  

ha b itua l wa ys in whic h we  d e p lo y the m a re  id e ntifia b le  a s se mio tic  fo rma tio ns: 

the  re g ula r a nd  re p e a ta b le , re c o g niza b ly me a ning ful, c ultura lly a nd  histo ric a lly 
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sp e c ific  p a tte rns o f c o -d e p lo yme nt o f se mio tic  re so urc e s in a  c o mmunity. 

(p a ra . 9) 

Altho ug h Le mke ’ s id e a s d o  no t ne c e ssa rily o ffe r a nything  ne w a b o ut c o mp le x 

syste ms, whe re  Le mke ’ s thinking  d ive rg e s is a t the  p o int o f e xc ha ng e  b e twe e n 

the  ma te ria l p ro c e sse s a nd  the  se mio tic  p ro c e sse s. In so  d o ing , Le mke  

e ffe c tive ly thro ws a  ne t a ro und  this ne xus, a nd  c a p ture s p a tte rns o f 

c o nne c tio n no t we ll-tra ve rse d  in the  lite ra ture  o f c o mp le x syste ms. His id e a s 

a re  a t the  c utting  e d g e  o f und e rsta nd ing  ho w se mio tic  p ro c e sse s ma y b e  

d e sc rib e d  using  a p p ro a c he s fro m syste ms the o ry, o b se rving  tha t suc h thing s a s 

c ultura l d o mina tio n a re  re p re se nta tio na l o f o the r fo rc e s within the  syste m 

c o ntro lle d  b y the  so c io c ultura l milie u. 

Altho ug h Le mke  b e lie ve s the  unity o f e c o so c ia l syste ms is so me wha t hid d e n 

fro m vie w b y o ur fa ilure  to  a p p re c ia te  the  p e rva sive ne ss o f the  ma te ria l-

se mio tic  c o up ling , o fte n it is c irc umsta nc e  tha t imp e d e s o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f 

ma te ria l p ro c e sse s in o ur so c io c ultura l syste m. This me a ns we  c a n c o lle c tive ly 

ind ic t e ntire  so c ia l g ro up ing s, c ulture s, a nd  e ra s fo r fa iling  to  a d d re ss b ia se s. 

(Altho ug h Le mke  (1997) rig htly p o ints o ut tha t o ur o wn c ulture  c a rrie s 

id e o lo g ic a l b ia se s o f a  d o mina nt c la ss who se  inte re sts fa vo ur a  vie w o f the  

wo rld  a s ind e finite ly e xp lo ita b le  ma te ria lly a nd  infinite ly fle xib le  c ultura lly.) 

Fina lly, Le mke  (1997) ra ise s the  p ro b le ms o f p re d ic ta b ility, c o ntro l, a nd  

re sp o nsib ility within e c o so c ia l syste ms. Le mke ’ s d e sc rip tio n o f the  c a p a c ity fo r 

huma n so c ia l syste ms to  b e  p re d ic ta b le  a nd  c o ntro lle d  is wo rthy o f furthe r 

e la b o ra tio n, a nd  is hig hly re le va nt to  the  c o nc lusio ns in this the sis.  

 

1.3.3  Pa ul C illie rs' the o ry o f re p re se nta tio n 

Ac c o rd ing  to  C illie rs (1998), a  the o ry o f re p re se nta tio n is e sse ntia lly a  the o ry o f 

me a ning . Re p re se nta tio n a tte mp ts to  e xp la in ho w the  wo rd s o f o ur la ng ua g e  

o r the  struc ture s in o ur b ra in b e c o me  me a ning ful.  This me a ns, o f c o urse , tha t 

suc h a  the o ry must b e  c o g nisa nt o f the  ind ivid ua l a nd  e mb ra c e  the  uniq ue  

wa ys in whic h we  p ro c e ss info rma tio n we  se e  a nd  a ttrib ute  it to  the  la ng ua g e  

we  und e rsta nd .  Thus re p re se nta tio n c a n b e  so me thing  me c ha nic a l a nd  

simp le  like  a  ma the ma tic a l fo rmula , whic h ha s e le me nts/ c o nc e p ts tha t sta nd  

fo r so me thing  in the  fo rmula . Or the o re tic a lly, re p re se nta tio n c a n mo d e l, o n a n 

ind ivid ua l o r ma ss sc a le , ho w c o lle c tive  a g re e me nt is re a c he d  a b o ut c e rta in 

so c ia l me a ning s.  
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Ho we ve r, a c c o rd ing  to  C illie rs (1998) whe n we  c o me  to  mo d e l o r try to  

c a p ture  suc h thing s a s na tura l la ng ua g e  o r huma n se nso ry c a p a b ilitie s o r 

huma n e mo tio ns, the  simula tio n o f hig he r a nd  c o mp le x c o g nitive  p ro c e sse s is 

no t p o ssib le , e ve n using  the  mo st a d va nc e d  c o mp ute rs. This is b e c a use  the  

p ro c e ss o f re p re se nta tio n is inc a p a b le  o f b e ing  fo rmula rise d . Ho w d o  we  

re p re se nt (o r mo d e l) suc h thing s a s the  me a ning  o f a  p a rtic ula r wo rd , o r 

c ultura l a rte fa c t, o r b e ha vio ur?  Mo re  p e rtine ntly, d o  c e rta in wo rd s me a n 

d iffe re nt thing s to  d iffe re nt ind ivid ua ls?  Ho w c a n we  b e g in to  und e rsta nd  this, 

a nd  ho w mig ht this b e  p re c ise ly mo d e lle d ?  Ca n p a tte rn-re c o g nitio n a nd  

a p p ro xima tio n b e  mo d e lle d  suc c e ssfully?  As C illie rs (1998) p o ints o ut, b e fo re  

a ny o f this c a n b e  a tte mp te d , it is ne c e ssa ry to  e xp la in the  p ro c e sse s b y whic h 

the  re la tio nship s b e twe e n symb o ls a nd  the  wo rld  a re  e sta b lishe d  (p . 59). Are  

rule -b a se d  re p re se nta tio ns a nd  ne two rk re p re se nta tio ns c a p a b le  o f b e ing  

a na lyse d  to g e the r?  Whe n we  se a rc h fo r a  mo re  e mpiric a l fla vo ur to  o ur 

re se a rc h, suc h q ue stio ns a re  a  g o o d  sta rting  p o int, b ut the  a d e q ua c y o f 

lo g a rithms a nd  e ve n c e llula r a uto ma ta  d o e s no t se e m to  fit we ll with 

und e rsta nd ing  so me  o f the  mo re  c o mp le x no tio ns o f huma n syste ms. Suc h 

no tio ns fo rm p a rt o f a  lo ng  tra d itio n o f p hilo so p hic a l re fle c tio n o n the  

re la tio nship s b e twe e n la ng ua g e , me a ning  a nd  the  huma n c o nd itio n.  The  

c o re  p ro p o sitio n o f this the sis is tha t o ne  wa y to  p ro g re ss this the o re tic a l ma ze  is 

thro ug h the  c o nc e p t o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms. 

 

1.4        Comple x Me a ning  Syste ms  

To  illustra te  the  id e a  o f ‘ c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms’  this the sis d e ve lo p s a  six-

p ha se  mo d e l (Fig ure  1.1). This mo d e l is d e sc rib e d  in Cha p te r 4 a nd  

the o re tic a lly ‘ te ste d ’  in Cha p te r 7 thro ug h its a p p lic a tio n to  the  e xp la na tio n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s.  Fo r the  p urp o se s o f intro d uc ing  this c o nc e p t, we  will he re  

simp ly sta te  the  te rms o f the  the o ry a nd  le a ve  the  d isc ussio n fo r la te r c ha p te rs. 

It is a lso  use ful to  sig np o st a t this p o int tha t the  six c o mp o ne nts intro d uc e d  in 

this fig ure  a s a  wa y o f d e sc rib ing  a nd  a na lysing  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms a re  

instrume nta l in the  d e ve lo p me nt o f the  d isc ussio n. 
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Fig ure  1.1: The  six- pha se  mode l of c omple x me a ning  syste ms 

 

A se nse  o f the  c ha o tic  e mb o d ie s the  first p ha se , a  p ha se  whe re  p e rha p s little  

info rma tio n o f a ny so rt is a va ila b le , a nd  the re  is e ve n le ss info rma tio n a b o ut 

ho w this me a ning  syste m c o nne c ts to  o the rs. The re fo re , Pha se  1 – Cha o s – c a n 

o fte n initia lly p re se nt a  se nse  o f o rd e r in the  syste m, b ut this o rd e r is no t 

a p p a re nt b e c a use  o f the  e xtre me  fluc tua tio ns in wha t p e o p le  p e rc e ive  it to  

b e . Wha t o rd e r e xists is fra g me nte d  a nd  inc o nsiste nt thro ug ho ut the  who le  

syste m. The  se c o nd  p ha se  (Co mp le xity) is whe re  info rma tio n b e g ins to  g a the r 

a ro und  the  syste m. This c o uld  b e  in the  g uise  o f p o we rful p e rso na litie s, b a sic  

tra c ts, b e lie fs o r id e a s, fo r e xa mp le . This c a n a lso  b e  the  sta g e  a t whic h a  la rg e  

a rra y o f info rma tio n b e c o me s a va ila b le . The  third  p ha se  (Co nting e nt 
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Co mp le xity) is the  p ha se  whe re  d e p e nd e nc ie s b e c o me  a p p a re nt. Co nting e nt 

c o mp le xity ind ic a te s tha t so me  me a ning s re ly o n o the rs fo r c urre nc y a nd  

va lid ity. Pha se  4 – Situa tio na l o r Co nte xtua l Re a lity – se e s the  c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste m g ra p p ling  with its surro und ing s, trying  to  b e st fit with the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  in whic h it is situa te d . Diffusio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e  

(Pha se  5) fo llo ws, ind ic a ting  tha t the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m ha s fo und  its 

wa y into  the  ma instre a m – o r ha s b e e n a c c e p te d  a s the  p re va iling  c o mmo n 

se nse . It ha s b e c o me  so  e ntre nc he d  in the  who le  syste m tha t no  o ne  se e ks to  

q ue stio n why it is the re . Fina lly, the re  is the  e me rg ing  unc e rta inty tha t ha s b e e n 

p ro mp te d  b y the  q ue stio ning  o f va rio us se c to rs in the  so c ie ty (Pha se  6). This is 

whe re  tho se  c o nne c te d  with the  syste m ‘ re b e l’  a g a inst the  p re va iling  

c o mmo n se nse ; re b e llio n le a d ing  b a c k to  the  first p ha se , Cha o s. This mo d e l is 

a p p lie d  to  e xp la in the  p he no me na  o f fa d s in Pa rt 2 o f this the sis. 

 

1.5 Ma na g e me nt fa ds: c ha ra c te ristic s a nd c ritique  

Cha p te rs 5 a nd  6 o f this the sis  intro d uc e  a nd  e xa mine  in d e ta il the  na ture  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  the  b o d y o f c ritiq ue  tha t e xists in re la tio n to  the m.  

Fa d s se e k to  imp ro ve  the  wo rld  o f o rg a nisa tio ns (a nd  ind e e d  the  p ro fits o f the ir 

sha re ho ld e rs). But the re  is g ro wing  e vid e nc e  to  sug g e st tha t ma ny o f the  

o rg a nisa tio na l inte rve ntio ns a d vo c a te d  b y ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  a nything  

b ut suc c e ssful, p a rtic ula rly in the  lo ng  te rm (Huc zynski, 1997; Rig b y, 1998; 

Co llins, 2001; Mille r, 2004). 

The re fo re , the  first ta sk fo r Pa rt 2 is to  hig hlig ht the  d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n 

le g itima te  o rg a nisa tio na l inte rve ntio n the o rie s a nd  ma na g e me nt fa d s. It is 

p o site d  tha t, thus fa r, the  suc c e ss c la ims o f c ha ng e  ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns 

ha ve  no t mo ve d  b e yo nd  the  rhe to ric  o f the  lite ra ture  o f the  inte rve ntio ns 

the mse lve s. This is b e c a use  the  lite ra ture  o f inte rve ntio ns ha s la rg e ly ig no re d  

the  so c io c ultura l syste ms tha t inva ria b ly inte rc o nne c t with the  o rg a nisa tio n 

itse lf. This c o mp a rtme nta lizing  o f kno wle d g e  a b o ut fa d s is d e sc rib e d  in Fig ure  

1.2. This re p re se nts a n e a rly a tte mp t a t the  c o nc e p tua l fra me wo rk whic h will 

b e  b uilt up o n in la te r c ha p te rs. 
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Fig ure  1.2: Inte rpre tive  pa ra dig m for ma na g e me nt fa ds 

 

Ac c o rd ing  to  the  mo d e l in Fig ure  1.2, the  first, sup e rfic ia l le ve l is tha t o f the  

e xiste nc e  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  the  fa c t the y a re  c o nfine d  to  the  re a lm o f 

b usine ss. The  se c o nd  le ve l e xp lo re s re a so ns fo r the  p ro life ra tio n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s, o ffe ring  c ritiq ue s o f the  fa d s. Ho we ve r, if we  d o  no t 

p ro c e e d  p a st this p o int, we  will fa il to  g a in a  se nse  o f the  c o nte xt o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s. He nc e , the  third  le ve l lo o ks a t why fa d s ha ve  c o me  to  b e  

a c c e p te d  a s p a rt o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  tha t is ma na g e me nt. The  

fo urth le ve l e xa mine s wha t typ e s o f kno wle d g e  a nd  fo und a tio na l me a ning  

a llo w so c ia l p he no me na , suc h a s ma na g e me nt fa d s, to  e xist (this is time  a nd  

c o nte xt d e p e nd e nt). Furthe r, a t the  ne xt le ve l we  c a n lo o k a t p o we r-

re la tio nship s tha t c a use  the  d o mina nc e  o f c e rta in me a ning  syste ms a nd  

wo rld vie ws. At the  sixth le ve l, we  le a ve  b e hind  tra d itio na l a na lytic  the o ry a nd  

d isc o ve r tha t the re  a re  a  ra ng e  o f o the r p a ra d ig ms with whic h to  e xp lo re  the  

na ture  o f so c io c ultura l p he no me na , suc h a s no tio ns e xp lo re d  thro ug h the  

the o ry o f c o mp le x syste ms. The  re se a rc h a g e nd a  will b e  g o ve rne d  b y the  

re le va nc e  o f a ll the se  le ve ls a nd  the ir inte rc o nne c tio n.   
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Altho ug h the  fo c us o f Cha p te rs 5 a nd  6 is ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  the ir c ritiq ue , 

it is imp o rta nt to  first e sta b lish the  wa y in whic h the  the sis e ng a g e s the  te rm 

fa d . Whe n we  think o f the  wo rd  ‘ fa d ’ , the  va rio us c ra ze s a nd  tre nd s o f the  

fiftie s, sixtie s a nd  se ve ntie s imme d ia te ly c o me  to  mind . Whe n we  use  the  wo rd  

fa d , the re fo re , we  typ ic a lly c o njure  up  so me thing  tha t wa s o nc e  tre nd y a nd  

fa shio na b le , b ut fo r wha te ve r re a so ns lo st p o p ula rity e ithe r q uic kly o r slo wly.  

Ho we ve r wha t is sig nific a nt he re  is tha t fa d s c a n a lso  re turn a nd  mo re  

imp o rta ntly b e c o me  a b so rb e d  into  a  c ulture  if the re  is wid e sp re a d  

a c c e p ta nc e . Tho se  c ra ze s a nd  fa d s whic h a re  a b so rb e d  into  a  so c io c ultura l 

syste m a nd  mo ve  fro m a  tre nd  to  b e ing  a c c e p te d  b y a  so c ie ty a s c o mmo n o r 

fa milia r ma y lo se  the  ta g  a s a  fa d . He re  we  c a n think o f suc h thing s a s the  

inte rne t, vid e o  g a me s, 3-G  mo b ile  p ho ne s, te le visio n, d e nim je a ns, vita min 

the ra p y a nd  o rg a nic  fo o d  no w b e ing  so  fa milia r a nd  wid e sp re a d , tha t the y 

c a n no  lo ng e r b e  c o nsid e re d  fa d d ish (a s the y o nc e  we re ).  This no tio n o f 

e mb e d e d ne ss c a use s the  fa d  to  lo se  its sta tus a s a  c ra ze  o r tre nd y fa shio n. 

The re fo re  whe n the  te rm ma na g e me nt fa d  is use d  in this the sis the  a ssump tio n 

is tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s ha ve  a  te mp o ra l d ime nsio n. The y g ro w in p o p ula rity 

a nd  wa ne  in p o p ula rity e ithe r d ying  o ut o r b e c o ming  ma instre a me d .  This is no t 

to  c ritic ise  the  fa d  o r its a utho rs, no r is it to  c o nc lud e  tha t b e c a use  it is te rme d  

a  fa d , we  must vie w it in the  p e jo ra tive  se nse . Ma ny fa d s ha ve  b e e n 

d e mo nstra te d  to  imp ro ve  o rg a nisa tio ns, e ve n if the y a re  tra nsie nt. 

Ma na g e me nt fa d s c a n inc lud e   te rms tha t b e c o me s fa shio na b le  fo r e xa mp le , 

‘ e xc e lle nc e ’ , ‘ use r p a ys’  o r ‘ b e st p ra c tic e ’  o r the y c a n b e  a  ma jo r inte rve ntio n 

in a n o rg a nisa tio n, suc h a s imp le me nting  ‘ se lf-ma na g e d  te a ms’  o r 

re struc turing  a n o rg a nisa tio n to  a c hie ve  a  ‘ b a la nc e d  sc o re c a rd ’ . So me  

ma na g e me nt fa d s c a n sta rt o f a s a c a d e mic  the o ry, o r the ir id e a s b o rro we d  

fro m sc ho la rly p a p e rs o r e ve n sc ie ntific  a nd  p syc ho lo g y jo urna ls. He re  we  

mig ht id e ntify c re a ting  T-Gro up s o r c o nd uc ting  p e rso na lity te sting  to  a lig n 

e mp lo ye e s with the  ‘ missio n a nd  visio n sta te me nt’  o f the  o rg a nisa tio n. 

Altho ug h this will b e  d isc usse d  in d e ta il in Cha p te rs 5 a nd  6, the  d ia g ra m to  

e xp la in ho w id e a s sta rt a s the o rie s a nd  e nd  a s fa d s is re p ro d uc e d  he re . The  

ke y p o int is tha t ho we ve r the y a rise , ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  a n e xa mp le  o f a  

me a ning  syste m  -  a n inte rp re ta tive  fra me wo rk tha t a re  utilise d  b y ma na g e rs 

to  ma ke  se nse  o f o rg a nisa tio na l p he no me na . 
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The  fina l two  c ha p te rs the o rise  a nd  a na lyse  ma na g e me nt fa d s a s c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste ms, e xa mining  the ir inte rc o nne c te d ne ss to  the  b ro a d e r 

so c io c ultura l syste m a nd  ho w the y fo rm p a rt o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

The  b e ha vio ur o f ma na g e me nt fa d s mig ht le a d  to  a  b e tte r und e rsta nd ing  o f 

why a nd  ho w the y a re  le g itimise d  a nd  why the y d o mina te  the  c o rp o ra te  

wo rld ; a nd  ho w we  d e fine  suc h no tio ns a s suc c e ss o r fa ilure .   

Cha p te r 7 c ha ra c te rise s ma na g e me nt fa d s in te rms o f the  ke y e le me nts o f 

b o th c o mp le x syste ms a nd  me a ning  syste ms. The  c ha p te r a lso  lo o ks a t the  

sta g e s in the  life  o f a  fa d : the  c o nte xt fo r the  b irth o f a  fa d , ho w fa d s a re  

se le c te d , a nd  ho w the y a re  ma inta ine d  e sp e c ia lly in re la tio n to  the  ro le  o f 

la ng ua g e . Fo r e xa mp le , ma na g e me nt fa d s c a n b e  se e n to  e vo lve  thro ug h a  

kind  o f va ria tio n a nd  se le c tio n p ro c e ss, o fte n c ha ra c te rise d  a s ma ximising  a nd  

o p timising  fitne ss in the  o rg a nisa tio n a nd  the  b usine ss wo rld . This is the  re a so n 

tha t the me s suc h a s 'a d a p ta tio n to  c ha ng e ' o r 'unc e rta inty' c ha ra c te rise  ma ny 

so -c a lle d  ma na g e me nt fa d s, b e c a use  fa d s to o  ha ve  e vo lve d  to  c o p e  with 

the  c ha ng ing  b usine ss la nd sc a p e . 

So me  write rs ha ve  use d  e mpiric a l re se a rc h to  lo o k a t the  up ta ke  a nd  

a b a nd o nme nt ra te s o f va rio us fa d s (Rig b y, 1999; Etto rre , 2000; Mille r, 2004), 
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o the rs ha ve  e ve n a p p lie d  a  b ro a d  d isc o urse  a na lysis o f p a rtic ula r fa d s 

(Huc zynski, 1997; Ja c kso n, 2002; Co llins, 2001). Furthe r, so me  (Ma rio n, 2002; 

Sta c e y, 1995, 2001) se e  c o mp le xity a s a  to o l fo r b rid g ing  the  g a p  b e twe e n 

mo re  tra d itio na l me tho d o lo g ie s, e mp lo ye d  in the  so c ia l sc ie nc e s in g e ne ra l, 

a nd  the  fo rma lise d  a nd  ma the ma tic a lly rig o ro us (‘ ha rd ’ ) sc ie nc e s. The se  

a p p ro a c he s d o  o ffe r so me  e xp la na tio ns fo r p a rtic ula r fa d s – fo r e xa mp le , ho w 

the  fa d  e me rg e d , a nd  ho w it a ffe c ts o rg a nisa tio ns – b ut the  e xp la na tio n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  so c ia l p he no me no n is no t fo rthc o ming  fro m the se  

a c c o unts.  

The  the sis’  fina l c ha p te r re fle c ts o n the  e ffe c tive ne ss o f the  va rio us c o nc e p ts 

e xp lo re d  to  e xp la in the  id e a  o f me a ning  syste ms a nd  a p p ly this kno wle d g e  to  

the  und e rsta nd ing  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. Altho ug h a  c o mp le x syste ms 

a p p ro a c h d o e s o ffe r ne w wa ys o f d e sc rib ing  so c io c ultura l p he no me na , it d o e s 

no t a d e q ua te ly a d d re ss the  no tio n o f the  o nto lo g ic a l a nd  a xio lo g ic a l va lue s 

p re se nt in so c ia l b e ha vio ur. Ad d ing  suc h the me s into  a  c o mp le x syste ms 

a na lysis via  the  te rm c o mp le x me a ning  syste m e nsure s tha t me a ning , va lue s, 

e thic s, re a so n, a nd  so  o n, a re  inc lud e d  in the  a na lysis. Tha t is, the  ina b ility o f 

c o mp le x syste ms to  a d e q ua te ly d e a l with the se  fe a ture s o f so c ia l syste ms 

p ro mp te d  the  the o risa tio n o f the  no tio n o f ‘ c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms’ . The  

no tio n o f a  ‘ c o mp le x me a ning  syste m’  inc o rp o ra te s a nd  e mb ra c e s the  

p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r, the re b y a llo wing  a  le ve l o f sub je c tivity in the  a na lysis. 

In p a rtic ula r the  the sis ha s implic a tio ns fo r und e rsta nd ing  ho w ma na g e rs c o me  

to  g ive  me a ning  to  the  p ro b le ms the y fa c e  a nd  a c t o n.  

In summa ry the  the sis a g e nd a  re vo lve s a ro und  the  fo llo wing  two  q ue stio ns: 

 

1. Ca n a  ne w the orisa tion of me a ning  syste ms be  a dva nc e d by 

synthe sising  pe rspe c tive s from tra ditiona l soc ioc ultura l syste ms a nd 

c omple x syste ms the ory?  

 

2. Ca n this the ore tic a l fra me work be  ‘te ste d’ by de ve loping  a n 

e xpla na tion of the  phe nome non of ma na g e me nt fa ds?  

 

 

 

In o rd e r to  a d d re ss the se  q ue stio ns, the  the sis will p ro c e e d  in two  p a rts: 
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Pa rt 1 

 

Cha p te r 1 – Fie ld  o f Stud y a nd  Intro d uc tio n to  the  Pro b le m 

Cha p te r 2 – The o rising  Me a ning  

Cha p te r 3 – Co mp le x Syste ms a nd  So c ia l Phe no me na : Ke y Co nc e p ts 

Cha p te r 4 – So c io c ultura l Syste ms a s Co mp le x Me a ning  Syste ms 

 

Pa rt 2 

 

Cha p te r 5 – Ma na g e me nt Fa d s: Cha ra c te ristic s a nd  Exa mp le s 

Cha p te r 6 – Ma na g e me nt Fa d s: The  Critic a l Lite ra ture  

Cha p te r 7 – Ap p lying  c o mp le x syste ms thinking  to  e xp la in the  p he no me no n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s 

Cha p te r 8 – Co nc lusio ns: Re fle c tio ns o n a p p lying  c o mp le x syste ms c o nc e p ts to  

the  a na lysis o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

 

1.6 A Note  on Re se a rc h Me thodolog y 

It must b e  re ite ra te d  he re  tha t this is a  the o re tic a l the sis, no t a n e mpiric a l o ne . 

Pa rt 1 o f the  the sis b uild s the o ry a nd  the n p a rt 2 o f the  the sis se e ks to  

und e rsta nd  the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s b y a p p lying  this the o ry. The  

re se a rc h me tho d o lo g y the n b e c o me s o ne  a kin to  a  tho ug ht e xp e rime nt tha t 

te sts the  the o ry.  

 “ A ‘ tho ug ht e xp e rime nt’  is a n a tte mp t to  d ra w instruc tio n fro m a  p ro c e ss 

o f hyp o the tic a l re a so ning  tha t p ro c e e d s b y e lic iting  the  c o nse q ue nc e s o f 

a n hyp o the sis fo r whic h , fo r a ug ht tha t o ne  a c tua lly kno ws to  the  

c o ntra ry, ma y we ll b e  fa lse . It c o nsists in re a so ning  fro m a  sup p o sitio n tha t 

is no t a c c e p te d  a s true  – p e rha p s it is e ve n kno wn to  b e  fa lse  – b ut is 

a ssume d  p ro visio na lly in the  inte re sts o f ma king  a  p o int o r re so lving  a  

c o nc lusio n.”  (Re sc he r, 1991, p . 31) 

The  te c hniq ue  o f tho ug ht e xp e rime nt ha s b e e n use d  e xte nsive ly in sc ie nc e  a nd  

p hilo so p hy sinc e  p re -So c ra tic  time s. Tho ug ht e xp e rime nts a re  a lso  

c ha ra c te rise d  b y the ir e xp la na to ry c ha ra c te r a nd  use  o f a na lo g y. Ac c o rd ing  to  

Irvine  (1991) the re  a re  se ve ra l g e ne ra l c ha ra c te ristic s o f tho ug ht e xp e rime nts: 

• A tho ug ht e xp e rime nt must b e  re le va nt to  the  te sting  o f so me  

hyp o the sis (o r to  the  a nswe ring  o f so me  se t o f q ue stio ns) whic h ha s 

a rise n within a  p a rtic ula r o b se rva tio na l/ the o re tic a l c o nte xt. 
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• Ma ny, a ltho ug h no t a ll, o f the  a ssump tio ns within the  thro ug h 

e xp e rime nt must b e  sup p o rte d  b y ind e p e nd e ntly c o nfirme d  

e mp iric a l o b se rva tio n. In sho rt, a t le a st so me  fe a ture s o f the  tho ug ht 

e xp e rime nt must b e  g ro und e d  in the  o b se rva b le  wo rld  if it is to  ha ve  

a ny re le va nc y to  g e ne ra l sc ie ntific  inq uiry. 

• The  tho ug ht e xp e rime nt ne e d s to  b e  se t o ut in e no ug h d e ta il (in a  

c o ntro lle d  e no ug h e nviro nme nt, so  to  sp e a k) tha t it is c a p a b le  o f 

b e ing  re p e a te d . G o o d  tho ug ht e xp e rime nts, like  mo st g o o d  p hysic a l 

e xp e rime nts a re  re p e a ta b le . 

• It must b e  p o ssib le  to  id e ntify a  numb e r o f ind e p e nd e nt (o r 

a nte c e d e nt) va ria b le s within the  tho ug ht e xp e rime nt in o rd e r to  

d e te rmine  c o rre la tio ns b e twe e n va ria tio ns o f the se  va ria b le s a nd  a  

furthe r se t o f d e p e nd e nt va ria b le s use d  to  c ha ra c te rize  the  

e xp e rime nt’ s o utc o me . 

• The  o utc o me  o f the  tho ug ht e xp e rime nt sho uld  ha ve  re p e rc ussio ns 

fo r the  o rig ina l b a c kg ro und  the o ry. The  re a so ning  invo lve d  

c o nc e rning  the  p a rtic ula r hyp o the tic a l e ve nt, o r sta te  o f a ffa irs in 

q ue stio n sho uld  p ro vid e  e vid e nc e  e ithe r fo r o r a g a inst so me  g e ne ra l 

c o nc lusio n re g a rd ing  the  wo rld  o r o ur e nviro nme nt. This will in turn 

le a d  to  e ithe r a  sup p le me nting  o r a  re vising  o f the  tho ug ht 

e xp e rime nt’ s o rig ina l the o re tic a l c o nte xt. 

(Irvine , 1991, p . 159) 

This the sis e ng a g e s the  te c hniq ue  o f tho ug ht e xp e rime nt b e c a use  it a tte mp ts to  

te st a  the o re tic a l mo d e l – tha t o f a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m – b y illustra ting  

ho w it a p p lie s to  ma na g e me nt fa d s.  In d o ing  so  it utilise s a  la rg e  a mo unt o f 

se c o nd a ry p ub lishe d  e mpiric a l d a ta  o n fa d s.  It c le a rly a rtic ula te s the  ste p s a nd  

p ro c e sse s b e ing  te ste d  fo r p ub lic  sc rutiny a nd  a rtic ula te s re le va nt c o nte xtua l 

a nd  p ro c e ss va ria b le s.  The  o utc o me  the  te sting  p ro c e ss is the n use d  to  re fle c t 

b a c k o n the  o rig ina l the o ry o f c o mp le x syste ms. 

 

 

1.7 Contribution of this The sis 

As o utline d  p re vio usly, the  ma jo r c o ntrib utio n tha t the  id e a  o f a  c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste m b ring s is tha t it p ro vid e s a  struc ture d  a c c o unt o f the  p ro c e ss o f 

me a ning  ma king  in a  so c ia l syste m. In o the r wo rd s it a d va nc e s und e rsta nd ing  o f 

the  p ro c e sse s b y whic h c o mmunitie s o f ‘ kno we rs’  a ttrib ute  me a ning  to  a  

p he no me no n. In a p p lying  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms we  ha ve  the  p o te ntia l to  

g e t b e yo nd  the  mo re  tra d itio na l re se a rc h to o ls a va ila b le  to  e xp lo re  the  
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c o nte mp o ra ry situa te d ne ss o f the  syste m (fo r e xa mp le , so c ia l p he no me na ) a nd  

e xp o se  und e rlying  c o nc e p ts. This b re a ks inte lle c tua l g ro und  b y a p p lying  

c o mp le x syste ms to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning -ma king . It is hyp o the sise d  tha t 

a p p lying  the  six-p ha se  p ro c e ss to  o the r c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms will re ve a l 

wa ys o f und e rsta nd ing  tha t ma y no t b e  ma d e  a va ila b le  thro ug h mo re  

tra d itio na l a nd  a c c e p te d  fo rms o f re se a rc h.  

The  p ro b le m o f me a ning  will a lwa ys b e  o ne  tha t is d iffic ult to  a d d re ss thro ug h 

a ny me tho d  o f re se a rc h, sinc e  it is d e p e nd e nt up o n c le a r a rtic ula tio n o f wha t 

c o ntrib utio n is ma d e  b y the  so c ia l p he no me na  in whic h it is situa te d . Whe re  this 

the sis ma ke s a  c o ntrib utio n is tha t it a tte mp ts to  g e t b e yo nd  a  line a r a p p ro a c h 

to  synthe sise  wha t we  kno w a b o ut c e rta in me a ning  syste ms, a nd  a rtic ula te s a  

p ro c e ss to  a ssist in this. Altho ug h o the r so c ia l p he no me na  ha ve  no t b e e n te ste d  

a g a inst this mo d e l, it is the  o p inio n o f the  write r tha t the  p o te ntia l fo r re p lic a tio n 

o f simila r o utc o me s to  tha t e xp o se d  b y this the sis is p ro mising . 

This the sis the n c a n b e  c o nsid e re d  to  ma ke  a  c o ntrib utio n to  e p iste mo lo g ic a l 

issue s in huma n kno wle d g e  syste ms in g e ne ra l, a nd  the  c o nstruc tio n o f 

ma na g e me nt kno wle d g e  in p a rtic ula r.  The se  a re  d isc usse d  in the  fina l c ha p te r.  

The  wo rk ha s imp lic a tio ns fo r o nto lo g ic a l issue s in kno wle d g e  syste ms to o , a nd  

the se  a re  a lso  to uc he d  o n, tho ug h no t d e ve lo p e d  in d e p th, in the  fina l c ha p te r.  
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Cha pte r 2: The orising  Me a ning  

Me a ning  is e mb e dde d in huma n c ulture . We  c a n a lso  a rg ue  tha t a ll me a ning s 

a re  c o nne c te d; tha t is, me a ning s c a n o nly b e  unde rsto o d b y re fe re nc ing  o ne  

a no the r.  This g ive s rise  to  the  ide a  tha t me a ning  ma y b e  fra me d a s a  syste m. 

Thinking  o f me a ning  in te rms o f syste ms fo re g ro unds no tio ns o f re la tio nship s, 

c o nte xt, ne two rks, pa tte rns, a da p ta tio n a nd se lf-o rg a nisa tio n. The  disc o urse  o f 

c o mp le x syste ms, usua lly a p p lie d to  ma te ria l syste ms will a lso  b e  disc usse d in to  

sp e c ula te  whe the r we  c a n a pp ly it to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning . Thus this 

c ha p te r c o nc e p tua lise s me a ning  in te rms o f syste ms, fo r e xa mple , ho w it 

e me rg e s, a da pts to  the  so c io c ultura l milie u, c o nne c ts to  o the r me a ning  

syste ms, o r is a b a ndo ne d.   

 

2.1 Towa rds a  fra me work for the orising  me a ning  

So  tha t we  ma y d e ve lo p  a n a rg ume nt a nd  b e g in to  fra me  the  p ro b le m o f 

me a ning , this c ha p te r c o mme nc e s with the  o b se rva tio n tha t the re  a re  b ro a d ly 

two  p e rsp e c tive s fro m whic h me a ning  is usua lly und e rsto o d : ra tio na list a nd  

e mpiric ist.   

Fo r ne a rly two  a nd  a  ha lf tho usa nd  ye a rs, a nd  sinc e  Pro ta g o ra s' id e a  tha t 

'ma n is the  me a sure  o f a ll thing s', mo st a tte mp ts a t d e ve lo p ing  a  the o ry o f 

me a ning  se e  it "no t a s a  sta tic  p ro p e rty e xte rna l to  huma n b e ing s b ut ra the r a s 

a n a sp e c t o f d yna mic  huma n tho ug ht g ro und e d  in huma n na ture " (Turne r, 

1992, p . 91). Thus, p hilo so p hic a l d isc ussio ns a b o ut the  na ture  o f me a ning  te nd  

to  b e  p o la rise d  b e twe e n the  id e a  o f me a ning  a s a  re la tio nship  with the  thing  

in itse lf (the  ra tio na l a p p ro a c h) a nd  me a ning  a s the  sum-to ta l o f wha t we  

kno w thro ug h o ur e xp e rie nc e / se nse s (the  e mpiric a l a p p ro a c h).  

Ra tio na lists c la im tha t o ur c o nc e p ts a nd  kno wle d g e  a re  g a ine d  

ind e p e nd e ntly o f se nse  e xp e rie nc e .  This g ro up  e mb ra c e s ma ny p hilo so p hic a l 

a nd  q ua si-sc ie ntific  d o c trine s fro m c la ssic a l We ste rn p hilo so p hy tra d itio ns suc h 
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a s c o ntine nta l ra tio na lism, p o sitivism, o b je c tivism, mo d e rnism, e p iste mo lo g ic a l 

fund a me nta lism, huma nism, na tura lism, Cho mskia n ling uistic  the o ry, a nd  

Ca rte sia n ra tio na lism. We  c o uld  a lso  c a ll this g ro up  the  ‘ a  p rio ri thinke rs’ . The y 

b o a st a n imp re ssive  p e d ig re e  o f sc ho la rs; Pla to ’ s the o ry o f the  Fo rms is a  typ e  

o f ra tio na lism. It p ro p o se s a  ‘ re a so ne d ’  a p p ro a c h fo r huma n und e rsta nd ing  

a nd  truth a nd  a vo id s d ra wing  up o n suc h unse e n (the re fo re  re futa b le ) thing s a s 

b e lie f a nd  fa ith. De d uc tive  lo g ic  thro ug h re a so ning  is o ne  a p p ro a c h a d o p te d  

b y ra tio na lists to  p ro vid e  a  p hilo so p hic a l fra me wo rk thro ug h whic h the y c a n 

te st o the r like  c o nc e p ts. This g ro up  se e s the  wo rld  a s a  ra tio na l struc ture  whe re  

a ll re la tio nship s within it a re  c ha ra c te rise d  b y a  tra nsc e nd e nt o r unive rsa l 

re a so n whic h is ind e p e nd e nt o f the  uniq ue ne ss o f huma n mind s, b ra ins a nd  

b o d ie s. Suc h thing s a s mind s, b ra ins, b o d ie s, a nd  e ve n c ulture , g e t in the  wa y 

o f p ro p e r re se a rc h a nd  a re  thus o fte n d ise mb o d ie d  thro ug h this la rg e ly 

'a na lytic ' a p p ro a c h. The  e xtre me  ve rsio n o f this p o sitio n wo uld  se e  huma n 

b e ing s a s ma c hine s, o r simp ly a s o rg a nisms in the  g re a t c lo c kwo rk unive rse . 

Fa ith a nd  b e lie f b e c o me  se re nd ip ity a nd  c ha nc e ; huma n se nse s a nd  

e xp e rie nc e  b e c o me  sup e rfluo us to  re a so n, whic h rule s the  a na lytic . 

Empiric ists o n the  o the r ha nd , se e  tha t e ve rything  we  kno w is g a ine d  fro m 

wha t we  e xp e rie nc e  thro ug h o ur se nse s.  We  c a n b e  sure  o f no thing  unle ss it 

c o me s thro ug h o ur o wn e xp e rie nc e  o f it, a nd  it ha s b e e n te ste d .  The  e mpiric ist 

o r re la tivist p o sitio n d e nie s tha t huma ns ha ve  p ure ly inna te  id e a s (fo r e xa mp le  

the  Pla to nic  Fo rms) o r ind e e d  tha t a nything  is kno wa b le  witho ut re fe re nc e  to  

e xp e rie nc e .  Jo hn Lo c ke ’ s id e a  o f the  mind  a s a  ta b ula  ra sa  is o ne  suc h 

ve rsio n o f this a p p ro a c h. Ne ve rthe le ss it is imp o rta nt to  no te  tha t e mpiric ism 

d o e s no t d e no te  tha t we  ha ve  e mpiric a l kno wle d g e  p e r se ; ra the r, it e nta ils 

tha t kno wle d g e  c a n o nly b e  g a ine d  b y e xp e rie nc e . As A.J Aye r (1946) 

fa mo usly p uts it: 

The re  c a n b e  no  a  prio ri kno wle d g e  o f re a lity. Fo r … the  truths o f p ure  

re a so n, the  p ro p o sitio ns whic h we  kno w to  b e  va lid  ind e p e nd e ntly o f a ll 

e xp e rie nc e , a re  so  o nly in virtue  o f the ir la c k o f fa c tua l c o nte nt … [thus] 

e mp iric a l p ro p o sitio ns a re  o ne  a nd  a ll hyp o the se s whic h ma y b e  

c o nfirme d  o r d isc re d ite d  in a c tua l se nse  e xp e rie nc e  (p p . 86; 93-94).   

Thus, while  se nse  e xp e rie nc e s ma y trig g e r p ro c e sse s b y whic h the y a re  b ro ug ht 

to  c o nsc io usne ss (a  p rio ri kno wle d g e ), la c k o f e xp e rie nc e  me a ns we  c a nno t 

ve rify the  c o nc e p ts o r d e te rmine  whe the r the  info rma tio n is a c tua lly true .  The  
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e xtre me  ve rsio n o f this p o sitio n c o uld  sup p o rt suc h thing s a s fund a me nta list 

re lig io n, ra c ism, a nd  e ug e nic s: a na lytic a l a p p ro a c he s wo uld  ha ve  e limina te d  

the  c o nse q ue nc e s o f the se  c o nc e p ts la rg e ly b e c a use  ra tio na lists re q uire  p ro o f 

b a se d  o n a  lo g ic  a nd  a re  a b le  to  e xe rc ise  re fle xivity witho ut ne c e ssa rily 

e xp e rie nc ing  it. 

The  a c a d e mic  c o mmunity c o ntinue s to  se e  c o nflic t b e twe e n the  two  

p o sitio ns. O f c o urse  we  c o uld  ha ve  c ho se n to  sp lit the  d e b a te  a lo ng  the  line s 

o f re a lists a nd  id e a lists, o r p ra g ma tists a nd  me ta p hysic ists; b ut to  d ivid e  tho se  

who  se e  the  wo rld  fro m the se  p e rsp e c tive s p ro vid e s us with a  sta rting  p o int, a t 

the  ve ry le a st.  He re  we  b e g in to  se e  tha t the  d ic ho to my b e twe e n 

ra tio na list/ e mp iric ist p o sitio ns is sha p e d  b y thinke rs who  d e ve lo p  the se  id e a s: 

Pla to , De sc a rte s, Sp ino za  a nd  Lie b niz o n the  ra tio na list sid e ; a nd  Aristo tle , 

Lo c ke , Be rke le y a nd  Hume , a c c o mp a nie d  mo re  re c e ntly b y the  

p o stmo d e rnists De rrid a  a nd  Fo uc a ult, Kuhn a nd  Ro rty (to  a  le sse r e xte nt), o n 

the  o the r. The re  is no  inte ntio n he re  to  d isc uss in d e ta il the  id e a s o f the se  

thinke rs b e yo nd  simp ly re fe rring  to  the m to  d e mo nstra te  the  b re a d th o f 

kno wle d g e  tha t e xists in b o th a c a d e mic  ‘ c a mp s’ . 

Ho we ve r, a s with a ll d ic ho to mie s, the  ra tio na list/ e mpiric ist d e b a te  is 

c o mp lic a te d : ra tio na lists who  se e  tha t o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f so me  c o nc e p ts is 

no t g a ine d  b y re a so n a lo ne , a nd  e mpiric ists who  se e  tha t o ur und e rsta nd ing  is 

no t g a ine d  fro m e xp e rie nc e  a lo ne . Thus tra d itio ns o f b o th p o sitio ns must b e  

ta ke n into  c o nsid e ra tio n if we  a re  to  c ritic a lly e va lua te  the  histo ric a l 

sig nific a nc e  o f the o rie s a b o ut wha t a nd  ho w we  kno w wha t we  kno w in o rd e r 

to  hyp o the sis the  p ro b le m o f me a ning .  The re  a re  a  numb e r o f the o rists who  

ha ve  e xa mine d  this ve ry c o nund rum.  Mo st no ta b ly, tho se  wo rking  in a nd  

a ro und  the  sc ie nc e s o f c o mp le x syste ms a re  q uic k to  a c kno wle d g e  tha t it is 

no t ne c e ssa ry to  se e  b o th p o sitio ns in c o ntinua l c o nflic t a nd  tha t it is 

p re fe ra b le  if we  c o nc e ive  o f a  fra me wo rk whe re  a  multip lic ity o f p e rsp e c tive s 

c a n b e  so me ho w unifie d , a t le a st a t the  b o und a rie s o f tho se  the o rie s. Fo r 

e xa mp le , Pa ul C illie rs (1998, 2000) ha s ma p p e d  this te rra in with a  b le nd ing  o f 

p o stmo d e rnism a nd  c o mp le x syste ms in the  a re a  o f ne ura l ne two rks a nd  

la ng ua g ing .  Nikla s Luhma nn (1991, 1994) a nd  his tre a tme nt o f so c ia l syste ms 

a lso  unifie s the  two  p e rsp e c tive s to  so me  e xte nt, a s d o  La ko ff a nd  Jo hnso n 

(1987, 1999) a nd  the ir no tio n o f e mb o d ie d  re a lism. The se  write rs fo rm the  b a sis 

o f the  d e ve lo p me nt o f the  c o nc e p tua l und e rp inning s o f this the sis a nd  will b e  
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d isc usse d  a t so me  le ng th sho rtly.  In o rd e r to  a rrive  a t the ir c o ntrib utio n we  

ne e d  to  first c o nsid e r the  na ture  o f me a ning  fro m first p rinc ip le s. 

 

2.2 Me a ning  – some  pre limina ry thoug hts 

Wha t is me a ning ?   If I sa y so me thing  me a ns so me thing , wha t a m I sa ying ?   If 

the  g o ve rnme nt sa ys so me thing  me a ns so me thing , wha t a re  the y sa ying ?   If 

the  c hurc h sa ys so me thing  me a ns so me thing , wha t a re  the y sa ying ?   If the  

p o p ula r me d ia  sa ys so me thing  me a ns so me thing , wha t a re  the y sa ying ?   If the  

CEO o f a n o rg a nisa tio n sa ys so me thing  me a ns so me thing , wha t is he / she  

sa ying ?  In a ll the se  c a se s the  a nswe r to  wha t so me thing  me a ns will b e  

so me thing  d iffe re nt b e c a use  o f the  id e a tio na l sc he ma  (la ng ua g e , b e lie fs, 

c ultura l a rte fa c ts, a nd  so  o n) sha p ing  the  c o nte xt in e a c h situa tio n.  O ve rto n 

(1994) p o se s it a s the  ‘ I me a n’ / ’ it me a ns’  re la tio na l ma trix:  “ The  ‘ I me a n’ / ’ it 

me a ns’  re la tio na l ma trix b e c o me s e la b o ra te d  a c ro ss d o ma ins o f inq uiry a nd  

a c ro ss le ve ls o f a na lysis a s issue s o f inte nsio n a nd  e xte nsio n, se nse  a nd  

re fe re nc e , c o nno ta tio n a nd  d e no ta tio n, se ma ntic s a nd  synta c tic s, 

he rme ne utic s a nd  re a lism”  (p . 1).  ‘ I me a n’  is a n ind ivid ua l, ‘ it me a ns’  is the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  tha t fund a me nta lly c o rre la te s to  the  symb o ls a nd  

thing s c o nve ye d . 

Me a ning  is no t a  unita ry me a sure  o f und e rsta nd ing  a b o ut o ne  thing  in a  

re p re se nta tio na l se nse . Fo r e xa mp le , a  re d  c irc le  c a n re p re se nt ma ny thing s 

d e p e nd ing  o n the  c o nte xt a nd  the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r. We  mig ht ha ve  

kno wle d g e  o r info rma tio n a b o ut a  re d  c irc le , b ut wha t this mig ht re a lly me a n 

to  us o p e ra te s in a  d iffe re nt tho ug ht p a ra d ig m.  It will a lso  d e p e nd  o n the  

p hysic a l c o nte xt o f the  re d  c irc le : wha t it is d ra wn up o n, its me d ium, ho w la rg e  

it is, whe re  it is a nd  so  o n. I ma y kno w it is a  re d  c irc le , b ut wha t it me a ns to  me  

ma y b e  a mb ig uo us. Thus, kno wle d g e  a nd  me a ning  a re  no t the  sa me  thing .  In 

the  ling uistic  se nse , the  “ p o te ntia l fo r me a ning  is re a lize d  thro ug h 

sup p le me nta ry a c tio n” , a c c o rd ing  to  Ove rto n (1994, p . 29).  Fo r Ove rto n 

(1994), me a ning  in the  se nse  o f a  c o mmunic a tio n inte ra c tio n b e twe e n o the rs 

d e p e nd s o n a  ‘ p ro tra c te d  a rra y o f re la tio nship ’  no t o nly in the  insta nt, b ut a lso  

d e p e nd s up o n ho w tho se  re la tio nships c ha ng e  o ve r time  a nd  ho w ind e e d  

the y a re  linke d  with so c ie ty a s a  who le . 
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Thus, in o rd e r fo r the re  to  b e  a ny me a ning  a t a ll it must no t o nly b e  c o nne c te d  

to  o the r me a ning s, to  inc lud e  p e rsp e c tive , b ut sho uld  b e  re la tio na l, a nd  

d yna mic . Me a ning  the re fo re  c a n ne ve r b e  sta tic .  In this se nse  it is a na lo g o us 

to  the  p la ne t’ s na tura l syste ms (fo r e xa mp le , und e r the  G a ia  Hyp o the sis).  

Esse ntia lly, the  p la ne t’ s na tura l syste ms o p e ra te  und e r p ro c e sse s o f se lf-

re g ula tio n with ho me o sta tic  fe e d b a c k syste ms, sta b ilise d  und e r suc h thing s a s 

surfa c e  te mp e ra ture , a tmo sphe ric  c o mp o sitio n a nd  o c e a n sa linity.  It is a s if 

the  who le  syste m ha s so me  kind  o f c yb e rne tic  func tio n tha t so me ho w 

c o mmunic a te s with its c o mp o ne nts to  sha p e  the  b e ha vio ur o f the  who le  

syste m. The  sa me  a rg ua b ly a p p lie s to  me a ning . The  e ntire  syste m o f me a ning  

ma y a lso  b e  se e n to  o p e ra te  und e r p ro c e sse s o f se lf-re g ula tio n, with 

ho me o sta tic  fe e d b a c k syste ms sta b ilise d  und e r the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

This ho listic  vie w c a n b e  c o ntra ste d  with La ko ff's a nd  Jo hnso n's (1999) no tio n o f 

the  me ta p ho r ‘ c a te g o rie s a re  c o nta ine rs’  in whic h the y e xp la in tha t ne ura l 

b e ing s c a nno t he lp  b ut c a te g o rize  the  wo rld  a ro und  the m, b re a king  thing s 

d o wn to  e ve r-d e c re a sing  d iffe re ntia tio ns whic h in turn fo rm p a rt o f o ur 

e xp e rie nc e  (p p . 17-20). O f c o urse , o ne  o f the  d iffic ultie s in e xa mining  the  id e a  

o f me a ning  in this wa y is tha t c ultura l a nd  so c ia l p he no me na  a lso  ha ve  to  

c o nte nd  with me ta p hysic a l a sp e c ts, suc h a s b e lie f a nd  fa ith whic h a re  e ithe r 

d iffic ult o r d isc o rd a nt to  c a te g o rise .  This no tio n o f c a te g o risa tio n will b e  

re turne d  to  la te r in the  d isc ussio n. 

Fo r no w, a nd  to  p ro vid e  a n e a rly sig np o st, this the sis p ro p o se s tha t the  id e a  o f 

me a ning  is ta ke n to  b e  a  c o lle c tive  sc he ma , a  c o nse nsua l a p p ro a c h imp lic itly 

a nd  e xp lic itly und e rsto o d  a nd  a g re e d  b y so c io c ultura l g ro up ing s a b o ut ho w 

thing s o ug ht to  b e  d o ne .  This a lso  imp lie s tha t tha t the  id e a  o f me a ning  

e mb o d ie s so me  d ime nsio n o f p o we r strug g le .  Fo r if so me thing  me a ns 

so me thing  in a  so c ie ty (‘ it me a ns’ ), se ts o f c irc umsta nc e s ha ve  c o me  to g e the r 

to  e nsure  its re p re se nta tio na l surviva l a b o ve  o the r like  o r simila r me a ning s.  

Whe the r a  living  o rg a nism, o r a  g a s, o r a n id e a , o r a  c o nc e p t, o r a n institutio n, 

o r a n id e o lo g y; so me thing  tha t e nd ure s ha s o ve rc o me  the  p o we r re la tio nship s 

tha t c a use  re sista nc e  o r c o mp e titio n d uring  its life time .  O fte n the  

c irc umsta nc e s tha t d e fine  a  p o we r re la tio nship  a re  no t ra nd o m, b ut c a re fully 

se le c te d  p a tte rns o f b e ha vio ur tha t b e c o me  a c c e p te d  o ve r time  b e c a use  

a ny o p p o sitio n ha s b e e n we e d e d  o ut.  The se  p o we r re la tio nship s o f c o urse  

c a n b e  a p p lie d  to  p hysic a l, me ta p hysic a l a nd  id e a tio na l syste ms.   



 

Chapter 2 – Theorising Meaning  25 

  

Thus, me a ning  e vo lve s a nd  c ha ng e s.  Fro m a n e vo lutio na ry p e rsp e c tive , 

surviva l o f the  fitte st e nsure s a  sp e c ie s o r sub sta nc e  will p re va il o ve r its riva ls, a t 

le a st fo r a  time .  Fro m a  c ultura l e vo lutio na ry p e rsp e c tive , o nly the  fitte st so c ia l 

p ra c tic e s, no rms, b e lie fs, va lue s a nd  id e a s survive  b e c a use  the y ha ve  

p re va ile d  o ve r o the r a lte rna tive s tha t a rise  fro m time  to  time .  Fo r e xa mp le , we  

no  lo ng e r b urn witc he s a t the  sta ke  no r imp riso n c hild re n fo r ste a ling  a n a p p le .  

If we  think o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  (c o lle c tive  me a ning  syste ms), this 

me a ns tha t the  wa y ‘ thing s a re  d o ne ’ , o r the  wa y ‘ thing s a re ’  ha s e me rg e d  

fro m the  c o ntinua l strug g le  fo r the  mo st c o nstruc tive , b e ne fic ia l so c ia l 

p ra c tic e s, va lue s, b e lie fs a nd  so  o n tha t will e nsure  the  surviva l o f tha t so c ie ty – 

‘ it me a ns’ .   

This is no t to  sa y tha t a lte rna tive  (o r e ve n uno rtho d o x) id e a s, b e lie fs a nd  va lue s 

c a nno t c o -e xist with institutio na lise d  me a ning s in the  d o mina nt so c io c ultura l 

syste m, b ut the se  a re  o fte n ma rg ina lise d  a s sub -c ulture s, the re fo re  no t va lue d , 

a nd  in so me  c a se s, fo rc ib ly re mo ve d  (ma d e  e xtinc t).  This p a rtic ula r d isc ussio n 

ta ng e nt invo ke s the  no tio n o f p o we r re la tio ns, a nd  if we  turn mo me nta rily to  a  

Fo uc a uld ia n p e rsp e c tive , the  no tio n o f c o lle c tive  so c ia l a c c e p ta nc e  is no t 

witho ut re sista nc e : 

At e ve ry mo me nt the  re la tio nship  o f p o we r ma y b e c o me  a  

c o nfro nta tio n b e twe e n two  a d ve rsa rie s.  Eq ua lly, the  re la tio nship  

b e twe e n a d ve rsa rie s in so c ie ty ma y, a t e ve ry mo me nt, g ive  p la c e  to  the  

p utting  into  o p e ra tio n o f me c ha nisms o f p o we r.  The  c o nse q ue nc e  o f 

this insta b ility is the  a b ility to  d e c ip he r the  sa me  e ve nts a nd  the  sa me  

tra nsfo rma tio ns e ithe r fro m insid e  the  histo ry o f strug g le  o r fro m the  

sta nd p o int o f the  p o we r re la tio nship s…it is p re c ise ly the  d isp a ritie s 

b e twe e n the  two  re a d ing s whic h ma ke  visib le  tho se  fund a me nta l 

p he no me na  o f "d o mina tio n" whic h a re  p re se nt in a  la rg e  numb e r o f 

huma n so c ie tie s (Fo uc a ult, 1982, p . 208). 

Ye t, the  id e a  o f me a ning  (in the  se nse  o f ‘ it me a ns’ ) d o wnp la ys the  no tio n o f 

d o mina tio n; inste a d , it d iffuse s a nd  re le g a te s a ny vo ic e s o f re sista nc e  to  the  

fring e s o f tha t so c ie ty.  As a u fa its a c c o mplis, me a ning s a re  a c c e p te d  a nd  

institutio na lise d  a s the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . The  me a ning  o f thing s is 

so me thing  we  o c c a sio na lly q ue stio n b ut mo stly a c c e p t b e c a use  it e mb e d s 

itse lf d e e p ly a nd  ine xo ra b ly within the  so c io c ultura l syste m.  If we  c a re  to  te a se  

the m o ut, the re  a re  sub tle  (a nd  no t so  sub tle ) p o we r re la tio nship s p re se nt in 

the  id e a  o f me a ning .  If the  me a ning  o f so me thing  ha s e nd ure d , o r e me rg e s in 
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a  so c ie ty, a  c e rta in re a so ning  ha s p re va ile d  b a se d  o n sha re d  o r c o mmo n 

und e rsta nd ing s.    

Inte rro g a ting  me a ning  thro ug h a  mind , ma tte r, b o d y, o r b ra in syllo g ism a s 

tra d itio na l p hilo so p hy o fte n d o e s (fo r e xa mp le  De sc a rte s’  id e a  o f the  mind -

ma tte r syllo g ism), ma y limit the  fie ld  o f e nd e a vo ur b e c a use  re la tio nship s o nly 

fo c us o n the  ind ivid ua l a nd  his/ he r p e rc e p tio ns.  On a  b ro a d e r c a nva s, no t to  

a c kno wle d g e  the  re le va nc e  o r e ve n the  e xiste nc e  o f o the r c o nne c te d  

me a ning  syste ms is to  a vo id  the  p o ssib ility o f c o lle c tive  huma n und e rsta nd ing : 

Any the o ry o f ind ivid ua l me a ning  tha t c a nno t b e  sq ua re d  with the  

p o ssib ility o f sha re d  me a ning  wo uld  le a ve  us no t o nly with the  

unsa tisfa c to ry c o nc lusio n tha t so c ia l und e rsta nd ing  is imp o ssib le . It 

wo uld  a d d itio na lly le a ve  us with the  unha p p y p a ra d o x tha t we  c o uld  

no t und e rsta nd  the  the o ry itse lf."  (G e rg e n, K.J. (1994) in Ove rto n, 1994, 

p . 20) 

So me  the o rists, like  La ko ff a nd  Jo hnso n (1999), se e  the se  und e rsta nd ing s, o r 

wha t we  mig ht te rm the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , re sulting  fro m c o g nitive  

sc ie nc e  o r c o g nitive  ling uistic  fra me s b a se d  o n a  kind  o f c o lle c tive  vie w o f 

suc h thing s a s mo ra lity, time , se lf a nd  c a usa tio n.  Huma n b e ing s a re  p hysic a l 

b e ing s, a nd  a s suc h the ir ra tio na l e mo tio na l se lf c a nno t b e  se p a ra te d  fro m the  

b o d y in whic h it is c o nta ine d ; o ne  o f the  c ritic a l p o ints p ursue d  b y La ko ff a nd  

Jo hnso n (1999) in the ir e xte nsive  b o d y o f re se a rc h.  Furthe r, the y a rg ue  tha t the  

c o nc e p tio n o f se lf is fund a me nta lly me ta p ho ric .  This me a ns tha t the  

me ta p ho ric  c o nc e p tio n o f o urse lve s is e mb e d d e d  d e e p  within o ur 

unc o nsc io us, whic h c o g nitive  sc ie ntists b e lie ve  ma ke s up  95 p e rc e nt o f a ll 

tho ug ht (La ko ff & Jo hnso n, 1999, p . 13). 

It is a  b io lo g ic a l a nd  me ta p hysic a l ne c e ssity tha t huma n b e ing s b re a k thing s 

up  into  d ig e stib le  c hunks so  we  c a n b e tte r ma na g e  a nd  und e rsta nd  the m.  

This is p a rt o f the  wa y in whic h o ur ne ura l struc ture  re a so ns to  c re a te  sp e c ific  

c a te g o rie s to  p ro c e ss c o nte xtua l info rma tio n (La ko ff & Jo hnso n's no tio n o f 

p ro to typ e s is re le va nt he re ).  Thus the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n re a so ning  a nd  

me a ning  is c a usa l. The  p ro c e ss o f c a te g o rising , lumping  a nd  sp litting  

(re a so ning ) c a use s me a ning s to  b e  c re a te d  thro ug h va rio us me ta pho ric  

a sso c ia tio ns o r p ro je c tio ns.  If we  lo o k a t this in te rms o f se lf-o rg a nising  syste ms, 

info rma tio n, irre sp e c tive  o f whe re  it is d e rive d , is d iffe re ntia te d  a nd  inte g ra te d  
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a c ro ss va rio us e me rg e nt le ve ls. Just ho w this o c c urs is a s c o nte ntio us a s it is 

sp e c ula tive , a nd  will no t b e  d isc usse d  in d e ta il in this the sis.  Suffic e  to  sa y tha t 

the  limits o f the  c o g nitivist mo d e ls re la te s to  the  sta tic  fra me wo rk within whic h 

this a c tivity o c c urs; the  limits o f o the r mo d e ls ma y we ll b e  a b o ut the ir 

c o mp le xity.  Tha t is, me a ning  is a n e me rg e nt a nd  inte ntio na list re p re se nta tio n 

o f the  symb o lic  unive rse , uniq ue  fo r e a c h p e rso n. This p o sitio n must b e  furthe r 

e xp la ine d  so  tha t it c a n b uild  the  id e a s und e rlying  this the sis. 

 

2.3 Ca n Me a ning  be  Ca pture d a s a  Syste m?  

At this p o int, the  re a lm o f c o mp le x syste ms c a n b e  intro d uc e d  a s a n a lte rna te  

p e rsp e c tive  to  ta c kle  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning . If we  se e  wha t we  kno w a nd  

und e rsta nd  a s a n inte rc o nne c te d  we b  o f kno wle d g e  tha t synthe sise s b o th the  

ra tio na list a p p ro a c h a nd  e mpiric ist a p p ro a c h, the n we  b e g in to  se e  tha t 

me a ning  c a n ne ve r b e  line a r o r c a usa l.  In o the r wo rd s, the  no tio n tha t 

me a ning  is d e rive d  in a  line a r wa y b y first q ue stio ning , the n o b se rving , the n 

a rriving  a t so me  kind  o f a nswe r o r p o sitio n b e c o me s infe a sib le .  Mo re o ve r, if a  

me a ning  c a n b e  tho ug ht o f a s a  syste m, e ve n with b o und a rie s, the n it mig ht 

e xhib it a ll the  q ua litie s o f a  syste m, suc h a s la rg e  numb e rs o f inte rc o nne c ting  

c o mp o ne nts, e me rg e nt p ro p e rtie s, inte ra c tio n-ric h re la tio nship s b e twe e n 

c o mp o ne nts, se lf-o rg a nisa tio n a nd  so  o n. 

If the  na ture  o f me a ning  c a n b e  e xp re sse d  in te rms o f the  fe a ture s o f c o mp le x 

syste ms, the n we  c a n b e g in to  think no t o nly a b o ut wha t (sub je c t) me a ning  is 

b ut a lso  a b o ut ho w (c o nte xt) me a ning  mig ht b e  a rrive d  a t.  Any 

c o nc e p tua lisa tio n o f the  p ro b le m me a ning , o f c o urse , g ive s rise  to  a n 

o nto lo g ic a l o r e ve n me ta p hysic a l se nse  o f the  sub je c t. But a s C illie rs (2000) 

c a utio ns, it is imp o ssib le  to  first e sta b lish the  syste m o f kno wle d g e  (me a ning ) 

a nd  the n id e ntify the  kno wle d g e  within tha t syste m b e c a use  the  two  a re  in 

“ c o ntinua l tra nsfo rma tio n”  (p . 9).  Ho we ve r, if we  a c kno wle d g e  tha t the  

p ro b le m o f b o und a rie s is inhe re nt in a ll c o mp le x syste ms, inc lud ing  tha t o f 

me a ning , the n we  c a n b e g in to  c a p ture  me a ning , no t a s a n e nd  in itse lf, b ut 

a s a  d yna mic  p ro c e ss. It ha s b e e n p ro p o se d  fo r so me  d e c a d e s tha t the  suite  

o f g e ne ra l syste ms the o rie s, inc lud ing  c o mp le x syste ms the o ry, c a n o ffe r muc h, 

no t o nly to  ma te ria l syste ms, b ut a lso  to  no n-ma te ria l syste ms suc h a s so c ia l 



 

Chapter 2 – Theorising Meaning  28 

  

syste ms o r o rg a nisa tio ns (Simo n, 1962; Eme ry & Trist, 1972; Eme ry, 1993, 1981; 

Ka uffma n, 1993, 1995; Wo lfra m, 2002; Sta c e y, 1996, 2000; Ca p ra , 1996, 1989; 

Whe a tle y, 1994; Da wkins, 1989, 1986; Wa ld ro p , 1992; G le ic k, 1988; Axe lro d , 

1984; Be rta la nffy, 1969; Le mke , 1990, 1995, 1997; a nd  vo n Fo e rste r 1981, 1996). 

It is p o ssib le  to  c a p ture  me a ning  in c o mp le x syste ms te rms a nd  e xp la in why, fo r 

insta nc e , c e rta in e nviro nme nts limit the  sp re a d  o f c e rta in fo rms o f kno wle d g e , 

a nd  the  typ e s o f va ria b le s tha t mig ht b e  a t p la y in tho se  e nviro nme nts. Fo r 

e xa mp le , suc h thing s a s ne w id e a s (a ttra c to rs) ma y c re a te  a  ne w c o nte xt 

(b ifurc a tio n p o int), thus d e sta b ilising  the  a c c e p te d  sta te , a nd  o ve r time  fo rc ing  

(se lf-o rg a nising ) the  me a ning  syste m into  a  ne w p a ra d ig m (sta te  o f 

e q uilib rium).  

As we  ha ve  d isc usse d , the  a p p lic a tio n o f syste ms the o ry to  so c io c ultura l 

p he no me na  is no t witho ut p re c e d e nt in te rms o f p rinc ip le s. It is in fa c t p re -

e mp te d  in Ka nt’ s o r De sc a rte s’  id e a s o n issue s suc h a s mo ra lity, fo r e xa mp le .  

Wha t a  syste ms a p pro a c h o ffe rs is a  ne w p a ra d ig m, ne w la ng ua g e  a nd  ne w 

c o nc e p ts with whic h to  e xp lo re  a re a s o f p a ra d o x, c o ntro ve rsy a nd  

e q uivo c a lity in huma n b e ha vio ur a nd  the  b e ha vio ur o f its institutio ns.  

Co nc e p ts suc h a s e me rg e nc e , b ifurc a tio n, a uto p o ie sis, re fle xivity, a ttra c to rs, 

se lf-o rg a nise d , a d a p tive , la nd sc a p e s, c ritic a lity, fitne ss, c ha o tic , no n-line a r, 

fuzzy, fra c ta l, ne two rke d , e ntro p ic  c a n no w b e  a p p lie d  to  p he no me na  in the  

so c io c ultura l re a lm.  

Using  the  d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms, with its no tio ns o f p a tte rning , ne two rks, 

no ve lty a nd  c o nne c te d ne ss p ro vid e s a  ne w p e rsp e c tive , b y p ro p o sing  a  

d iffe re nt wa y o f c o nc e p tua lising  the  ta lk a nd  te xt (Silve rma n, 1992).  Ra the r 

tha n e ng a g e  in e mpiric a l d a ta  g a the ring  to  p ro d uc e  a  mo d e l to  a na lyse  the  

b e ha vio ur o f a  p a rtic ula r ma na g e me nt fa d  so  we  c a n p re d ic t the  b e ha vio ur 

o f o the r ma na g e me nt fa d s, this the sis will inste a d  e ng a g e  in a  the o riza tio n o f 

me a ning  syste ms, e xe mp lifie d  b y the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s.  This 

the o riza tio n a nd  e xe mp lific a tio n will e ng a g e  tra d itio na l wa ys (re c a ll the  

ra tio na list/ e mpiric ist p o le mic ) o f thinking  a b o ut e p iste mo lo g ic a l a nd  

o nto lo g ic a l the me s o f o ur p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  a nd  juxta p o se  the m 

a g a inst the  d isc o urse  (no t the  me tho d ) o f c o mp le x syste ms. In o rd e r to  

e xe mp lify ho w this mig ht b e  a c hie ve d , this the sis will e xp lo re  the  na ture  o f 

c o nne c te d ne ss, c o mp le xity a nd  re la tio nship  in me a ning  a nd  a p p ly it to  the  
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so c ia l p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s.  It must b e  e mp ha sise d  he re  tha t 

ma na g e me nt fa d s p e r se  a re  no t the  fo c us o f this stud y, b ut ra the r ho w the y 

c a n b e  e ng a g e d  to  sho w ho w me a ning  c a n b e  c ha ra c te rise d  in te rms o f 

wha t it c o mp rise s a nd  ho w tha t c o ntrib ute s to  the  to ta lity o f huma n 

und e rsta nd ing .   

 

2.4 Me a ning : Dig g ing  de e pe r 

As we  ha ve  a lre a d y d isc usse d , b e c a use  me a ning  c a n b e  c o nc e ive d  o f a s a  

syste m, its c o nte xtua l na ture  must b e  inc lud e d  a s p a rt o f wha t it c o nve ys.  I will 

no w b rie fly d isc uss the  vie ws o f La ko ff & Jo hnso n (1999), C illie rs (1998) a nd  

Luhma nn (1994) to  p ro vid e  a n o ve ra ll c o nte xt in whic h we  mig ht furthe r 

e xp lo re  the  na ture  o f me a ning  a nd  und e rsta nd  why it c a n b e  a na lyse d  fro m a  

c o mp le x syste ms p e rsp e c tive .  

2.4.1 La ko ff & Jo hnso n  

We  c a nno t think a b o ut me a ning  a nd  hyp o the sise  it witho ut se e ing  its 

c o nne c te d ne ss to  suc h thing s a s histo ric a l c o nte xt, c ultura l milie u a nd  p o we r 

re la tio ns.  No r c a n we  ig no re  the  situa te d ne ss o f o ur p hysic a l se lve s a nd  o ur 

b io lo g ic a l p re d ile c tio n to  c a te g o rise .  To  re ite ra te , whe n we  c a te g o rise , 

b re a king  thing s up  into  d ig e stib le  c hunks, we  c o nstruc t wha t La ko ff a nd  

Jo hnso n (1999) c a ll the  'c o nta ine r me ta p ho r'.  At the  le ve l o f the  me ta p ho r, 

c o nta ine rs ha ve  a  spa tia l c o nfig ura tio n (inte rio r, e xte rio r, ro ug h, smo o th, d e e p , 

sha llo w a nd  so  o n), b o und a rie s, c a n b e  p la c e d  in re la tio n to  o the r c o nta ine rs 

a nd  infe re nc e s c a n e ve n b e  ma d e  a b o ut o the r c o nta ine rs. Ho we ve r La ko ff & 

Jo hnso n sug g e st tha t "c o nc e p tua lizing  c a te g o rie s a s c o nta ine rs hid e s a  g re a t 

d e a l o f c a te g o ry struc ture .  It hid e s c o nc e p tua l p ro to typ e s, the  g ra d e d  

struc ture s o f c a te g o rie s, a nd  the  fuzzine ss o f c a te g o ry b o und a rie s”  (1999, p . 

20). Be c a use  c o nc e p tua l c a te g o rie s a re  a  ne ura l struc ture  (we  ma ke  the m 

with o ur re a so ning ), e ve rything  we  kno w, inc lud ing  the  me a ning  o f thing s, is 

e mb o d ie d . With a ll the  re se a rc h into  ne ura l ne two rks (C illie rs 1998), this p o int is 

unlike ly to  b e  c ha lle ng e d , e ve n b y the  mo st re p re se nta tio na l mo d e ls (fo r 

e xa mp le , Cho msky a nd  Fo d o r). The  no tio n o f the  e mb o d ime nt o f o ur c o nc e p ts 

is imp o rta nt to  c o g nitive  sc ie ntists a nd  e mb o d ie d  re a lists: “ An e mb o d ie d  
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c o nc e p t is a  ne ura l struc ture  tha t is a c tua lly p a rt o f, o r ma ke s use  o f, the  

se nso rimo to r syste m o f o ur b ra ins.  Muc h o f c o nc e p tua l infe re nc e  is, the re fo re , 

se nso rimo to r infe re nc e ”  (La ko ff & Jo hnso n, 1999, p . 20). 

2.4.2 Pa ul C illie rs 

C illie rs (1998, p p . 65-66) id e ntifie s fo ur c ha ra c te ristic s o f me a ning  to  whic h a  

fifth is a d d e d .   

1. Me a ning  is ho listic  

2. Me a ning  is in p a rt a  no rma tive  no tio n 

3. Me a ning  d e p e nd s o n the  e nviro nme nt 

4. Me a ning  is a  histo ric a l c o nc e p t 

5. Me a ning  is e mb o d ie d . 

If we  ta ke  the se  five  c o nc e p ts to g e the r, it is p o ssib le  to  c o nc e ive  o f me a ning  

a s a  syste m – a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m.  The  me a ning fulne ss o f huma n life  

re q uire s tha t we  c a te g o rise  a ll info rma tio n a va ila b le  to  us, inc lud ing  tha t in o ur 

unc o nsc io us.  This info rma tio n e vo lve s a nd  is re la tio na l a nd  c o nne c te d , thus 

c re a ting  a  se lf-re g ula ting  syste m tha t c a nno t b e  fully re p re se nta tio na l.  He re  

the  d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms c a n a ssist with ho w we  mig ht fra me  the  

e no rmity o f this ta sk.  As a lre a d y d isc usse d , the  no tio ns o f ne two rks, 

a p p ro xima tio n, p a tte rn, rhythms, a ttra c to rs, b ifurc a tio n a nd  so  o n, c a n b e  

e ng a g e d  to  the o rise  a nd  e xp la in the  p ro b le m o f me a ning .  As C illie rs (1998) 

p o ints o ut,  “ inste a d  o f wo rking  with c o nc e p ts o r c luste rs o f c o nc e p ts, yo u wo rk 

with a  syste m o f re la tio nships a t a  sub -c o nc e p tua l le ve l tha t c a nno t b e  g ive n, 

o r ra the r, is no t in ne e d  o f a  se ma ntic  inte rp re ta tio n …” (p . 71).   

 

2.4.3 Nikla s Luhma nn 

Nikla s Luhma nn ha s d e ve lo p e d  unifying  the o rie s to  e xp la in the  b e ha vio ur o f 

so c ia l p he no me na  b a se d  b ro a d ly o n a  syste ms a pp ro a c h.  Fo r Luhma nn 

(1995), c o mmunic a tio n is the  mo st imp o rta nt c o mp o ne nt o f a  huma n so c ia l 

syste m.  If we  think a b o ut huma n inte ra c tio n, the  fa ilure  to  susta in wha t is 

me a ning ful in c o mmunic a tio n will re nd e r the  syste m o f c o mmunic a tio n 

unre lia b le , a nd  the  who le  syste m ma y risk fa lling  into  d e c a y a nd  c e a se  to  e xist. 
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This is whe re , fo r e xa mp le , c e rta in kno wle d g e  mig ht b e g in to  e xhib it no nline a r 

b e ha vio ur, whic h c re a te s a  ne w fe e d b a c k lo o p , re sulting  in c ha ng e s to  the  

ma in syste m.  An e xa mp le  mig ht b e  re sista nc e  to  a n e c o no mic  imp o st b y a  

g o ve rnme nt, suc h a s the  ra ising  o f ta xe s.  If re sista nc e  b e c o me s so  inte nse  a s 

to  e rup t into  wid e sp re a d  a nd  la rg e -sc a le  c o nflic t, re vo lutio n c a n o c c ur, 

re sulting  in a  c o mp le te  tra nsfo rma tio n o f the  o rig ina l syste m o f g o ve rnme nt, 

e ve n c ha o s.  In this e xa mp le , the  c o mmunic a tio n b e twe e n the  g o ve rnme nt 

a nd  its p e o p le  fa ile d  to  c o nvinc e  the m tha t ra ising  the  ta x ra te  wa s in the ir 

inte re sts.  Ad d  tha t to  the ir e xpe rie nc e  o f the  inc re a se d  ta x ra te , whic h c a use d  

wid e sp re a d  p o ve rty a nd  p ro te c tio n o f e lite s, a nd  a n o ve rwhe lming  so urc e  o f 

c o nflic t is g e ne ra te d  tha t the  o rig ina l syste m is inc a p a b le  o f susta ining . The  

e me rg e nc e  o f the  ne w re g ime  the n se lf-o rg a nise s a ro und  wha t info rma tio n 

a nd  c o mmunic a tio n is me a ning ful to  the  mo st numb e r o f p e o p le  (e ve n if 

a ssiste d  b y fo rc e ), a nd  will b e  c ha ra c te rise d  b y c ha o tic  d isrup tio n (fro m the  

ma ny fe e d b a c k lo o p s), b e c a use  info rma tio n is fra g me nte d  a nd  unre lia b le .  

Co mmunic a tio n e xc ha ng e s, p e a c e ful in the  p re vio us sta te , no w p ro d uc e  

no ise  a nd  insta b ility b e twe e n the  c o mp o ne nts. This sta te  o f a ffa irs will c o ntinue  

until the  syste m sta b ilise s with mo re  re lia b le  re la tio nship s b e twe e n the  

c o mp o ne nts a nd  le ss c ha o tic  b e ha vio ur.  In so me  c a se s, the  re mo va l o f so me  

c o mp o ne nts ma y a ssist in the  lo ng e r te rm surviva l o f the  who le  syste m. 

This p ro vid e s a  c rud e  e xa mp le  o f Luhma nn’ s the o ry b e c a use  it fo c use s o n 

c o mmunic a tio n b e twe e n e le me nts (re la tio nship s) within the  syste m, ra the r 

tha n the  e xp e rie nc e  o f the  p e o p le  (c o mp o ne nts) within the  syste m.  

Ac c o rd ing  to  Luhma nn, c o mmunic a tio n is a  synthe sis o f thre e  d ime nsio ns: 

info rma tio n, utte ra nc e  (Mitte ilung ), a nd  und e rsta nd ing  (Ve rste he n).  This 

trip a rtite  na ture  o f a  c o mmunic a tio n is c ritic a l fo r Luhma nn sinc e  it g ive s 

c o mmunic a tio n, a nd  he nc e  so c ia l syste ms, the ir irre d uc ib ly so c ia l na ture  

(Luhma nn 1995, p . 140; 1984, p . 195).  Luhma nn’ s a b ility to  d ista nc e  himse lf 

fro m the  huma n sub je c ts o f so c ia l syste ms is o fte n ra ise d  a s a  c ritic ism, 

b e c a use  he  se e s suc h thing s a s fa ve la s o r g he tto s simp ly a s ‘ ne g le c te d  

e nviro nme nts’  e xc lud e d  fro m the  to ta lity o f the  la rg e r syste m b e c a use  the y 

a re  e c o no mic a lly, so c ia lly a nd  p o litic a lly re d und a nt. 

Altho ug h the  c ritic isms o f Luhma nn’ s the o ry - tha t so c ia l syste ms c o nsist o f rule s 

a s we ll a s c o mmunic a tio ns - is re le va nt he re , so  to o  is the  c o nc e p t o f 

a uto p o ie sis, whic h Luhma nn e sp o use s a s c ha ra c te ristic  o f so c ia l syste ms. The  
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te rm a uto p o ie sis, c o ine d  b y Chile a n b io lo g ists Humb e rto  Ma tura na  a nd  

Fra nc e sc o  Va re la  (1973) wa s initia lly d e sig ne d  to  d iffe re ntia te  living  syste ms 

fro m no nliving  syste ms. Ho we ve r, if we  a p p ly a uto p o ie sis to  so c ia l syste ms 

ra the r tha n b io lo g ic a l syste ms we  se e  tha t the y a re  just a s d e fine d  b y the ir 

o rg a nisa tio n a nd  c o nne c te d ne ss a s we ll a s the ir c o mp o ne nt p ro p e rtie s.  

Lo o king  mo re  c lo se ly a t Luhma nn's (1995) a c c o unt o f so c ia l syste ms se e s tha t 

the y d o  no t c o nsist so le ly o f c o mmunic a tio ns b ut a lso  c o nta in a  struc tura l 

c o mp o ne nt whic h, unlike  c o mmunic a tio ns, sub sist thro ug h c ha ng e  (p . 139-

140).  This ra ise s the  issue  o f the  te mp o ra l na ture  o f a  syste m, a  c o nc e p t tha t is 

no t e a sily a d d re sse d  b y e ithe r the  ra tio na list o r e mpiric ist a p p ro a c he s to  the  

p ro b le m o f me a ning .  The  ve ry na ture  o f a  c o mp le x syste m is tha t it is 

c o nsta ntly e vo lving ; wha t we  o b se rve , o r wha t we  a re  c a p a b le  o f mo d e lling  is 

me re ly a  sna p sho t in time .  If we  think a b o ut the  p ro b le m o f me a ning  in this 

wa y, its te mp o ra l na ture  b e c o me s so me thing  fo r whic h we  c a n e a sily find  

e xa mp le s, e ve n in o ne  g e ne ra tio n.  Ab o litio n o f the  d e a th p e na lty, 

d e p e nd e nc e  o n a  g lo b a lise d  e c o no my, the  sp e e d  o f info rma tio n e xc ha ng e , 

c ha ng e s in ra c ia l a nd  re lig io us to le ra nc e , a nd  the  wa r o n te rro r a re  e xa mp le s 

o f me a ning  syste ms (o r p a rts o f me a ning  syste ms) tha t ha ve  a d a p te d  to  the  

c ha ng ing  e nviro nme nt.  If we  c a re  to  mo ve  furthe r, the re  a re  e ve n 

c o nne c tio ns b e twe e n the se  e xa mp le s.  But c ha ng e  to  me a ning  within 

so c io c ultura l syste ms is mo stly mo re  sub tle , so  muc h so  tha t we  g e ne ra lly fa il to  

se e  it in o ur life time , unle ss the re  a re  c a ta c lysmic  e ve nts suc h a s wa rs o r 

e nviro nme nta l d isa ste rs. 

The  no tio n tha t so c ia l syste ms c a n b e  c ha ra c te rise d  a s “ a na lytic a l mo d e ls o f 

e mpiric a lly o b je c tive ly e xisting  o rg a nize d  a g g re g a te s o f re la te d  a c tio ns, 

p ro d uc e d  b y the ir e xte rna l o b se rve rs”  suite d  Luhma nn’ s id e a  tha t a  syste m 

c o uld  b e  id e ntifie d  b y d e fining  the  unit o f its o p e ra tio n a nd  o b se rva tio n 

(Vra tusa , 1999, p . 137).  Ac c o rd ing  to  Luhma nn (1984), this unit sho uld  b e  the  

c o mmunic a tio n o r inte ra c tio n o f c o g nitive  a c tio ns o f me a ning  se le c tio n a nd  

c o nstruc tio n o f b o und a rie s b e twe e n the  syste m a nd  its e nviro nme nt.  In this 

wa y d iffe re ntia tio n c a n o c c ur b e twe e n the  sub syste ms tha t is the  re sult o f 

c o mmunic a tio n, a nd  tho se  tha t fo rm p a rt o f the  e nviro nme nt. This is why 

Luhma nn’ s id e a  o f so c ia l syste ms is imp o rta nt to  this the sis.  The  id e a  tha t so c ia l 

syste ms c a n b e  se e n a s ne two rke d , fro m the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r - 

intric a te ly c o nne c te d  a nd  c o ntinua lly c ha ng ing  the ir links b e twe e n the  syste m 
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a nd  the  e nviro nme nt a nd  within the  syste m itse lf - se e  its ‘ me a ning  se le c tio n 

me c ha nisms’  b e c o me  c o mp e titive .  Mo re o ve r, within this c o ntinua l p ro c e ss o f 

se lf-o rg a nisa tio n, no  p a rt o f the  syste m c a n b e  in c o ntro l witho ut in turn 

sub je c ting  itse lf to  c o ntro l.  Luhma nn’ s (1984) re je c tio n o f the  id e a  tha t 

g o ve rnme nts a re  fully in c o ntro l o f so c ia l syste ms (‘ mo d e rn so c ie ty ha s no  

c e ntre  a nd  no  he a d ’ ) is re p la c e d  b y a n e mp ha sis o n this ne two rke d  

a p p ro a c h, c ha ra c te rise d  b y c o mp e titio n a nd  e vo lutio n a t e ve ry le ve l. The  

so c ia l sub -syste ms Luhma nn re fe rs to , in c o ntinua l p ro c e sse s o f c ha ng e  a nd  

se lf-re fe re ntia l c o ntro ls, c a n b e  se e n a s a  p hysic a l p re c urso r to  the  id e a  o f 

c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms. Any a tte mp t to  fully c o ntro l the  e ntire  me a ning  

syste m with a ll its c o mp o ne nts c o ntra d ic ts the  p rinc ip le  o f so c ia l d iffe re ntia tio n 

a nd  thus me a ning -ma king . Sinc e  ho mo g e ne o us units a re  no t o ne  o f the  

c ha ra c te ristic s o f a  c o mp le x syste m, a  so c ia l syste m c a nno t func tio n in the  

situa tio n whe re  a ll b e lie fs a nd  id e a s a re  the  sa me  in so me  kind  o f Uto p ia n 

e xiste nc e  like  Pla to ’ s Re p ub lic .   

This is whe re  the  id e a s o f Luhma nn’ s so c ia l syste ms c o inc id e  with the  

hyp o the sis o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms.  Luhma nn ha s use d  the  id e a  o f 

c o mp le x syste ms to  d e ve lo p  his the o re tic a l p e rsp e c tive  b e c a use  so c ia l 

syste ms a re  no t p e rfe c tly inte g ra te d , c o he re nt, p re d ic ta b le  a nd  sta tic .  The  

sa me  re so na nc e  a p p lie s to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning .  G ro up s o f the o rie s, 

kno wle d g e  a nd  id e a s, b o und  in o nto lo g ic a l a nd  e p iste mo lo g ic a l fra me wo rks 

(lo o se ly c a lle d  me a ning  syste ms a t this p o int) a nd  c o nte xtua lise d  b y time , a re  

o fte n inte rc o nne c te d , a nd  so me time s e ve n d e p e nd e nt, b ut ne ve r a re  the y 

p e rfe c tly inte g ra te d , c o he re nt, p re d ic ta b le  a nd  sta tic .  The  c a p a c ity o f the  

d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms the o rie s to  c a p ture  this d yna mic  e nviro nme nt o f 

a  to ta l syste m in c o ntinua l c ha ng e , d o mina te d  b y c e rta in p o we rs tha t e nsure  

the  surviva l o f so me  o f its sub -syste ms, c a n e q ua lly a p p ly to  so c ie tie s a s it c a n 

to  the  wo rld  o f id e a s a nd  kno wle d g e .  Thus, if we  se e  the  e ntire  syste m a s the  

sum to ta l o f a ll huma n und e rsta nd ing  fo r infinity, the n it b e c o me s p o ssib le  to  

the o rise  wha t this syste m mig ht c o mp rise , o r in Luhma nn’ s te rms its ‘ unit o f 

o p e ra tio n a nd  o b se rva tio n’ .  This the sis p ro p o se s tha t this unit c a n b e  

c a te g o rise d  a s a  ‘ c o mp le x me a ning  syste m.’  
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2.5 Thoug ht a s a  syste m 

It is a lso  wo rth b rie fly no ting  the  wo rk o f Da vid  Bo hm (1994) b e c a use  he  

re g a rd s tho ug ht a s a  syste m a nd  so me thing  tha t sho uld  no t b e  fra g me nte d .  

Ma ny o f the  p ro b le ms o f the  p la ne t, a c c o rd ing  to  Bo hm, c o uld  b e  a d d re sse d  

if we  d id  no t c o ntinue  to  se p a ra te  o ut a nd  c o nsta ntly re fine  a nd  c a te g o rise  

(re c a ll La ko ff & Jo hnso n, 1999) o ur kno wle d g e  a b o ut the m.  Se p a ra ting  

tho ug hts (id e a s) a nd  fine -tuning  the m to  suc h a n e xte nt tha t the y 'fo rg e t' wha t 

the y we re  c o nne c te d  to  in the  first p la c e , is o ne  o f Bo hm's g re a te st la me nts:   

Wha t I me a n b y 'tho ug ht' is the  who le  thing  - tho ug ht, 'fe lt', the  b o d y, the  who le  

so c ie ty sha ring  tho ug hts - it's a ll o ne  p ro c e ss. It is e sse ntia l fo r me  no t to  b re a k 

tha t up , b e c a use  it's a ll o ne  p ro c e ss; so me b o d y e lse 's tho ug ht b e c o me s my 

tho ug ht, a nd  vic e  ve rsa . The re fo re  it wo uld  b e  wro ng  a nd  misle a d ing  to  b re a k 

it up  into  my tho ug ht, yo ur tho ug ht, my fe e ling s, the se  fe e ling s, tho se  fe e ling s. I 

wo uld  sa y tha t tho ug ht ma ke s wha t is o fte n c a lle d  in mo d e rn la ng ua g e  a  

SYSTEM. A syste m me a ns a  se t o f c o nne c te d  thing s o r p a rts. But the  wa y 

p e o p le  c o mmo nly use  the  wo rd  no wa d a ys it me a ns so me thing  a ll o f who se  

p a rts a re  mutua lly inte rd e p e nd e nt - no t o nly fo r the ir mutua l a c tio n, b ut fo r 

the ir me a ning  a nd  fo r the ir e xiste nc e . (1994, p . 16) 

Be c a use  tho ug ht a nd  me a ning  c a n b e  se e n a s a  syste m, it inc lud e s a ll the  

thing s tha t surro und  it – fe e ling s, the  huma n b o d y a nd  its p hysic a l ne e d s a nd  

lo c a l e nviro nme nt, tho ug hts p a ssing  b a c k a nd  fo rwa rd s b e twe e n p e o p le , the  

instutitio na lisa tio n o f tho ug ht (the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse ), a ll e vo lving , 

a d a p ting  a nd  c ha ng ing  in a  p ro c e ss tha t ha s o c c urre d  sinc e  a nc ie nt time s. 

This c o nsta nt e vo lutio n a nd  re fine me nt o f tho ug ht (me a ning ), is a c c o rd ing  to  

Bo hm (1994), o ne  o f the  g re a t fla ws o f wha t we  te rm the  huma n c o nd itio n:   

No w, I sa y tha t this syste m ha s a  fa ult in it - a  'syste ma tic  fa ult'. It is no t a  

fa ult he re , the re  o r he re , b ut it is a  fa ult tha t is a ll thro ug ho ut the  

syste m…Tho ug ht is c o nsta ntly c re a ting  p ro b le ms tha t wa y a nd  the n 

trying  to  so lve  the m. But a s it trie s to  so lve  the m it ma ke s it wo rse  

b e c a use  it d o e sn’ t no tic e  tha t it's c re a ting  the m, a nd  the  mo re  it thinks, 

the  mo re  p ro b le ms it c re a te s.  (1994, p . 111) 

The  re a so n fo r to uc hing  o n Bo hm's wo rk is tha t his c o nc e p tua lisa tio n o f tho ug ht 

a s a  syste m is re la te d  to  the  id e a  o f me a ning  syste ms.  Ap p lying  syste ms 

thinking  to  no nma te ria l e p he me ra l p he no me na  like  kno wle d g e , tho ug ht a nd  

me a ning  d o e s, ho we ve r, run the  risk o f p hilo so p hic a l e so te ric ism, whic h is why 

the re  must b e  c a ve a ts a nd  limita tio ns a pp lie d  to  this d isc ussio n. 
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2.6 Ca ve a ts a nd limita tions 

2.6.1 Ca utio n o n mo d e lling  

Thinke rs like  G ua ste llo  (1995, 1999), Sta c e y (1995, 1996, 2001, 2003), Whe a tle y 

(1992, 1997), White , Smith & Ta nse y (1994), White  Smith & Ba rne tt (1997), a nd  

ma ny o the rs, ha ve  a p p lie d  so me  fo rm o f syste ms the o ry to  so me  fo rm o f 

so c io c ultura l issue s. Ho we ve r, the  re la tive  a c c e p ta nc e  o f the  a p p lic a tio n o f 

syste m the o rie s to  so c io c ultura l the o ry ha s b e e n te mp e re d  with c a utio n b y 

so me  who  se e  limits to  its a p p lic a b ility in the  re a l wo rld , a nd  ha ve  e ve n 

la b e lle d  it a s fa d d ish (Be g un, 1994; Jo hnso n & Burto n, 1994; Mc Ke lve y, 2002). 

Fo r e xa mp le , Ric ha rd so n (2004) sug g e sts tha t: 

 Build ing  ne two rke d  mo d e ls (c e llula r a uto ma ta , a g e nt-b a se d  

simula tio n, e tc .) d o e s no t me a n yo u a re  a  c o mp le xity thinke r! 

 Using  wo rd s like  ‘ e me rg e nc e ’ , ‘ se lf-o rg a niza tio n’ , e tc . d o e s no t ma ke  

yo u a  c o mp le xity thinke r! 

 It is ve ry c o mmo n to  use  no nline a r mo d e ls in a  line a r wa y. 

 Co mp le xity thinking  is mo re  o f a n (p hilo so p hic a l) a ttitud e  to wa rd s 

suc h thing s ra the r tha n a  p a rtic ula r se t o f to o ls. 

(Slid e  4) 

A c o mp le x syste ms a p p ro a c h to  me a ning  mig ht a lso  a ttra c t c ritic ism o f tho se  

who  se e  tha t ‘ c o mp le xity is inc o mp re ssib le ’  a nd  tha t, the re fo re , re d uc ing  the  

syste m to  me re  mo d e ls will le a d  to  d isto rtio ns (C illie rs, 1998; Ric ha rd so n e t a l, 

2000).  Thus, the  mo d e ls we  mig ht use  must b e  a t le a st a s c o mp le x a s the  

sub je c t itse lf; q uite  a  ta sk if we  a d d re ss the  issue  o f why suc h thing s a s 

ma na g e me nt fa d s thrive .  Sta c e y (2000) a g re e s: 

…e xtre me  c a re  ne e d s to  b e  ta ke n in using  (suc h) mo d e lling  a s a  

so urc e  d o ma in fo r a na lo g ie s with huma n a c tio n. The  ve ry a c t o f 

mo d e lling  re q uire s a n e xte rna l mo d e lle r, a nd  the  sp e c ific a tio n o f the  

mo d e l re q uire s the  initia l d e sig n o f a  syste m, e ve n tho ug h wha t is 

b e ing  mo d e lle d  is a n e vo lutio na ry p ro c e ss tha t is sup p o se d  no t to  

d e p e nd  o n a ny o utsid e  d e sig n… Syste ms thinke rs ha ve  trie d  to  d e a l 

with this p ro b le m b y wid e ning  the  b o und a ry o f the  syste m to  inc lud e  

the  o b se rve r, b ut in d o ing  so  the y a lwa ys lo c a te  so me  kind  o f 

a g e nc y o utsid e  the  b o und a ry (p . 26). 

This is why the re  is no  inte ntio n to  “ mo d e l”  a  c o mp le x syste m in this the sis in 

d e ta il.  Ra the r, thro ug h the o rising  a nd  d isc ussio n, p o sitio ns c a n b e  re a c he d  
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a b o ut ho w we  mig ht c o nc e p tua lise  me a ning  syste ms so  the  ma nne r in whic h 

the y a re  fo rme d  ma ke s se nse . 

2.6.2 Why No t Pursue  a  Fo uc a uld ia n Ana lysis?  

Altho ug h Mic he l Fo uc a ult ha s muc h to  sa y a b o ut “ me a ning  syste ms”  this the sis 

is d e lib e ra te  in its inte ntio n no t p ursue  a  Fo uc a uld ia n a na lysis.  The  a im o f this 

the sis is to  a na lyse  the  d yna mic a l p ro c e ss o f me a ning  ma king . Thus, the  fo c us 

is o n p ro c e ss d yna mic s ra the r tha n p o we r re la tio ns a  la  Fo uc a ult.  A 

Fo uc a uld ia n a na lysis o f p o we r re la tio nship s in so c ie ty is a  the sis in itse lf, a nd  

we a ving  the  c o mp le xitie s o f tha t d isc ussio n into  the  id e a  o f me a ning  syste ms 

wo uld  o ve rsha d o w o the r the o re tic a l p e rsp e c tive s whic h this the sis se e ks to  

intro d uc e .   

2.6.3 La ng ua g e  a s a  Syste m 

No  ma tte r wha t sta nd p o int the  a rg ume nts a re  fro m - c o g nitivist, so c ia l 

c o nstruc tio nist, ra tio na list o r e mpiric ist - la ng ua g e  is, o f c o urse , c o nsid e re d  

fund a me nta l to  the  c o nc e p t o f me a ning .  Whe the r a s a  fra me wo rk fo r so c ia l 

d isc o urse  o r d e ve lo p me nta l e xp la na tio ns, la ng ua g e  is re le va nt to  the  

the o risa tio n o f me a ning .  Ho we ve r, a  d e ta ile d  c o nsid e ra tio n o f la ng ua g e  is 

b e yo nd  the  sc o p e  o f this the sis a nd  is ra ise d  o nly inso fa r a s it re la te s to  ho listic  

c o nc e p tio ns o f me a ning  syste ms.  So me  d isc ussio n o f la ng ua g e  a s a  syste m 

a p p e a rs in Cha p te r 7. 

 

2.7  Conc lusion 

This c ha p te r ha s e la b o ra te d  o n the  id e a  tha t the  d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x 

syste ms, usua lly a p p lie d  to  ma te ria l syste ms, c a n e q ua lly a p p ly to  the  wo rld  o f 

kno wle d g e  a nd  id e a s; tha t is, the  wo rld  o f me a ning . Ap p lying  the  d isc o urse  o f 

c o mp le x syste ms to  me a ning  insta ntia te s no tio ns o f re la tio nship s, c o nte xt, 

ne two rks, p a tte rns a nd  the  o the r mo re  'sc ie ntific ' d isc o urse  te rmino lo g y 

a sso c ia te d  with c o mp le x syste ms the o ry: b ifurc a tio n, a ttra c to rs, fuzzy se ts, a nd  

so  o n. 
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Usua lly, the o risa tio ns a b o ut the  p ro b le m o f me a ning  a re  d isc usse d  fro m within 

the  ma jo r b ra nc he s o f p hilo so p hic a l tho ug ht - me ta p hysic s, p he no me no lo g y, 

a e sthe tic s fo r e xa mp le  - a s we ll a s mo re  c o nte mp o ra ry so c ia l c o nstruc tivist 

the o rie s suc h a s e xiste ntia lism, nihilism, a nd  p o stmo d e rn the o rie s o f la ng ua g e  

a nd  c ulture .  As this c ha p te r ha s p ro p o se d , it is a lso  va lid  tha t a  d isc ussio n o f 

me a ning  c a n b e  a rg ue d  using  the  d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms the o ry: 

c o nc e p tua lising  me a ning  in te rms o f ho w it e me rg e s, a d a p ts to  the  

so c io c ultura l milie u, c o nne c ts to  o the r me a ning s, o r is a b a nd o ne d , fo r 

e xa mp le .      

In te rms o f p ro vid ing  c o nte xt to  the  d e b a te , the  ra tio na list ve rsus e mpiric a l 

d ic ho to my is imp o rta nt in the  the o risa tio n o f me a ning  b e c a use  it p ro vid e s a  

juxta p o sitio n o f a lte rna tive  a nd  va lid  e xp la na tio ns a b o ut wha t we  kno w, ho w 

we  ha ve  c o me  to  kno w it a nd  its re la tio nship  to  me a ning .  In o the r wo rd s, 

sc ie ntific  d isc o ve rie s a nd  the  kno wle d g e  o f hind sig ht a re  no t ne c e ssa rily 

e xp lic a b le  thro ug h ra tio na list d e b a te , a nd  e xp e rie nc e  d o e s no t ne c e ssa rily 

p ro vid e  p ro o f tha t so me thing  is me a ning ful.  To  c o nc e ive  o f me a ning  a s a  

syste m o r c o lle c tive  sc he ma , a  c o nse nsua l a p p ro a c h imp lic itly a nd  e xp lic itly 

und e rsto o d  a nd  a g re e d  to  b y so c io c ultura l g ro up ing s, a b o ut ho w thing s o ug ht 

to  b e  d o ne  se e s tha t the  c o mp le x p a tte rns o f me a ning -ma king  (the  ho w) is a s 

e q ua lly imp o rta nt a s the  e p iste mo lo g ic a l a nd  o nto lo g ic a l fra me wo rks it 

c o mp rise s (the  wha t).  
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Cha pte r 3: Comple x syste ms a nd soc ia l phe nome na : Ke y 

c onc e pts 

The  pre vio us c ha p te r a rg ue d tha t syste ms pe rspe c tive s c o uld b e  a pp lie d 

to  unde rsta nd p ro b le ms o f me a ning .  This c ha p te r will b uild upo n the  

disc ussio n fro m the  pre vio us c ha p te r a nd intro duc e  c o nc e p ts unde rlying  

c o mp le x syste ms thinking  with the  inte ntio n o f o ffe ring  "a  tra nsdisc ip lina ry 

p e rspe c tive  tha t e mpha sise s the  intrinsic  o rde r a nd inte rde p e nde nc e  o f the  

wo rld a nd a ll its ma nife sta tio ns" (Ba na thy, 1998, p . 1). The  c ha p te r will e xp la in 

ho w the se  c o mple x syste ms c o nc e p ts a re  re le va nt to  the o rising  me a ning .  In 

pa rtic ula r it will lo o k a t ho w the  ide a  o f ne two rks a nd p a tte rns c a n b e  use d to  

e xa mine  p he no me na  tho ug ht to  b e  ine xp lic a b le  thro ug h mo re  tra ditio na l 

me tho ds o f inq uiry. As a  se c o nda ry the me , e xp a nding  b rie fly up o n the  

Aristo te lia n no tio n tha t matte r c a nno t e xist witho ut fo rm (pa tte rn), this c ha p te r 

a lso  c o ntra sts  b e lie f in the  c e rta inty o f Ne wto nia n sc ie ntific  kno wle dg e  with a  

po sitio n tha t re c o g nise s a ll sc ie ntific  c o nc e p ts a nd the o rie s a re  limite d a nd 

a p p ro xima te . The  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r is a lso  intro duc e d a nd a rg ue d a s 

inte g ra l to  ho w individua ls will unde rsta nd a nd c a p ture  a  c o mp le x me a ning  

syste m.   

 

The  la ng ua g e  a nd disc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms (tha t is the  te c hnic a l 

la ng ua g e  a s we ll a s the  c o nc e p ts) g ive s us mo re  to o ls to  de sc rib e  une xp e c te d 

p he no me na  a nd the  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n tha t ma y b e  a t wo rk within tha t 

syste m, p a rtic ula rly whe n we  c o nside r so c ia l me a ning . So me  o f the  c o nc e p ts 

ra ise d in this c ha p te r re q uire  furthe r e la b o ra tio n, b ut the  de ta il is fo unda tio na l. 

To  a ddre ss this, I ha ve  p ro vide d App e ndix A: Syste ms The o ry: An Ove rvie w. 

 

3.1 Introduc tion 

Be fo re  we  d isc uss me a ning  in te rms o f c o mp le x syste ms, so me  c o nte xt is 

re q uire d . Inste a d  o f sta rting  with p hilo so p hy a nd  the  na ture  o f me a ning , b e lie f, 

e p iste mo lo g y, o nto lo g y a nd  so  o n, to  a rrive  a t a  c o mp le x syste ms p e rsp e c tive , 

I will c o mme nc e  fro m within the  d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms the o ry itse lf. 

Co mp le x syste ms thinke rs a lmo st a lwa ys justify the ir the o re tic a l (a nd  sc ie ntific ) 

p e rsp e c tive  b y re fe rring  to  the  d ic ho to my b e twe e n the  o ld  p a ra d ig m a nd  the  

ne w p a ra d ig m o f tho ug ht.  The  te rms c o uld  b e  se e n a s simp le , ye t c o nve nie nt 

la b e ls to  ma ke  a n id e o lo g ic a l p o int tha t re q uire s no  furthe r e la b o ra tio n. 
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Ca nno t we  simp ly sta te  the re  a re  multip le  wa ys o f und e rsta nd ing  the  wo rld  

a ro und  us b e c a use  o f the  uniq ue  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r?  It is imp o rta nt to  

a rtic ula te  the se  p o sitio ns b e c a use  c o nte mp o ra ry c o mp le x syste ms thinking  

o p e ra te s in a n a lte rna tive  tho ug ht p a ra d ig m b a se d  in sc ie ntific  a nd  

ma the ma tic a l d isc o ve ry.  Tho se  who  write  a b o ut (o r mo d e l) c o mp le x syste ms 

o fte n se e  the mse lve s a s ha ving  a rrive d  a t the  e nd  o f a  p hilo so p hic a l (a nd  

sc ie ntific ) jo urne y, b y first e xa mining  a nd  the n d isc a rd ing  o the r mo d e s o f 

(re d uc tio nist) thinking .  In te rms o f c o nte xtua l a na lysis, p a rtic ula rly sinc e  this 

the sis e ng a g e s c o mp le x syste ms the o ry, we  ne e d  to  se e  ho w a nd  why 

c o mp le x syste ms the o ry (ne w p a ra d ig m o f tho ug ht) ha s b e c o me  a n 

a lte rna tive  to  o the r mo re  tra d itio na l id e o lo g ic a l (ra tio na list) o r sc ie ntific  

p e rsp e c tive s (o ld  p a ra d ig m). Ho we ve r, the re  is no  inte ntio n to  d e ta il the  

p hilo so p hic a l d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n the se  two  p o sitio ns, e xc e p t inso fa r a s it 

re la te s to  the  the o risa tio n o f me a ning .  I ha ve  p ro vid e d  Ap p e nd ix A (Syste ms 

Inq uiry: Ba sic  Co nc e p ts a nd  Fo und a tio na l Re se a rc h) to  e xp a nd  o n the  

c o mp le x syste ms c o nc e p ts ra ise d  in this the sis. 

 

3.2 Comple x Syste ms a nd Soc ia l Me a ning    

Co mp le xity the o ry ha s b e c o me  a  b ro a d -ra ng ing  inte rd isc ip lina ry sub je c t o ve r 

the  la st fo ur d e c a d e s, a s e xe mp lifie d  b y a utho rs suc h a s Nic o lis a nd  Prig o g ine  

(1989), Wa ld ro p  (1992), Ho lla nd  (1995), Be le w a nd  Mitc he ll (1996), Arthur, Durla uf 

a nd  La ne  (1997), Eve , Ho rsfa ll a nd  Le e  (1997), Ka uffma n (1993), G le ic k (1988), 

Ca p ra  (1993, 1997), Wo lfra m (2001) a nd  o the rs. The se  re se a rc he rs use  c o mp le x 

syste ms the o ry to  c o mp lime nt the ir re se a rc h in va rying  wa ys, fo r e xa mp le , fro m 

Wo lfra m’ s (2001) c ha lle ng ing  c o nc e p t o f c e llula r a uto ma ta  to  G le ic k’ s (1988) 

mo re  a c c e ssib le  a nd  the re fo re  p o p ula rise d  the o rie s o n c ha o s. De finitio ns o f 

c o mp le xity the o ry a re  b ro a d -ra ng ing , a nd  wha t e xa c tly a  c o mp le x syste m 

mig ht lo o k like  is a lso  c o nte ntio us. Fo r e xa mp le , Co wa n (1994) se e s c o mp le xity 

a s: 

… [re fe rring ] to  syste ms with ma ny d iffe re nt p a rts whic h, b y a  ra the r myste rio us 

p ro c e ss o f se lf-o rg a nisa tio n, b e c o me  mo re  o rd e re d  a nd  mo re  info rme d  tha n 

syste ms whic h o p e ra te  in a p p ro xima te  the rmo d yna mic  e q uilib rium with the ir 

surro und ing s … Co mp le x syste ms c o nta in ma ny re la tive ly ind e p e nd e nt p a rts 

whic h a re  hig hly inte rc o nne c te d  a nd  inte ra c tive  a nd  tha t a  la rg e  numb e r o f suc h 

p a rts a re  re q uire d  to  re p ro d uc e  the  func tio ns o f truly c o mp le x, se lf-o rg a nising , 

re p lic a ting , le a rning , a nd  a d a p tive  syste ms. (p p . 1-2) 

Simila rly, “ a  c o mp le x syste m is a n e vo lutio n g e ne ra te d  b y simp le  ma the ma tic a l 

rule s o r p hysic a l p rinc ip le s tha t e xhib its c o mp lic a te d , unp re d ic ta b le  b e ha vio ur" 

(G riffe a th, 1992, p . x). O r, d ra wing  up o n the  the o rie s o f Ro b e rt Ro se n, Do n 
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Mikule c ki (2003) in his p re se nta tio n c a lle d  “ Re la tio na l Syste ms The o ry: An 

Ap p ro a c h to  Co mp le xity”  se e s c o mp le xity a s: 

… the  p ro p e rty o f a  re a l wo rld  syste m tha t is ma nife st in the  ina b ility o f a ny o ne  

fo rma lism b e ing  a d e q ua te  to  c a p ture  a ll its p ro p e rtie s. It re q uire s tha t we  find  

d istinc tly d iffe re nt wa ys o f inte ra c ting  with syste ms. Distinc tly d iffe re nt in the  se nse  

tha t whe n we  ma ke  suc c e ssful mo d e ls, the  fo rma l syste ms ne e d e d  to  d e sc rib e  

e a c h d istinc t a sp e c t a re  NO T d e riva b le  fro m e a c h o the r.  

(Slid e  5) 

Ro b e rt Ro se n's d iffe re ntia tio n b e twe e n simp le  a nd  c o mp le x syste ms is a lso  

use ful: "A syste m is simp le  if a ll its mo d e ls a re  simula b le . A syste m tha t is no t 

simp le , a nd  tha t a c c o rd ing ly must ha ve  a  no nsimula b le  mo d e l, is 

c o mp le x" (Ro se n, 1998, p . 292). Furthe r, Ro se n (1985) b e lie ve s tha t the  p o ssib ility 

o f "c o mp le xity", in a n intuitive  se nse , a rise s whe n a  syste m a c ts in une xp e c te d  

wa ys; tha t is, in wa ys tha t d o  no t ma tc h the  p re d ic tio ns o f o ur mo d e ls (p p . 421-

422). The re fo re , Ro se n's d e finitio n p ro vid e s a n intuitive  no tio n o f c o mp le xity, 

ra the r tha n o ne  whic h is d e fine d . It is a lso  imp o rta nt to  no te  tha t c o mp le x 

syste ms a re  d e fine d  e sse ntia lly in te rms o f wha t the y a re  no t (i.e ., simp le  

syste ms). This is d o ne  b y sp e c ifying  a s minima l a  c rite rio n a s p o ssib le  (i.e ., ha ving  

a t le a st o ne  no n-simula b le  mo d e l) in o rd e r to  p ro vid e  a  p re c ise , ye t 

unre stric tive , d istinc tio n b e twe e n simp le  a nd  c o mp le x. In c o ntra st, c o mp le x 

syste ms a re , in a  se nse , o p e n-e nd e d : the re  is no  a p p a re nt up p e r-limit to  ho w 

c o mp le x a  syste m c a n b e  c o nstruc te d , a nd  the re fo re , no  a p p a re nt limit to  wha t 

c ha ra c te ristic s suc h syste ms mig ht ha ve . A b rie f summa ry o f so me  o f the  

d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n the  two  c a te g o rie s o f syste m a p p e a rs in Ta b le  3.1. 

 

 

 Ta ble  3.1: A summa ry of the  ke y diffe re nc e s be twe e n simple  a nd c omple x syste ms 

 

 

halla
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(So urc e : G wInn (2003, p . 25)) 

A use ful – if so me wha t limite d  – mo d e l fo r the  illustra tio n o f c o mp le x syste ms 

c o me s fro m the  Ne w Eng la nd  Co mp le x Syste ms Institute  (NECSI) we b site  a nd  is 

re p ro d uc e d  a t Fig ure  1.2. Altho ug h this mo d e l c o nta ins a ll the  e le me nts o f 

c o mp le x syste ms d isc usse d , it ha s limita tio ns in tha t it d o e s no t o ffe r a ny re a l 

e xp la na tio n fo r the  e xiste nc e  o r ind e e d  b e ha vio ur o f a  d yna mic a l c o mp le x 

syste m. It d o e s, ho we ve r, a tte mp t to  ma p  o ut the  te rra in o f c o mp le x syste ms.  

 

 
 

Fig ure  3.1: Cha ra c te ristic s of c omple x syste ms 

[So urc e : Ma rsha ll C le me ns, NESCI We b site , www.ne c si.o rg ] 
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Ta king  ma ny a utho rs to g e the r1, te n ke y p ro p e rtie s o f c o mp le x syste ms a re  

g e ne ra lly re g a rd e d  a s fo llo ws: 

1. La rg e  numb e r o f inte rc o nne c ting  c o mp o ne nts. 

2. Co mp o ne nts a re  no n-d e te rministic  a nd  no n-tra c ta b le . 

3. Inte ra c tio n-ric h re la tio nships b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts. 

4. Inte ra c tio ns e xhib it no nline a r b e ha vio ur. 

5. Inte ra c tio ns mo stly e xhib it sho rt ra ng e  info rma tio n, b ut c a n 

p re c ip ita te  lo ng -ra ng e  influe nc e  (se nsitivity to  initia l 

c o nd itio ns). 

6. Fe e d b a c k lo o p s c a use  c ha ng e s to  the  syste m. 

7. Exhib it p ro p e rtie s o f e me rg e nc e  a nd  se lf-o rg a nisa tio n b e c a use  

the  syste m a lso  inte ra c ts with its e nviro nme nt. 

8. Op e ra te  und e r fa r-fro m-e q uilib rium c o nd itio ns. 

9. Ca nno t e xc lud e  histo ry (p re -p ro g ra mme d  e le me nts e xist). 

10. Ea c h e le me nt in the  syste m is ig no ra nt o f the  b e ha vio ur o f the  

syste m a s a  who le , a nd  ma y o nly re sp o nd  to  lo c a lise d  

info rma tio n. 
 

 

3.3 Comple x Syste ms Applie d to  Soc ia l Phe nome na  

The re  ha ve  b e e n a  numb e r o f e xa mp le s o f the  a p p lic a tio n o f c o mp le x syste ms 

the o rie s to  a n a sp e c t o f the  b e ha vio ur o f so c io c ultura l p he no me na , o r a n 

a g e nt within the  syste m, o r its a ffe c t o n the  wid e r sp a tio te mp o ra l syste m itse lf. 

Fo r e xa mp le , So to lo ng o  (2002) o b se rve s tha t "…so c ie tie s e xhib it the  syste ms-like  

c ha ra c te ristic s o f se lf-o rg a nise d  syste ms fa r fro m e q uilib rium … (a nd ) b e ha ve  

like  no nline a r c o mp le x syste ms with a  se lf-o rg a nise d  unfo ld ing " (p . 105). Also , 

G und e rso n e t a l. (1995), c iting  Ho lling ’ s (1986) wo rk, is typ ic a l o f ho w e c o lo g ic a l 

syste ms the o ry ha s b e e n a p p lie d  to  so c ia l syste ms. The ir und e rsta nd ing  o f 

func tio n, hie ra rc hy, a nd  sc a le  in na ture  inc o rp o ra te s Ho lling ’ s no w we ll-kno wn 

the o ry o f e c o syste m func tio n with hie ra rc hy the o ry (Alle n a nd  Sta rr, 1982; O ’ Ne ill 

e t a l., 1986) into  a  g e ne ra l mo d e l o f the  d yna mic s o f a d a p tive  syste ms. 

G und e rso n e t a l.’ s c o mp le x a d a p tive  syste ms mo d e l is a p p lie d  to  

und e rsta nd ing  rig id ity a nd  c ha ng e  in g o ve rnme nt wild life  ma na g e me nt 

institutio ns. The y re vie w so me  re le va nt so c ia l c ha ng e  the o rie s fro m the  so c ia l 

                                                 

1 This list ha s b e e n a d a p te d  fro m the  the o rie s o f a  ra ng e  o f a utho rs suc h a s Ste p he n Wo lfra m (2002), Stua rt Ka uffma n 

(1996), Lud wig  Be rta la nffy (1968), Fritjo f Ca p ra  (1996, 2002), Ro g e r Le win (1997), Mitc he ll Wa ld ro p  (1992), Fre d  Eme ry 

(1989), Fra nc is He ylig he n (1995, 1997), Pa ul C illie rs (1998) a nd  Illya  Prig o g ine  (1994). In te rms o f so c ia l me a ning , c o mp le x 

syste ms thinking  o ffe rs a n a lte rna te  e xp la na tio n o f suc h thing s a s institutio ns o r so c ia l p he no me na  b e c a use  its b e ha vio ur 

c a n b e  a na lyse d  thro ug h the  te n ke y p ro p e rtie s a s o utline d  a b o ve .  
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sc ie nc e s, se a rc hing  fo r, a nd  find ing , the o rie s o r c o mp o ne nts o f the o rie s tha t 

a p p e a r to  me sh with the ir p o sitio n. Turne r, Ho rsfa ll a nd  Le e 's (1999) e d ite d  

c o lle c tio n a lso  p ro mo te s the  use  o f c o mp le x syste ms the o ry a nd  c ha o s to  

und e rsta nd  so c io c ultura l p he no me na . Te e na g e  p re g na nc ie s, c hild ho o d  

frie nd ship s a nd  c o mmunic a tio n p a tte rns a re  e xa mp le s o f a n e me rg ing  tre nd  o f 

a re a s whe re  the  suite  o f c o mp le x syste ms the o rie s a re  b e ing  a p p lie d  to  so c ia l 

p he no me na . Mo d e ls, o r a t le a st d ia g ra mma tic s, fo rm a  sig nific a nt p o rtio n o f this 

wo rk.  

Ano the r e xa mp le  is L. Do ug la s Kie l's (1994) wo rk with p ub lic  se c to r o rg a nisa tio ns. 

Fo c ussing  o n the  no nline a r a nd  o fte n c ha o tic  b e ha vio ur o f wo rking  

e nviro nme nts a sso c ia te d  with the se  wo rkp la c e s, Kie l's re se a rc h p re -e mp ts 

c irc umsta nc e s tha t ha ve  the  c a p a c ity fo r p re d ic tio n.  In o the r wo rd s, he  lo o ks a t 

na rro w ra ng e s o f issue s a sso c ia te d  with the se  wo rk p la c e s. While  this a p p ro a c h 

se e ms re a so na b le , it te nd s to wa rd  p ro b le m sp e c ific  so lutio ns o nly (fo r e xa mp le  

time -se rie s ta sks), fo c using  o n inc re me nta l c ha ng e , ye t o mits the  c ultura l, 

e thic a l, a nd  e p iste mo lo g ic a l c o nte xt o f tho se  institutio ns. Ne ve rthe le ss, a s with 

o the r the o rists who  a p p ly syste ms the o ry mo d e lling  to  so c io c ultura l p he no me na , 

o fte n the  c ho ic e  o f c irc umsta nc e  is ha p ha za rd  a nd  la rg e ly re stric te d  to  

we ste rn-style  b e ha vio urist mo d e ls, e ve n tho ug h so me  o f the  c o nc lusio ns wo uld  

sug g e st o the rwise . Ho we ve r, suc h the o rie s o f c o mp le x a d a p tive  syste ms 

g e ne ra lly inc o rp o ra te  a  la rg e  b o d y o f we ll-re se a rc he d  e c o syste m func tio n a nd  

p ro c e ss into  a  g e ne ra l, no mo the tic  mo d e l o f syste m o rg a nisa tio n a nd  c ha ng e . 

The  la ng ua g e  o f c o mp le x syste ms a lso  se rve s to  b e ne fit a ny a na lysis a s so me  o f 

the  te rms o ffe r ne w wa ys o f inte rro g a ting  the  c o mp o ne nts o f the  syste m a nd  

the  e nviro nme nt in whic h tha t syste m is situa te d .  Fuzzy lo g ic  p ro vid e s a n 

a lte rna tive  wa y o f und e rsta nd ing  unc e rta inty. Fro m this ne w wa y o f 

und e rsta nd ing  c a n b e  d e rive d  inno va tive  a p p ro a c he s a nd  stra te g ie s fo r 

wo rking  with the  unc e rta inty tha t so  o fte n c ha ra c te rise s so c ia l syste ms. Fo r 

e xa mp le , a c c o rd ing  to  Dimitro v (1997) the  a p p lic a tio n o f fuzzy lo g ic  to  so c ia l 

syste ms c re a te s o p p o rtunitie s to  e xa mine : 

• c o ntra d ic tio ns a nd  inc o nsiste nc ie s e mb e d d e d  in so c ia l situa tio ns;  

• issue s tha t ha ve  b e e n re p re sse d  und e r c ritic a l so c ia l d yna mic s; a nd   

• tha t whic h is c o nc e a le d  a nd  b e yo nd  o b se rve d  so c ia l p he no me na .  

Fuzzy lo g ic  is suite d  to  stud ying  suc h 'sub tle tie s' in so c ia l syste ms b e c a use  o f its 

a b ility to :  

• d e a l with va g ue , a mb ig uo us a nd  unc e rta in q ua lita tive  id e a s a nd  

jud g e me nts;  

• c o nc e ntra te  o n p a ra d o xic a l a nd  e nig ma tic  a spe c ts o f d e c isio n situa tio ns;  

• fo c us o n the  ma rg ins o f a ny d e c isio n ma king  'sp a c e '; a nd   
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• a p p re c ia te  the  uniq ue ne ss in a ny d e c isio n ma king  a c t.  

To  summa rise , the  a p p lic a tio n o f c o mp le x syste ms the o ry to  e xp la in 

so c io c ultura l p he no me na  is no t witho ut p ro b le ms, b ut the re  is a  g ro wing  b o d y 

o f lite ra ture  d e d ic a te d  to  the  ta sk.  Two  o ve ra rc hing  the me s fo und  in this 

lite ra ture  wa rra nt furthe r d isc ussio n he re , na me ly: 

1. The  ro le  o f ne two rks in c o mp le x syste ms thinking  a b o ut so c io c ultura l 

p he no me na ; a nd  

2. The  imp o rta nc e  o f p a tte rn in suc h wo rk. 

 

 

3.4 Ne tworks 

As the  sc ie ntific  c o mmunity b e g a n to  e mb ra c e  syste ms me tho d o lo g y, ne w a nd  

inno va tive  wa ys o f d e sc rib ing  p he no me na  e me rg e d . Fo r e xa mp le , the  ne w 

sc ie nc e  o f e c o lo g y e nric he d  the  e me rg ing  syste mic  wa y o f thinking  b y 

intro d uc ing  two  ne w c o nc e p ts: c o mmunity a nd  ne two rk. By vie wing  a n 

e c o lo g ic a l c o mmunity a s a n a sse mb la g e  o f o rg a nisms, b o und  into  a  func tio na l 

who le  b y the ir mutua l re la tio nship s, e c o lo g ists fa c ilita te d  the  c ha ng e  o f fo c us 

fro m o rg a nisms to  c o mmunitie s a nd  b a c k a g a in, a p p lying  the  sa me  kind s o f 

c o nc e p ts to  d iffe re nt syste m le ve ls.  

As the  ne two rk c o nc e p t b e c a me  mo re  a nd  mo re  p ro mine nt a c ro ss a  ra ng e  o f 

sc ie ntific  d isc ip line s, syste mic  thinke rs b e g a n to  use  ne two rk mo d e ls to  vie w 

o rg a nisms. The y sa w tha t o rg a nisms, a s ne two rks o f c e lls, o rg a ns, a nd  o rg a n 

syste ms, c o uld  b e  und e rsto o d  a s ne two rks o f ind ivid ua l o rg a nisms, like  

e c o syste ms. The  vie w o f living  syste ms a s ne two rks p ro vid e s a  no ve l p e rsp e c tive  

o n the  so -c a lle d  ‘ hie ra rc hie s o f na ture ’ . Sinc e  living  syste ms a t a ll le ve ls a re  

ne two rks, we  must, a c c o rd ing  to  Ca p ra  (1996, p . 35), visua lise  the  we b  o f life  a s 

living  syste ms (ne two rks) inte ra c ting  in ne two rk fa shio n with o the r syste ms 

(ne two rks). In the  ‘ the  we b  o f life ’ , e ve ry p he no me no n a nd  living  o rg a nism is 

inte rc o nne c te d , e c ho ing  id e a s fro m the  G a ia  Hyp o the sis (Lo ve lo c k, 1979). Living  

o rg a nisms a re  c ha ra c te rise d  b y a  c o ntinuo us e xc ha ng e  o f e ne rg y a nd  ma tte r 

a nd  the re fo re  we  c a n visua lize  the  we b  o f life  a s ma d e  up  o f living  syste ms 

inte ra c ting  c o ntinuo usly in a  ne two rk fa shio n with o the r syste ms. Ana lysing  

c o mp le x p he no me na  in te rms o f ne two rks a nd  re la te d  re la tio nship s c a n b e  

tra c e d  b a c k to  the  the o ry o f o rg a nisa tio n o f living  syste ms.  

At e a c h sc a le , und e r c lo se r sc rutiny, the  no d e s o f the  ne two rk re ve a l the mse lve s 

a s sma lle r ne two rks. We  te nd  to  a rra ng e  the se  syste ms, a ll ne sting  within la rg e r 

syste ms, in a  hie ra rc hic a l sc he me  b y p la c ing  the  la rg e r syste ms a b o ve  the  
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sma lle r o ne s in a  p yra mid  fa shio n. But this is a  huma n p ro je c tio n. In na ture  the re  

a re  no  ‘ a b o ve ’  o r ‘ b e lo w’ , a nd  the re  a re  no  hie ra rc hie s; e a c h p a rt o f the  

syste m is a s imp o rta nt a s a no the r fo r the y a ll o p e ra te  c o lle c tive ly to  fo rm the  

e ntire  syste m. Just ho w the se  p a tte rns o f re la tio nship  wo rk b e twe e n the  

c o mp o ne nts b e c o me s the  fo c us fo r und e rsta nd ing  the  b e ha vio ur o f the  

ne two rk. The re fo re , d rilling  d o wn to  the  p a tte rn a nd  re la tio nship s, ra the r tha n 

c o nc e ntra ting  o n the  c o mp o ne nts the mse lve s, is ke y to  a  syste ms thinking , o r 

the  ne two rke d , a p p ro a c h. Suc h thing s a s hub s a nd  c o nne c to rs b e c o me  

imp o rta nt a s the  a na lysis o f a  ne two rk ta ke s sha p e . As Ba ra b á si (2003) se e s it: 

…ne two rks a re  no t e n ro ute  fro m a  ra nd o m to  a n o rd e re d  sta te . Ne ithe r 

a re  the y a t the  e d g e  o f ra nd o mne ss a nd  c ha o s. Ra the r, the  sc a le -fre e  

to p o lo g y is e vid e nc e  o f o rg a nizing  p rinc ip le s a c ting  a t e a c h sta g e  o f the  

ne two rk fo rma tio n p ro c e ss. The re  is little  myste ry he re , sinc e  g ro wth a nd  

p re fe re ntia l a tta c hme nt c a n e xp la in the  b a sic  fe a ture s o f the  ne two rks 

se e n in na ture . No  ma tte r ho w la rg e  a nd  c o mp le x a  ne two rk b e c o me s, a s 

lo ng  a s p re fe re ntia l a tta c hme nt a nd  g ro wth a re  p re se nt it will ma inta in its 

hub -d o mina te d  sc a le -fre e  to p o lo g y. (p . 91) 

Ano the r ke y c rite rio n o f thinking  a b o ut ne two rks is the  a b ility to  shift o ne ’ s 

a tte ntio n b a c k a nd  fo rth b e twe e n syste ms le ve ls. In g e ne ra l, d iffe re nt syste ms 

le ve ls re p re se nt le ve ls o f d iffe ring  c o mp le xity. At e a c h le ve l the  o b se rve d  

p he no me na  e xhib it p ro p e rtie s tha t d o  no t e xist a t lo we r le ve ls (Ca p ra , 1996; 

G ua ste llo , 1995; Ka uffma n, 1994; Co he n a nd  Ste wa rt, 1992; Wa ld ro p , 1992). The  

syste mic  p ro p e rtie s o f a  p a rtic ula r le ve l a re  c a lle d  ‘ e me rg e nt’  p ro p e rtie s, sinc e  

the y e me rg e  a t tha t p a rtic ula r le ve l. Ac c o rd ing  to  Ca p ra  (1996) in the  ne w 

syste ms thinking , “ …the  me ta p ho r o f kno wle d g e  a s a  b uild ing  is b e ing  re p la c e d  

b y tha t o f kno wle d g e  a s a  ne two rk”  (p . 56). As we  p e rc e ive  re a lity a s a  ne two rk 

o f re la tio nship s, o ur d e sc rip tio ns, to o , fo rm a n inte rc o nne c te d  ne two rk o f 

c o nc e p ts a nd  mo d e ls in whic h the re  a re  no  fo und a tio ns, o nly re la tio nship s. This 

me a ns tha t re la tio nship s c a n a lso  shift b e twe e n sta te s a s c o mp o ne nts 

ma no e uvre  to  se e k o ut the  b e st p o sitio n fo r the ir surviva l o r re p lic a tio n. This is 

whe re  the  no tio n o f no d e s, hub s a nd  c o nne c to rs b e c o me s imp o rta nt a s the y 

sig nify whe re  the  p re va le nt a nd  mo st so ug ht a fte r c o mp o ne nts a re  situa te d  in 

the  ne two rk. This is e sp e c ia lly use ful in syste m mo d e lling  o r simula tio n.   The  

fo llo wing  d ia g ra m (Fig ure  3.2) re p re se nts a  ma p  o f a n e nzyma tic  re a c tio n in a  

typ ic a l c e ll. The  re a so n fo r inc lud ing  this d ia g ra m is tha t it p ro vid e s a  use ful visua l 

fo r a  c o mp le x we b  o f inte ra c tio n.  It is simp le  to  o b se rve  tha t the  no d e s a nd  

hub s ha ve  inc re a se d  a c tivity a nd  the  sma lle r d o ts c o uld  re p re se nt a n ind ivid ua l, 

o r ind e e d  a  mino r c o mmunic a tio n e xc ha ng e .  The re  is no  ne e d  to  inte rp re t o r 

o ve ra na lyse  this d ia g ra m; it is simp ly p re se nte d  fo r the  p urp o se s o f illustra tio n a s 

a n e xa mp le  o f a  c o mp le x ne two rk o f inte ra c tio ns. 
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     Fig ure  3.2 – Comple x Ne twork 

        (So urc e : Alb e rts, 1994, p . 228)  

Ho we ve r, this ne w a p p ro a c h to  sc ie nc e  imme d ia te ly ra ise s a n imp o rta nt 

q ue stio n. If e ve rything  is c o nne c te d  to  e ve rything  e lse , ho w c a n we  e ve r ho p e  

to  und e rsta nd  a nything ?  The  lo g ic a l c o nc lusio n to  this c o nne c tio nist mo d e l is 

the  p o sitio n tha t infinite  me a ning s e q ua ls ze ro  me a ning ; whe re  the  fina l sum 

g a me  is no thing .  Fo r e xa mp le , a p p lying  this thinking  fro m the  ne w p a ra d ig m o f 

tho ug ht to  the  wo rld  o f id e a s a nd  kno wle d g e  se e s tha t a ll me a ning s a re  

c o nne c te d .  Thus, e a c h c o mp o ne nt o f a  the o ry o r a n id e a  re sts o n o the r 

the o rie s a nd  id e a s fro m first p rinc ip le s o r 'p he no typ e '. The  re ma rka b ly c o mp le x 

na ture  o f me a ning  the re fo re , wo uld  ind ic a te  tha t the re  a re  a s ma ny me a ning s 

tha t sta nd  fo r so me thing  (re p re se nta tio na l me a ning ) a s the re  a re  ind ivid ua ls.  

halla
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And  in o rd e r to  und e rsta nd  o ne  me a ning , we  must und e rsta nd  a ll o the rs. G ra nd  

unifying  the o rie s suc h a s this a re  mind -b e nd ing ly c o mp le x, a nd  no t usua lly we ll-

re sp e c te d  b e c a use  the y o fte n o mit so me  a sp e c t imp o rta nt to  so me  d isc ip line , 

se rving  to  irrita te  so me  a re a  o f the  a c a d e mic  c o mmunity. This o b tuse  a rg ume nt 

will no t ta ke  us ve ry fa r in a ny d e b a te . The re fo re , a  p o sitio n must b e  re a c he d  in 

o rd e r to  b re a k this p hilo so p hic a l imp a sse .  

Turning  o nc e  a g a in to  the  na tura l wo rld , if a ll na tura l p he no me na  a re  ultima te ly 

inte rc o nne c te d , in o rd e r to  e xp la in a ny o ne  o f the m we  ne e d  to  und e rsta nd  a ll 

the  o the rs, whic h is o b vio usly imp o ssib le . Wha t ma ke s it p o ssib le  to  turn the  

syste ms a p p ro a c h fro m a b stra c t sc ie nc e  into  so me thing  mo re  a p p lic a b le  to  

so c ia l p he no me na  is the  a c c e p ta nc e  tha t the re  is a p p ro xima te  kno wle d g e . This 

insig ht is c ruc ia l to  a ll o f mo d e rn sc ie nc e , whe re  the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r a lso  

ke y in und e rsta nd ing  the  syste ms p e rsp e c tive . The  o ld  p a ra d ig m is b a se d  o n the  

Ca rte sia n b e lie f in the  c e rta inty o f Ne wto nia n sc ie ntific  kno wle d g e . In the  ne w 

p a ra d ig m it is re c o g nise d  tha t a ll sc ie ntific  c o nc e p ts a nd  the o rie s a re  limite d  

a nd  a p p ro xima te . Sc ie nc e  c a n no  lo ng e r p ro vid e  a ny c o mp le te  a nd  d e finitive  

und e rsta nd ing  (Ca pra , 1996, p . 41). If we  a c c e p t, fo r e xa mp le , tha t the re  is 

mo re  tha n o ne  truth fo r a n id e a , the n we  c a n a lso  a c c e p t Luhma nn’ s (1984) 

no tio n tha t the re  is func tio na l d iffe re ntia tio n o f me a ning  in mo d e rn so c ie ty.  

'Sha d e s o f g re y' a nd  p re va ric a tio n o ve r the  re a lm o f 'p o ssib le s'2 is a na lo g o us to  

the  strug g le  fo r e xiste nc e  in the  na tura l wo rld .  The  no tio n tha t the re  c a n b e  

a p p ro xima tio n o f c o nc e p ts, a nd  tha t me a ning s g e ne ra te d  c a n b e  e ithe r 

ho mo g e no us o r he te ro g e ne o us d e p e nd ing  o n the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r, a lso  

fo rms the  b a sis o f the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms d e ve lo p e d  in la te r 

c ha p te rs in this the sis.  Tha t this c a n b e  c o nc e ive d  thro ug h ne two rks o f me a ning  

is imp o rta nt to  the  d e ve lo p ing  a rg ume nt tha t p a tte rns c a n b e  o b se rve d  to  

b e tte r a na lyse  p ro b le ms o f me a ning . 

 

3.5 Pa tte rn a nd Comple xity 

The  id e a  o f a  p a tte rn o f o rg a nisa tio n – a  c o nfig ura tio n o f re la tio nships 

c ha ra c te ristic  o f a  p a rtic ula r syste m – b e c a me  the  e xp lic it fo c us o f syste ms 

thinking  in c yb e rne tic s a nd  ha s b e e n a  c ruc ia l c o nc e p t e ve r sinc e . As we  ha ve  

se e n, fro m the  syste ms p o int o f vie w the  und e rsta nd ing  o f a ll syste ms b e g ins with 

the  und e rsta nd ing  o f the  p a tte rns whic h c o nne c t. Thro ug ho ut the  histo ry o f 

we ste rn sc ie nc e  a nd  p hilo so p hy the re  ha s b e e n a  te nsio n b e twe e n the  stud y o f 

sub sta nc e  (ma tte r) a nd  the  stud y o f fo rm (p a tte rn). The  stud y o f sub sta nc e  sta rts 

with the  q ue stio n, ‘ Wha t is it ma d e  o f? ’  The  stud y o f fo rm sta rts with the  q ue stio n, 

                                                 
2 Lemke often italicises this word to highlight his point. 
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‘ Wha t is its p a tte rn? ’  Just wha t the se  p a tte rns mig ht me a n, a nd  ho w we  stud y 

the m is so me thing  tha t ha s p e rp le xe d  the  sc ie ntific  a nd  ind e e d  the  p hilo so p hic  

c o mmunity fo r ma ny c e nturie s (Ca p ra , 1994).  

One  o f the  ma in the me s in this the sis is tha t the  ke y to  a  c o mp re he nsive  the o ry 

o f a ny syste m lie s in the  synthe sis o f tho se  two  ve ry d iffe re nt a p p ro a c he s: the  

stud y o f sub sta nc e  (o r ma tte r) a nd  the  stud y o f fo rm (struc ture  o r p a tte rn). In the  

stud y o f ma tte r we  me a sure  a nd  we ig h thing s. Pa tte rns, ho we ve r, c a nno t b e  

me a sure d  o r we ig he d ; the y must b e  ma p p e d . To  und e rsta nd  a  p a tte rn we  must 

ma p  a  c o nfig ura tio n o f re la tio nship s. In o the r wo rd s, ma tte r invo lve s q ua ntitie s, 

while  p a tte rn invo lve s q ua litie s. Ye t a s Ca sti (1994) p o ints o ut, p a tte rns c a n b e  

d iffic ult to  d e sc rib e  a nd  e ve n ha rd e r to  re c o g nise  (p . 17). This is b e c a use  e ve n 

tho ug h the  b a sic  b uild ing  b lo c ks o r c o mp o ne nts o f the  syste m ma y re ma in 

sta tic , the ir re la tio nship  with o the r a re a s in the  syste m is d yna mic  a nd  ma y o nly 

b e  a va ila b le  a t c e rta in time s. 

The  stud y o f p a tte rn is c ruc ia l to  the  und e rsta nd ing  o f a ll syste ms b e c a use  

syste mic  p ro p e rtie s, a s we  ha ve  se e n, a rise  fro m the  p ro p e rtie s o f a  p a tte rn. 

Wha t is d e stro ye d  whe n a  living  o rg a nism is d isse c te d  is its pa tte rn. The  

c o mp o ne nts a re  still the re , b ut the  c o nfig ura tio n o f the  re la tio nship s a mo ng  

the m – the  p a tte rn – is d e stro ye d , a nd  the  o rg a nism d ie s. Mo st re d uc tio nist 

the o rie s b e c o me  c a p ture d  b y e mp iric ism a nd  fa il to  g ra sp  the  imp o rta nc e  o f 

p a tte rn (G le ic k, 1987; Ca sti, 1994; Ka uffma n, 1992; Wa ld ro p , 1992; Le win, 1992; 

Ro se n, 1991; Ca p ra , 1987, 2003). Altho ug h the  sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks c la ims so me  

inro a d s into  the  und e rsta nd ing  o f p a tte rning , tho se  a t the  va ng ua rd  o f re se a rc h 

a d mit the re  is still fa r to  g o  to wa rd s its a c c e p ta nc e  a s a  ma jo r d isc ip line  within 

the  stud y o f c o mp le x syste ms (Wa tts, 2003, p . 305).  

One  c o mp le x syste ms sc ie ntist who  se e s re c urring  p a tte rns a s c ritic a l to  

und e rsta nd ing  a ll na tura l p he no me na , inc lud ing  huma n b e ha vio ur, is Ste p he n 

Wo lfra m.  In sho rt, Wo lfra m's (1983, 2002) wo rk o n c e llula r a uto ma ta  la rg e ly 

c o nsists o f c a lc ula ting  the  e ntro p y o f c o nfig ura tio ns g e ne ra te d  b y d iffe re nt 

rule s, a nd  sa ying  tha t, while  the  rule s a re  simp le , the  p a tte rns the y p o te ntia lly 

g e ne ra te  a re  c o mp le x a nd  intrig uing . The  g ra p hic  b e lo w (Fig ure  3.3) 

d e mo nstra te s a  simp le  rule , thro ug h ma ny ite ra tio ns. 
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Fig ure  3.3 -  3- c olor tota listic  c e llula r a utoma ta  showing  re pe titive  a nd ne ste d 

be ha viour. 

                 (So urc e : Wo lfra m, 2002, p . 63) 

Wo lfra m's (2002) ke y te xt, A Ne w Kind o f Sc ie nc e , d e c la re s tha t the  fa ilure  o f 

mo d e rn sc ie nc e  to  a d d re ss the  na ture  a nd  d ime nsio n o f c o mp le xity in the  

na tura l wo rld  le d  him to  p ursue  his re se a rc h into  the  b e ha vio ur o f c e llula r 

a uto ma ta . At the  risk o f o ve r-simp lifying  his va st b o d y o f wo rk, e sse ntia lly, his 

the sis is tha t the  na tura l sc ie nc e s stud y 're g ula ritie s' b e c a use  the y c a n b e  e a sily 

o b se rve d  (Wo lfra m, 2002, p . 861). Whe n ma the ma tic s is a p p lie d  to  mo d e l the se  

re g ula ritie s it so me time s c re a te s unive rsa l la ws tha t g o ve rn the  b e ha vio ur o f 

na tura l syste ms, le a d ing  to  p re d ic tio ns a b o ut like  syste ms, a nd  e ve n the ir 

a d a p ta tio n to  no n-ma te ria l syste ms, like  o rg a nisa tio ns a nd  huma n b e ha vio ur. 

Ye t, a c c o rd ing  to  Wo lfra m (2002), the se  unive rsa l la ws ha ve  fa ile d  to  e xp la in the  

p a tte rns o f c o mp le xity, whic h ha ve  b e e n la rg e ly ig no re d  (p . 861). The  p o sitio n 

ta ke n b y Wo lfra m is d e mo nstra tive  o f the  d ic ho to my b e twe e n the  o ld  a nd  ne w 

p a ra d ig ms o f tho ug ht whic h, d e sp ite  ma ny ye a rs o f d e b a te , is no  c lo se r to  

b e ing  se ttle d . 

The  d e b a te  a b o ut the  sc ie ntific  re le va nc e  o f p a tte rn is ra ise d  he re  me re ly to  

illustra te  the  d e p th o f re se a rc h, a nd  a lso  to  a c kno wle d g e  tha t so me  o f the se  

c o nc e p ts a re  c o nd uc ive  to  the  the o risa tio n o f me a ning .  Wo lfra m's no tio n o f 

the  c o mp uta tio na l irre d uc ib ility o f so me  c o mp le x p a tte rns a lso  le nd s itse lf to  the  

c o nc e p tua lisa tio n o f me a ning  in this wa y.  Fo r e xa mp le , the re  a re  so me  id e a s 

tha t c a nno t b e  re d uc e d  to  simp le  se ma ntic s, a nd  d e fy so -c a lle d  ra tio na l 

e xp la na tio ns o f b e ha vio ur, suc h a s the  no tio n o f fa ith. So  to o , his p rinc ip le  o f 

c o mp uta tio na l e q uiva le nc e  whic h a sse rts tha t:  

[c o mp le x syste ms]…te nd  to  b e  e xa c tly e q uiva le nt in the ir c o mp uta tio na l 

so p histic a tio n. So  this me a ns tha t the re  is in the  e nd  no  d iffe re nc e  

halla
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b e twe e n the  le ve l o f c o mp uta tio na l so p histic a tio n tha t is a c hie ve d  b y 

huma ns a nd  b y a ll so rts o f o the r syste ms in na ture  a nd  e lse whe re  

(Wo lfra m, 2002, p . 844).   

Wo lfra m's p o int is tha t the  b e ha vio ur o f a ll c o mp le x syste ms, whe the r the y a re  

g a se s, the  huma n b ra in, a  b io lo g ic a l o rg a nism o r c e llula r a uto ma to n b ro a d ly 

c o rre sp o nd s to  a lg o rithmic  p a tte rning . This o f c o urse  c ha lle ng e s the  a ssump tio n 

tha t c o mp le x syste ms like  so c ia l p he no me na  a re  sp e c ia l b e c a use  Wo lfra m's 

p rinc ip le  o f c o mp uta tio na l e q uiva le nc e  d e mo nstra te s tha t a b stra c t syste ms like  

c e llula r a uto ma ta  c a n a c hie ve  e xa c tly the  sa me  le ve l o f c o mp uta tio na l 

so p histic a tio n. This is p re c ise ly why this a re a  is c o nte ntio us. Wha t the  p rinc ip le  o f 

c o mp uta tio na l e q uiva le nc e  e nc a p sula te s is b o th the  ultima te  p o we r a nd  the  

ultima te  we a kne ss o f sc ie nc e . Fo r it imp lie s tha t a ll the  wo nd e rs o f o ur unive rse  

c a n in e ffe c t b e  c a p ture d  b y simp le  rule s, ye t it sho ws the re  c a n b e  no  wa y to  

kno w a ll the  c o nse q ue nc e s o f the se  rule s, e xc e p t in e ffe c t to  wa tc h a nd  se e  

ho w the y unfo ld  (Wo lfra m, 2002, p . 846).  

Ap p lying  this p rinc ip le  to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning , the re  a re  p a tte rns o f 

c o nne c tio n b e twe e n c e rta in me a ning s, so me  o f whic h a re  se lf-e vid e nt a nd  

so me  c o nting e nt o n o the r me a ning s. Ye t, the  simple  rule s, o r unive rsa ls 

a c c e p te d , fo r e xa mp le , a s the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , a re  o fte n impo ssib le  

to  inte rp re t b e c a use  we  c a nno t g e t b e yo nd  the  d isc o urse  o f wha t we  se e k to  

o b se rve .  In o the r wo rd s, the  p a tte rns e xist, b ut we  o nly se e  p a rt o f the m 

b e c a use  we  a re  e ithe r to o  fa r a wa y fro m the ir 're a c h' o r we  a re  so  c lo se  tha t 

we  c a nno t se p a ra te  me a ning  fro m o ur o wn e xp e rie nc e  o f it. This is why it is 

the o rising  me a ning  a s a  d yna mic  syste m, ra the r tha n a  c o nc e p t in sta sis, ma y 

e na b le  us to  d ra w up o n the  p a tte rns tha t e me rg e  to  b e tte r und e rsta nd  ho w 

the y a re  ne two rke d  to  o the r me a ning s. Also  a t issue  is the  id e a  o f 

institutio na lise d  me a ning s. Onc e  a c c e p te d  a s a  p a tte rn o f b e ha vio ur (o r 

und e rsta nd ing ), the  e ne rg y re q uire d  to  re ta in a nd  p re se rve  the se  me a ning s is 

le ss tha n the  e ne rg y ne e d  to  q ue stio n o r re mo ve  the m. Be c a use  it is e a sie r to  

a c c e p t, institutio na lise d  me a ning s, o r the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , ma ke  

ind ivid ua ls le ss c a p a b le  (b e c a use  the y a re  a rg ua b ly le ss e ne rg e tic ) o f 

a c c e p ting  o the r p o ssib ilitie s. This is why fa d s a nd  fa shio ns d e ve lo p  p e rsua sive  

p a tte rns (o r me a ning  syste ms) tha t a ttra c t o r c o -o p t fo llo we rs. This thre a d  will b e  

e la b o ra te d  furthe r in Pa rt 2 o f this the sis. 

 

3.6 The  Re la tionship be twe e n Ne tworks a nd Pa tte rns 

Ha ving  a pp re c ia te d  the  imp o rta nc e  o f p a tte rn fo r the  und e rsta nd ing  o f life , we  

c a n no w a sk: Is the re  a  c o mmo n p a tte rn o f o rg a nisa tio n tha t c a n b e  id e ntifie d  
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in a ll living  syste ms?  One  o f the  mo st imp o rta nt p ro p e rtie s o f a  living  syste m is 

tha t it is a  ne two rk p a tte rn. Whe ne ve r we  e nc o unte r living  syste ms – o rg a nisms, 

p a rts o f o rg a nisms, o r c o mmunitie s o f o rg a nisms – we  c a n o b se rve  tha t the ir 

c o mp o ne nts a re  a rra ng e d  in ne two rk fa shio n. Whe ne ve r we  lo o k a t life , we  lo o k 

a t p a tte rn a nd  we  lo o k a t ne two rks. As Wa tts (2003) o b se rve s: 

By sp e c ifying  p re c ise ly ho w  c o nne c te d  syste ms a re  c o nne c te d , a nd  b y 

d ra wing  e xp lic it re la tio nships b e twe e n the  struc ture  o f re a l ne two rks a nd  

the  b e ha vio ur (like  e p id e mic s, fa d s, a nd  o rg a nisa tio na l ro b ustne ss) o f the  

syste ms the y c o nne c t, the  sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks c a n he lp  us und e rsta nd  o ur 

wo rld . (p . 303) 

The  re c o g nitio n tha t ne two rks a nd  p a tte rning  c o uld  b e  imp o rta nt in 

und e rsta nd ing  the  b e ha vio ur o f living  syste ms c a me  into  sc ie nc e  in the  1920s, 

whe n e c o lo g ists b e g a n to  stud y fo o d  we b s. So o n a fte r tha t, re c o g nising  the  

ne two rk a s the  g e ne ra l p a tte rn o f life , syste ms thinke rs e xte nd e d  the  ne two rk 

mo d e ls to  mo re  c o mp le x le ve ls. Cyb e rne tic ists, in p a rtic ula r, trie d  to  und e rsta nd  

the  b ra in a s a  ne ura l ne two rk a nd  d e ve lo p e d  sp e c ia l ma the ma tic a l te c hniq ue s 

to  a na lyse  its p a tte rns. Fo r e xa mp le , the  who le  b ra in c a n b e  d ivid e d  into  

sub se c tio ns, o r sub ne two rks, whic h c o mmunic a te  with e a c h o the r in ne two rk 

fa shio n. All this re sults in intric a te  p a tte rns o f inte rtwine d  we b s, ne two rks ne sting  

within la rg e r ne two rks (Va re la  e t a l. in Ca p ra , 1996, p . 82). This p a rtic ula r me tho d  

o f vie wing  c o mp le xity a t wo rk ha s a lso  b e e n use d  b y tho se  suc h a s C illie rs (1998) 

who  use s ne ura l ne two rks to  d e mo nstra te  a sp e c ts o f huma n inte ra c tio n. 

The  fo ur ke y p ro p e rtie s o f ne two rks a re  id e ntifie d  thro ug ho ut the  lite ra ture  a s: 

1. no nline a rity;  

2. fe e d b a c k; 

3. re la tio nship s; a nd  

4. time . 

Be c a use  ne two rks o f c o mmunic a tio n ma y g e ne ra te  fe e d b a c k lo o p s, the y ma y 

a c q uire  the  a b ility to  re g ula te  the mse lve s. Fo r e xa mp le , a  c o mmunity tha t 

ma inta ins a n a c tive  ne two rk o f c o mmunic a tio n will le a rn fro m its mista ke s, 

b e c a use  the  c o nse q ue nc e s o f a  mista ke  will sp re a d  thro ug ho ut the  ne two rk 

a nd  re turn to  the  so urc e  a lo ng  fe e d b a c k lo o p s, suc h a s sto ry-te lling . Thus, the  

c o mmunity c a n c o rre c t its mista ke s, re g ula te  itse lf, a nd  re o rg a nise  itse lf b y 

c o mp a ring  a nd  c o ntra sting  c urre nt b e ha vio urs with tha t o f the  p a st (e ithe r 

fa vo ura b le  o r no t). Ind e e d , se lf-o rg a nisa tio n ha s e me rg e d  a s p e rha p s the  

c e ntra l c o nc e p t in the  syste ms vie w o f life , a nd  like  the  c o nc e p ts o f fe e d b a c k 

a nd  se lf-re g ula tio n, it is linke d  c lo se ly with ne two rks. The  p a tte rn o f life , 

a c c o rd ing  to  Ca p ra  (1996, p . 82), is a  ne two rk p a tte rn c a p a b le  o f se lf-

o rg a nisa tio n. And  a s Wa tts (2003) p o ints o ut thro ug ho ut his te xt, whilst 
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ma the ma tic s, mo d e lling , c a lc ula tio n a nd  c a lib ra tio n a re  p ro d uc ing  c o nc e p ts 

like  ra nd o m g ro wth, p e rc o la tio n the o ry, p ha se  tra nsitio ns, a nd  unive rsa lity in the  

ne w sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks, the  ma p  o f this te rrito ry is inc o mp le te  witho ut the  input 

o f o the r d isc ip line s like  e c o no mic s a nd  so c io lo g y whic h o ve rla y a nd  o rg a nise  

the  c o mp o ne nts within the m. To  this list must b e  a d d e d  c o nte mp la tio n a b o ut 

me a ning , e p iste mo lo g ic a l a nd  o nto lo g ic a l fra me wo rks. Thus, the o rising  a nd  

mo d e lling  b io lo g ic a l, p hysic a l a nd  so c ia l ne two rks re ve a ls p a tte rns o f 

c o nne c tio n tha t, a ltho ug h ma y b e  d iffic ult to  e xp la in, re ve a l p o te ntia l fo r 

p re d ic ting  future  sta te s. This the sis p ro p o se s tha t if this sa me  the o risa tio n is 

a p p lie d  to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning , the  p a tte rns e xp o se d  ma y re ve a l a n 

a lte rna tive  to  ra tio na list o r e mpiric ist a p p ro a c he s. One  o f the  p a ths thro ug h this 

the o re tic a l ma ze  is to  furthe r e xp lo re  the  d ic ho to my b e twe e n fo rm a nd  p a tte rn; 

sub sta nc e  a nd  ma tte r. 

 

 3.7 Form a nd pa tte rn; substa nc e  a nd ma tte r 

The  te nsio n b e twe e n me c ha nism a nd  ho lism is a n ine vita b le  c o nse q ue nc e  o f 

the  a nc ie nt d ic ho to my b e twe e n sub sta nc e  (ma tte r, struc ture , q ua ntity) a nd  

fo rm (p a tte rn, o rd e r, q ua lity). It is this d ic ho to my tha t c a use s the  strug g le  in 

inte lle c tua l c o mmunitie s b e twe e n wha t is c o nsid e re d  re le va nt a nd  wha t is no t; 

the  mic ro  a nd  the  ma c ro ; the  line a r ve rsus the  no nline a r; sub sta nc e  a nd  fo rm.  

Aristo tle  wa s the  first b io lo g ist in the  we ste rn tra d itio n to  d isting uish b e twe e n 

ma tte r a nd  fo rm b ut a t the  sa me  time  linke d  the  two  thro ug h the  p a ssa g e  o f 

time  a nd  the  p ro c e ss o f d e ve lo p me nt. Unlike  his te a c he r Pla to , Aristo tle  

b e lie ve d  tha t fo rm ha d  no  se p a ra te  e xiste nc e  b ut wa s imma ne nt in ma tte r – 

tha t ma tte r c a nno t e xist witho ut fo rm. Aristo tle ’ s vie w o f ma tte r c o nta ins the  

e sse ntia l na ture  o f a ll thing s, b ut o nly a s a  ‘ p o te ntia lity’ . By me a ns o f ‘ fo rm’ , this 

e sse nc e  b e c o me s re a l a nd  c a p a b le  o f b e ing  o b se rve d  a nd  stud ie d  a nd  

c a p a b le  o f a d a p ting . In this se nse , Aristo tle ’ s c a te g o rie s a tte mp te d  to  c la ssify 

the  sub sta nc e  in o rd e r to  und e rsta nd  the  fo rm b y c o mp a ring  b o th fo rm a nd  

ma tte r. As p re vio usly d isc usse d , this vie w o f sc ie ntific  d isc ip line s, me ta p hysic s, 

e thic s a nd  p o litic s a s b e ing  e xp lic a b le  thro ug h a  fo rma l syste m o f lo g ic  a nd  a  

se t o f unifying  p rinc ip le s, d o mina te d  thinking  fo r mo re  tha n two  tho usa nd  ye a rs.   

The  g re a t sho c k fo r twe ntie th c e ntury sc ie nc e , a c c o rd ing  to  Ca p ra  (1996), ha s 

b e e n tha t who le  syste ms c a nno t b e  und e rsto o d  b y a na lysis a lo ne . The  

p ro p e rtie s o f the  p a rts a re  no t intrinsic  p ro p e rtie s, b ut c a n b e  und e rsto o d  o nly 

within the  c o nte xt o f the  la rg e r who le . Thus, the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n the  p a rts 

a nd  the  who le  ha s b e e n re ve rse d . In the  syste ms a p p ro a c h the  p ro p e rtie s o f the  

p a rts c a n b e  und e rsto o d  o nly fro m the  o rg a nisa tio n o f the  who le . Ac c o rd ing ly, 
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syste ms thinking  c o nc e ntra te s no t o n b a sic  b uild ing  b lo c ks, b ut o n b a sic  

p rinc ip le s o f o rg a nisa tio n. Syste ms thinking  in this se nse , is ‘ c o nte xtua l’  - the  

o p p o site  o f a na lytic a l ra tio na l thinking . Ana lysis me a ns ta king  so me thing  a p a rt 

in o rd e r to  und e rsta nd  it; syste ms thinking  me a ns p utting  it into  the  c o nte xt o f 

the  la rg e r who le . Suc h thing s a s p a tte rn a nd  o rg a nising  re la tio ns a re  just a s 

imp o rta nt a s the  a g e nts a nd  c o mp o ne nts o f the  syste m itse lf (Ca p ra , 1996, p p . 

28-30).  

Ta b le  3.2 p ro vid e s a no the r e xa mp le  o f this a p p ro a c h, in te rms o f d isc o urse . It is 

re fle c te d  o n d iffe re nt sc a le s b y ma ny te xts tha t a p p ly syste ms thinking  to  so me  

fo rm o f so c ia l b e ha vio ur. 

 

Ta ble  3.2: Tra ditiona l a nd e me rg ing  pe rspe c tive s of c omple xity 
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        (So urc e : De nt, 1999, p . 15) 

As sug g e ste d  in this ta b le , the  c o mp a riso ns d ra wn re info rc e  the  a nc ie nt 

d ic ho to my b e twe e n p a tte rn a nd  ma tte r, fo rm a nd  sub sta nc e . Ma ny 

p e rmuta tio ns a nd  c o mb ina tio ns o f this ta b le  e xist in sc ho la rly jo urna ls a nd  te xts, 

whe re  the  a c c o mp a nying  d e sc rip to rs to  suc h ta b le s p ro vid e  va rio us 

re c o mme nd a tio ns a b o ut ho w to  c o nve rt fro m the  sta te s o n the  le ft sid e  to  tho se  

o n the  rig ht sid e . But mo stly the se  p re sc rip tio ns ne ve r re a c h a  synthe sis b e twe e n 

halla
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the  two  wo rld vie ws. The  a ssump tio n is tha t so me ho w the  sta te s o n the  rig ht sid e  

a re  sup e rio r o r p re fe ra b le  to  tho se  o n the  le ft. Othe rs ha ve  writte n a b o ut the  

time s in the  ‘ wild e rne ss’  (Ac ko ff, 1981) whe n the  tra d itio na l vie ws tra nsc e nd e d  

tho se  re p re se nte d  o n the  rig ht ha nd  sid e .  

Ho we ve r, it is c o nte nd e d  tha t b o th vie ws a re  c o mp le me nta ry. The  histo ry o f 

inte lle c tua l tho ug ht a c ro ss d isc ip line s is re fle c te d  in the  re a so ns why o ne  

wo rldvie w  do mina te s the  o the r, no t ho w to  b e  o ne  o r the  o the r. It is the  synthe sis 

b e twe e n the se  two  wo rld vie ws tha t is ke y to  und e rsta nd ing  mo st so c io c ultura l 

p he no me na : the  d ic ho to my b e twe e n sub sta nc e  a nd  fo rm, p a tte rn a nd  ma tte r, 

mind  a nd  b o d y. Ho w the y fit to g e the r, c o nne c t o r d isc o nne c t, is inte g ra l to  the  

p urp o se  o f e xp la ining , so c ia l p he no me na  e sp e c ia lly. Whe n we  fo c us o n the  

d ic ho to my b e twe e n the se  two  p o sitio ns, ra the r tha n o n the  p o sitio ns 

the mse lve s, a  ne w wo rld  o f p o ssib ility a nd  a na lysis o p e ns. Fo r e xa mp le , using  

o ne  o r the  o the r is no t ne c e ssa rily p ro d uc tive . Using  b o th vie ws to g e the r, 

c o nc e ntra ting  o n the  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n b e twe e n b o th sid e s, ho we ve r, is.  

As Ba te so n (1972) sug g e sts: 

 

… (my c o lle a g ue s in the  b e ha vio ura l sc ie nc e s) ha ve  trie d  to  b uild  the  

b rid g e  to  the  wro ng  ha lf o f the  a nc ie nt d ic ho to my b e twe e n fo rm a nd  

sub sta nc e . The  c o nse rva tive  la ws fo r e ne rg y a nd  ma tte r c o nc e rn 

sub sta nc e  ra the r tha n fo rm. But me nta l p ro c e ss, id e a s, c o mmunic a tio n, 

o rg a niza tio n, d iffe re ntia tio n, p a tte rn, a nd  so  o n, a re  ma tte rs o f fo rm ra the r 

tha n sub sta nc e . Within the  b o d y o f fund a me nta ls, tha t ha lf whic h d e a ls 

with fo rm ha s b e e n d ra ma tic a lly e nric he d  in the  la st thirty ye a rs b y the  

d isc o ve rie s o f c yb e rne tic s a nd  syste ms the o ry. (p . xxv) 

 

3.8 Comple xity a nd Knowle dg e  

One  o f the  mo st imp o rta nt b y-p ro d uc ts o f the  ne w sc ie nc e s is tha t c o mp le xity 

a ffirms the  id e a  tha t kno wle d g e  is no  lo ng e r simp le , no r line a r. Diffe re nt kind s o f 

kno wle d g e  o r d iffe re nt p o ints o f vie w d e sc rib e  d iffe re nt a sp e c ts o f p he no me na , 

whe the r the y a re  b io lo g ic a l, so c ia l o r c he mic a l. The  syste ms vie w c a p ture s this 

kno wle d g e  und e r va rio us d isc ip line s whic h a re  se e n to  wo rk to g e the r to  

d e sc rib e , c o nstruc t a nd  e ve n me a sure  o b je c ts sc ie ntific a lly. In this wa y wha t is 

b e ing  d e sc rib e d  o r vie we d  is the  who le , with the  p a rts inte rc o nne c ting  a nd  

wo rking  to g e the r to  ma ke  the  who le  (Che c kla nd , 1981; Churc hma n, 1968; 

He ylig he n, 1999). The  la ng ua g e  a nd  d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms g ive s us mo re  

to o ls to  d e sc rib e  une xp e c te d  p he no me na  a nd  the  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n tha t 

ma y b e  a t wo rk within tha t syste m, p a rtic ula rly whe n we  c o nsid e r so c ia l 

me a ning . 
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This the sis p ro p o se s tha t just a s a  c o mp le x syste ms a na lysis o ffe rs e xp la na tio ns 

a b o ut the  na tura l wo rld , the  sa me  c o nc e p ts ma y a lso  b e  a p p lie d  to  id e a tio na l 

sc he ma , suc h a s kno wle d g e , o r id e a s. Be c a use  kno wle d g e  o r e ve n 

und e rsta nd ing  o f a  p he no me no n re q uire s the  a ma ssing  to g e the r o f d iffe re nt 

se ts o f info rma tio n, a ll inte ra c ting  to  p ro vid e  a  c o g nitive  und e rsta nd ing , it c a n 

b e  se e n to  mirro r the  b e ha vio ur o f p he no me na  fro m the  na tura l wo rld . In o the r 

wo rd s, simp le  info rma tio n in itse lf (like  a n ine rt g a s) la c ks c o nte xt a nd  c a n b e  

witho ut va lue , b ut – c o mb ine d  with o the r se ts o f info rma tio n (o r p e rc e p tio ns, o r 

kno wle d g e ) – c a n p ro d uc e  und e rsta nd ing .  

We  c a n g o  furthe r to wa rd s e xp la ining  kno wle d g e  in te rms o f c o mp le x syste ms if 

we  e ng a g e  the  la ng ua g e  a nd  c o nc e p ts o f c o mp le x syste ms, suc h a s 

b ifurc a tio n a nd  a ttra c to rs. Fo r e xa mp le , the  id e a  tha t truth c a n b e  se e n a s a n 

a ttra c to r in a  c ha o tic  p ro c e ss o f c o lle c ting  a nd  a c c umula ting  kno wle d g e  

(Ca sti, 1994) c a n b e  furthe r d e ve lo p e d ; so  to o , the  p a rt tha t re lig io n mig ht p la y 

in sha p ing  why so c ie tie s b e ha ve  in a  c e rta in wa y.  A b ifurc a tio n ma y ma nife st 

a s a  wa r o n a c c e p te d  id e a ls b e c a use  ne w se ts o f so c ia l c o nd itio ns (fo r 

e xa mp le , unio niza tio n) ma y se rve  to  c ha lle ng e  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse .  

So me  kno wle d g e  c le a rly e sc a p e s a n e mpiric a l ta g  (truth, va lue s, e thic s, a nd  so  

o n), the re fo re  a  c o mp le x syste ms a p p ro a c h c a n b e  e ng a g e d  to  inc lud e  the  

ro le  o f the  o b se rve r a s o ne  o f the  ke y issue s d e a ling  with sub je c tivity a nd  

ind ivid ua l und e rsta nd ing . 

 

3.9  Ca ve a ts 

Altho ug h syste ms the o ry d e p e nd s up o n a n ‘ o rg a nic ’  me ta p ho r imp o rte d  fro m 

b io lo g y, it is no t a s rig o ro usly me a sure d , c a lc ula te d  a nd  a p p lie d  a s wo uld  b e  

e xp e c te d . In fa c t, so me  (C za rnia wska , 1997) se e  tha t the  wo rd  'syste m' ha s 

b e c o me  a  g ro ss me ta p ho r, whe re  the  o p e n syste ms me ta p ho r o f inp ut-

thro ug hp ut, o utp ut, fe e d b a c k c yc le s, d iffe re ntia tio n, a nd  inte g ra tio n is a  

re d uc tio nist se t o f c a te g o rie s, a nd  d e fe a ts the  ve ry p urp o se  it is d e sig ne d  fo r. In 

a d d itio n, the  se ma ntic  a rg ume nts a b o ut wha t 'syste m' ha s c o me  to  re p re se nt 

ha ve  b e c o me  e mb ro ile d  in a  p hilo so p hic a l c o nflic t b e twe e n tra d itio na l 

id e o lo g y (whic h c o nd e mns re ific a tio n o f huma ns) a nd  sc ie nc e  (whic h 

c e le b ra te s huma ns' p a rt in Isa a c  Ne wto n's no tio n o f the  c lo c kwo rk unive rse ). 

Othe rs (Turne r, 1997) o b se rve  tha t syste ms the o ry is a  g ro ss simp lific a tio n o f the  

multip lic ity o f inc o he re nc ie s, fra g me nta tio ns, a nd  p lura litie s, a nd  tha t p e o p le  

(a nd  ind e e d  the ir id e a s) c a nno t b e  tre a te d  a s a n a b stra c t o b je c t o r 

c o mp o ne nt o f tha t syste m. C illie rs (2000) is a lso  c ritic a l o f the  a p p lic a tio n o f 

c o mp le x syste ms to  so c ia l p he no me na , p a rtic ula rly in te rms o f mo d e lling , "we  
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c a nno t ma ke  simp le  mo d e ls o f c o mp le x syste ms" (p . 31). In mo re  c o mp le x 

mo d e ls o f c o urse , a s C illie rs (2000) p o ints o ut, “ it wo uld  b e  a s d iffic ult to  inte rp re t 

the  mo d e l a s to  inte rp re t the  syste m itse lf”  (p . 28). The  suite  o f syste ms the o rie s 

ha ve  "g e ne ra te d  mo re  tha n [the ir] fa ir sha re  o f misund e rsta nd ing s, c o nve nie nt 

myths, a nd  g ro ss misund e rsta nd ing s", o fte n p ro vid ing  sc ie ntific  le g itima c y fo r a  

ra ft o f sp e c ia l a g e nd a s within the  sc ie ntific  o r a c a d e mic  wo rld  (Eve , 1997, p . 

270).   

 

3.10    Conc lusion 

As with a ny (c o nte ntio us) the o ry, the re  is o ng o ing  d e b a te  in sc ie ntific  a nd  o the r 

inte lle c tua l c irc le s a b o ut ho w c o mp le x syste ms thinking  c a n b e  suc c e ssfully 

a p p lie d  to  a ny p he no me no n. Eve n within sc ie ntific  d isc ip line s, whe re  wid e st 

a c c e p ta nc e  o f its p ra c tic a l a pp lic a tio n ha s o c c urre d , c o mp le x syste ms thinking  

c o ntinue s to  b e  b o th la ud e d  fo r its inno va tive  no nline a r a p p ro a c h, a nd  re vile d  

b e c a use  it la c ks the  p re sc rip tive ne ss o f mo re  tra d itio na l, b ut re d uc tio nist 

a p p ro a c he s. So me  (C illie rs, 2000; Ric ha rd so n, 2004) b e lie ve  c o mp le x 

p he no me na  c a nno t b e  e ffe c tive ly mo d e lle d , while  o the rs (Wo lfra m, 2002) d o  

no t b e lie ve  the  mo d e lling  g o e s fa r e no ug h, a nd  c o ntinue  to  p ush the se  

b o und a rie s. Within the  limits o f re a so na b le  d e b a te  a b o ut ho w b e st to  a p p ly the  

p rinc ip le s tha t und e rlie  c o mp le x syste ms thinking , ho we ve r, the re  a re  a  numb e r 

o f ke y the me s, o r e le me nts tha t c a n b e  unive rsa lly a p p lie d  to  a ny no nline a r 

syste m, p a rtic ula rly so c ia l p he no me na .  

To  a p p ly c o mp le x syste ms thinking  to  so c ia l p he no me na  me a ns tha t first we  

ha ve  to  e le va te  it fro m a  d isc re te  p ro b le m o r issue  c o nfine d  b y la ng ua g e , 

id e o lo g y o r o the r a rtific ia l sc o p e  to  o ne  whe re  the  p he no me no n ma y b e  

intric a te ly c o nne c te d  a nd  ne two rke d  to  a  myria d  o f o the r simila r (o r va stly 

d iffe re nt) so c ia l p he no me na . Whe the r this is simp ly a  c ritic ism o f mo re  tra d itio na l 

a p p ro a c he s o f a na lysis o r whe the r it is b o rn o ut o f frustra tio n thro ug h la c k o f 

und e rsta nd ing , the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r is no  le ss sub je c tive  fro m e ithe r 

p e rsp e c tive .  

Also  d e sc rib e d  a s the  o ld  a nd  ne w p a ra d ig ms o f tho ug ht, c o uc hing  so c ia l 

p he no me na  in te rms o f c o mp le x syste ms p re se nts simila r c ha lle ng e s to  a na lysing  

p hysic a l o r ma te ria l syste ms und e r the  sa me  le ns. As no te d  a b o ve , b e ing  a b le  to  

und e rsta nd  o r a t le a st ma p  the  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n in the se  syste ms is simila r, 

fo r e xa mp le , to  Luhma nn’ s (1984) id e a  tha t the re  is func tio na l d iffe re ntia tio n o f 

me a ning .  Ac c e p ta nc e  tha t the re  c a n b e  no  a b so lute s o r unive rsa ls o ffe rs a  

p a rtia l e xp la na tio n o f this p o sitio n. Fo r if the re  a re  no  a b so lute s o r unive rsa ls the  

'sha d e s o f g ra y' a nd  re a lm o f 'p o ssib le s' e na b le s us to  p ush the  b o und a rie s o f 
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tra d itio na l a na lysis to  e nc o mp a ss a nd  a c c e p t tha t so c ia l me a ning  c a n ind e e d  

b e  infinite . Ho we ve r e mb ra c ing  a  me tho d  fo r a na lysis tha t ha s no  b o und a rie s is 

e q ua lly p ro b le ma tic  a s o ne  in whic h the  b o und a rie s a re  a rtific ia lly a nd  

une c e ssa rily re stric te d . The  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r o ffe rs re lie f fro m this so -c a lle d  

the o ry o f e ve rything , b e c a use  wha t a n ind ivid ua l se e s a s re le va nt to  a n a na lysis 

is inte g ra l to  ho w the y will und e rsta nd  a nd  c a p ture  a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m.  
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Chapter 4: Soc ioc ultura l Syste ms a s Comple x Me a ning  

Syste ms 

This c ha p te r synthe sise s the  re le va nt the me s fro m Cha pte rs 2 a nd 3 to  

a dva nc e  the  c o nc e p t o f 'c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms'. I p a rtic ula rly re fe r to  

the  the o rie s o f Humb e rto  Ma tura na  a nd Fra nsic so  Va re la , Nikla s Luhma nn, 

Do na ld Ca mp b e ll, Ja y Le mke , a nd Pa ul Cillie rs, who  ha ve  the o rise d the  

ne xus b e twe e n c o mp le x syste ms a nd so c io c ultura l syste ms. The  re le va nt 

the o rie s disc usse d in this c ha pte r a re  a uto p o ie sis, c ultura l e vo lutio n, 

e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y a nd so c ia l se mio tic s. Wha t the se  the o rie s ha ve  

in c o mmo n is the  link b e twe e n tra ditio na l so c io c ultura l the o ry a nd c o mp le x 

syste ms the o ry. Fo r e xa mp le , ma ny o f the se  the o rie s a ddre ss why so c ia l 

a nd c ultura l p ro p e rtie s ha ve  e me rg e d, wha t e c o lo g ic a l, de mo g ra p hic , 

te c hno lo g ic a l, a nd e c o no mic  fa c to rs mig ht ha ve  se t the  sta g e  fo r the ir 

a p p e a ra nc e , a nd ho w the y mig ht func tio na lly inte rre la te  with o the rs. The se  

the o rie s a lso  sug g e st ne w le nse s with whic h to  o b se rve  so c io c ultura l 

p he no me na , fo c using  o n the  p a tte rns o f re la tio nship s ra the r tha n simp ly 

wha t the y c o mp rise . Ho w this the o risa tio n a dva nc e s the  p ro b le m o f 

me a ning  will b e  a ddre sse d a t the  c o nc lusio n o f this c ha p te r. 

Also , it is hig hlig hte d in this c hap te r tha t the  ma jo r c o ntrib utio n the  ide a  o f 

a  c o mple x me a ning  syste m b ring s is tha t it p ro vide s a  struc ture d a c c o unt o f 

the  p ro c e ss o f me a ning  ma king  in a  so c ia l syste m. A fo rma l fra me wo rk fo r 

the  a na lysis o f me a ning  is no t de a lt with a de q ua te ly in e ithe r tra ditio na l, 

ra tio na l a ppro a c he s, no r fro m disc ip line s in the  ne w pa ra dig m o f tho ug ht. 

This c ha p te r intro duc e s a  six-p ha se  mo de l o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms to  

a ddre ss this p o sitio n. 

 

 

4.1  Introduc tion 

Fo r a t le a st the  la st thre e  d e c a d e s, the  sc ie nc e s o f c o mp le xity o r 'no nline a r 

d yna mic a l syste ms the o ry' a s G ua ste llo  (1995) te rms it, ha ve  b e e n inc re a sing ly 

a p p lie d  to  e xp la in so c io c ultura l p he no me na . Co mp le x syste ms thinking  ha s 

b e e n a p p lie d  to  ma ny so c io c ultura l p he no me na  - fro m und e rsta nd ing  the  

b e ha vio ur o f ind ivid ua ls, g ro up s a nd  institutio ns to  sug g e sting  p re d ic tio n mo d e ls 

fo r the  e c o no my a nd  future  urb a n p la nning .  So me  thinke rs, like  Po nd y (1976), 

ha ve  sug g e ste d  d e ta ile d  fra me wo rks whic h b uild  up o n e a rlie r mo d e ls (Bo uld ing , 
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1968) o f hie ra rc hy o f syste m c o mp le xity. Orig ina lly p re se nte d  in 1956, Bo uld ing   

id e ntifie d  nine  le ve ls o f syste m c o mp le xity.  The  fo llo wing  is a  b le nd ing  o f 

Bo uld ing 's a nd  Po nd 's le ve ls fro m the  sa me  a rtic le : 

Le ve l 1    - Fra me wo rks (g e o g ra p hy a nd  a na to my o f the  unive rse , 

na rra tive  ma p s, sto ry-te lling ) 

Le ve l 2 - C lo c kwo rks (simp le  ma c hine s, the o re tic a l struc ture  o f 

p hysic s, c he mistry a nd  e c o no mic s) 

Le ve l 3 - Co ntro l Syste ms (the rmo sta ts, tra nsmissio n a nd  

inte rp re ta tio ns o f info rma tio n) 

Le ve l 4 - Op e n Syste ms (Se lf-ma inta ining , se lf-re p ro d uc ing ) 

Le ve l 5 - Org a nic  Syste ms (b lue -p rinte d  g ro wth syste ms, p la nts – 

d ivisio n a mo ng  la b o ur c e lls) 

Le ve l 6  - Ima g e  Syste ms (sp e c ia lise d  info rma tio n re c e p to rs; 'b ra in' – 

re c e ip t o f info rma tio n le a d ing  to  a n ima g e ) 

Le ve l 7  - Symb o l Pro c e ssing  Syste ms (se lf-c o nsc io us la ng ua g e  use rs, 

huma n a wa re ne ss o f wha t the y kno w) 

Le ve l 8 - Ne two rk (multi-c e p ha lo us syste ms, so c ia l o rg a nisa tio n) 

Le ve l 9 - Syste ms o f Unsp e c ifie d  Co mp le xity 

(Bo uld ing , K., 1968 in Po nd y, L.R. 1976, 'C la ssic  Pa p e r Se rie s', ECO Jo urna l, 

2005, Vo l. 7 p p . 121-122) 

Ye t fo r a ll the  p ro mise  o f the se  e a rly fra me wo rks fo r mo d e lling  c o mp le x syste ms, 

it wo uld  se e m we  ha ve  no t p ro g re sse d  b e yo nd  the  sc o p e  o f the  the o ry, o the r 

tha n to  e ng a g e  sup e rc o mp ute rs fo r mo d e lling  ne ura l ne two rks, c e llula r 

a uto ma ta  a nd  c o mp le x ma the ma tic a l a lg o rithms. This is the  re a so n why this 

the o re tic a l p a th is to  b e  a p p ro a c he d  with c a utio n. Ye t, a t the  sa me  time , the  

limits o f mo re  tra d itio na l re se a rc h me tho d s into  huma n so c ia l syste ms, thro ug h 

suc h te c hniq ue s a s sta tistic a l a na lysis, a nd  c o d ific a tio n o f d a ta , ha ve  e me rg e d  

b e c a use  o f the  o fte n ra nd o m, no nline a r, unp re d ic ta b le  na ture  o f ma ny 

p ro b le ms in this a re a .  Fo r e xa mp le , the  ina b ility to  e sta b lish the  c ha in o f c a usa l 

c o nne c tio n b e twe e n wha t is o b se rve d  a nd  wha t is e xp e rie nc e d  se e ms to  b e  

b e tte r p la c e d  in the  sc ie nc e s o f c o mp le xity b e c a use  o f its fuzzy lo g ic , 

imp re c ise ne ss a nd  la c k o f c le a r b o und a rie s. Whilst ma ny thinke rs (fo r e xa mp le , 

Csa nyi & Ka mpis, 1987; Ma nd e lb ro t, 1987; Nic o lis & Prig o g ine , 1989; Kie l, 1998; 

Ma tthe ws, 1999; Me rry, 1997; Le e , 1997; Sta c e y, 1999,2000, 2002) se e  c o mp le x 

syste ms d isc o urse  a s inje c ting  ne w life  into  the  e xa mina tio n o f huma n 

so c io c ultura l syste ms b y c re a ting  ne w p a ra d ig ms, o the rs (Turne r, 1997;  

Mc Ke lve y, 2001) c a utio n a g a inst the  fa d d ish a p p lic a tio n o f c o mp le x syste ms 
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the o ry to  so c ia l syste ms, p a rtic ula rly o rg a nisa tio ns.  Turne r (1997) o ffe rs a  

sc e p tic a l vie w o f the  re le va nc e  o f c o mp le xity the o ry in the  so c ia l sc ie nc e s:  

Po stmo d e rn sc ie nc e  so me time s a p p e a rs to  b e  little  mo re  tha n a  wa y o f using  

c o nc e p ts suc h a s no nline a rity a nd  c ha o s to  sup p o rt Ne w Ag e  ma g ic a l thinking  

o r the  a nimus o f p o litic a l inte re st g ro up s. Suc h stra te g ic  misinte rp re ta tio ns o f 

le g itima te  sc ie ntific  id e a s a re  no t ne w – e vo lutio na ry the o ry wa s use d  to  

sup p o rt d e te rministic  vie ws o f huma n na ture  a nd  huma n histo ry, re la tivity wa s 

use d  to  sup p o rt mo ra l re la tivism, a nd  q ua ntum the o ry wa s use d  to  sup p o rt 

ra nd o m o r a le a to ry the o rie s o f c re a tivity a nd  inno va tio n. (Turne r in Eve , Ho rsfa ll 

a nd  Le e , 1997, p . xi) 

Furthe r, Turne r b e lie ve s the re  a re  te rrito ria l issue s a sso c ia te d  with the  o wne rship  

o f c o mp le x syste ms, a ll p ro p o ne nts c o mpe titive ly vying  fo r the  c la im to  b e ing  

the  ‘ p ure  d isc ip line ’ , a nd  susp ic io ns a b o und ing  in the  sc ie ntific  c o mmunity 

a b o ut ho w the  sc ie nc e  is a p p lie d . This ha s p ro vid e d  wha t Turne r (1997) se e s a s 

la rg e  d ivisio ns:  

… b e twe e n tho se  who  stud y ‘ d e te rministic  c ha o s’  a nd  tho se  who  a llo w a n 

e le me nt o f the  ra nd o m into  the  p ic ture ; b e twe e n tho se  who  b e lie ve  it c a n b e  

use ful o nly whe n stric tly c o nfine d  to  ma the ma tic a l d e sc rip tio ns a nd  tho se  who  

ho ld  tha t it ma rks the  o ne -wa y b rid g e  fro m ma th into  p hysic a l re a lity; b e twe e n 

tho se  who  se e  it a s so me thing  tha t c a n ta ke  p la c e  within the  tra d itio na l 

fra me wo rk o f sp a c e  a s we  und e rsta nd  it a nd  tho se  who  fe e l it d e ma nd s ne w 

d e finitio ns o f sp a c e  itse lf; b e twe e n tho se  who  re g a rd  the  fie ld  a s re c o nc ila b le  

with c la ssic a l no tio ns o f time  a s a  sp a c e like  d ime nsio n a nd  tho se  who  se e  it a s 

a  ne w p ie c e  o f c o nte nt within sc ie nc e  a nd  tho se  who  re g a rd  it a s imp lying  

mo d ific a tio ns in sc ie ntific  me tho d ; b e twe e n tho se  who  se e  it a s a  sup p le me nt 

to  the  me c ha nism o f e vo lutio n a nd  tho se  who  re g a rd  e vo lutio n itse lf a s a  

sp e c ia l c a se  o f no nline a r e me rg e nc e ; a nd  b e twe e n tho se  who  se e  it a s a  

c o nfirma tio n o f huma n fre e d o m a nd  re sp o nsib ility a nd  tho se  who  se e  it a s 

a no the r sc ie ntific  re d uc tio n o f the  huma n to  the  me c ha nistic . (Turne r in Eve , 

Ho rsfa ll a nd  Le e , 1997, p . xii) 

Ne ve rthe le ss, no n-line a r mo d e lling  o f so c ia l syste ms is a lso  b e ing  inc re a sing ly 

p ursue d , p a rtic ula rly a g e nt-b a se d  simula tio n (Gilb e rt a nd  Tro itzsc h, 1999; Co nte  

e t a l., 1997; G ilb e rt a nd  Co nte , 1995; Ric ha rd so n, 1991). It wo uld  se e m tha t the  

c o mp le xity sc ie nc e s ma y b e  we ll-suite d  to  a d d re ss a re a s whe re  the re  is inhe re nt 

c o ntro ve rsy, p a ra d o x a nd  e q uivo c a lity in e xp la na tio ns o f so c ia l p he no me na . As 

Turne r (1997) o b se rve s: 

… the  p o we r o f the  ne w sc ie nc e  ma y b e  p re c ise ly tha t it o ffe rs inte llig ib le  wa ys 

o f o b ta ining  d e te rministic  syste ms, sp a c e  o ut o f ma the ma tic a l lo g ic , irre ve rsib le  

time  o ut o f re ve rsib le  sp a c e , sc ie ntific  me tho d  o ut o f sc ie ntific  c o nte nt, living  

syste ms o ut o f no nliving  ma tte r, a nd  huma n fre e d o m o ut o f b io c ultura l 

ne c e ssity. (p . xii)  

To  e xp a nd  o n the  c o nc e p ts ra ise d  in the  p re vio us c ha p te r, it is p ro p o se d  tha t a  

synthe sis b e twe e n the  to o ls fro m c o mp le xity sc ie nc e  a nd  the o re tic a l 

me tho d o lo g ie s o f tra d itio na l me tho d s o f so c io c ultura l c ritiq ue  ma y ha ve  the  

c a p a c ity to  o ffe r inno va tive  e xp la na tio ns o f so c ia l p he no me na  b e c a use  suc h 
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synthe sis intro d uc e s sc ie ntific  d isc o urse , p re vio usly o ff-limits to  the  a na lysis o f 

huma n so c ia l syste ms. 

Imp o rta ntly, the  fina l se c tio n o f this c ha p te r a d va nc e s the  d e ve lo p me nt o f the  

id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms. But first we  ne e d  to  e xa mine  a n imp o rta nt 

the o re tic a l ste p  to  a  fo rma l c o nc e p tua lisa tio n o f so c ia l syste ms b a se d  o n the  

sc ie nc e  o f syste ms the o ry, in p a rtic ula r b io lo g ic a l syste ms. 

 

4.2 Autopoie sis – c ompa ring  living  syste ms to  soc ia l syste ms  

The  c o nc e p t o f a uto p o ie sis b e g a n a s a  to o l o f sc ie nc e , in p a rtic ula r o f b io lo g y, 

b ut q uic kly sp re a d  to  a re a s a s d ive rse  a s so c io lo g y, p syc ho the ra p y, 

ma na g e me nt, a nthro p o lo g y, a nd  o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur. The  ro o ts o f 

a uto p o ie tic  the o ry b e g a n in the  e a rly 1970s whe n two  Chile a n sc ie ntists, 

Humb e rto  Ma tura na  a nd  Fra nc isc o  Va re la  p o se d  the  fo llo wing  q ue stio n: ‘ To  

wha t e xte nt c a n huma n so c ia l p he no me no lo g y b e  e xp la ine d  in te rms o f 

b io lo g ic a l p he no me no lo g y? ’  In o the r wo rd s, c a n we  d e sc rib e  huma n so c ia l 

b e ha vio ur b y o b se rving  the  b e ha vio ur o f na tura l syste ms?  Ma ny thinke rs 

thro ug h the  a g e s, a c ro ss a  ra ng e  o f d isc ip line s, ha ve  se a rc he d  fo r a n a nswe r to  

this q ue stio n. Ho we ve r, Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la  we re  p ro b a b ly the  first to  

c o mp re he nsive ly a nd  fo rma lly unite  a n o rg a nic  syste ms vie w with so c io c ultura l 

p e rsp e c tive s using  c o nte mp o ra ry sc ie ntific , the o re tic a l p a rla nc e .3  

Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la  (1980) c o nte nd  tha t “ a uto po ie sis is ne c e ssa ry a nd  

suffic ie nt to  c ha ra c te rise  the  o rg a nisa tio n o f living  syste ms”  (p . xviii). The y c la im 

the  re ve rse  c a n a lso  b e  a sse rte d : tha t if a n e ntity is c ha ra c te rise d  b y se lf-

p ro d uc ing  o rg a nisa tio n, it is re c o g nise d  a s a  “ living  syste m” (pp . 9-11, p p . 82-84). 

Auto p o ie tic  syste ms a re  syste ms: 

… tha t a re  d e fine d  a s unitie s, a s ne two rks o f p ro d uc tio ns o f c o mp o ne nts, tha t 

re c ursive ly thro ug h the ir inte ra c tio ns, g e ne ra te  a nd  re a lise  the  ne two rk tha t 

p ro d uc e s the m a nd  c o nstitute , in the  sp a c e  in whic h the y e xist, the  b o und a rie s 

o f the  ne two rk a s c o mp o ne nts tha t p a rtic ip a te  in the  re a lisa tio n o f the  ne two rk. 

(Ma tura na , 1981, p . 21) 

Othe r the o rists, suc h a s Luhma nn (1982, 1986, 1995), Brie r (1995, 1996), Whita ke r 

(1993, 1994, 1995), Ming e rs (1994), G ra ha m a nd  Mc Ke nna  (1999) a nd  Ma rio tti 

(2000), b e lie ve  a uto p o ie sis d isting uishe s a  g e ne ra l the o ry o f se lf-re fe re ntia l 

syste ms a nd  o ffe rs a  le ss a b stra c t wa y o f d iffe re ntia ting  b e twe e n living  syste ms 

(c e lls, b ra ins, o rg a nisms, e tc .), c o g nitive  syste ms a nd  so c ia l syste ms (so c ie tie s, 

o rg a nisa tio ns, inte ra c tio ns). Be c a use  o f Ma tura na 's a nd  Va re la 's d e finitio n, a ll 

                                                 
3 Auto p o ie sis is no t the  o nly c o nte mp o ra ry b io lo g ic a lly-b a se d  a p p ro a c h.  Out o f ma ny, o ne  

c o uld  a lso  inc lude  Csa nyi a nd  Ka mp is' a uto g e ne sis, Swe nso n's a uto c a ta kine sis, a nd  e ve n 

Ca p ra ’ s re nd itio n o f the  Ga ia  hyp o the sis.     
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the se  syste ms c a n b e  te rme d  a uto p o ie tic , thus p ro vid ing  a  c o nsiste nt wa y to  

c la ssify tho se  syste ms.  Fo r if we  c a n se e  tha t a ll living  syste ms ha ve  c e rta in 

c ha ra c te ristic s suc h a s se lf-o rg a nisa tio n, the y a re  c o nsiste nt with a uto p o ie tic  

syste ms whic h a re  o p e ra tio na lly c lo se d  a nd  re ly o n the  ne two rks o f o p e ra tio ns 

tha t c o me  fo rth to  c re a te  the m. Altho ug h e a c h o f the se  the o rists se e s tha t 

a uto p o ie tic  the o ry is mo re  a b o ut o p e ra tio ns tha n the  o b se rva tio n o f syste ms 

the mse lve s, d isting uishing  b e twe e n d iffe re nt typ e s o f syste m o r d iffe re nt mo d e s 

o f re a lisa tio n o f a uto p o ie sis is g ive n va rying  e mp ha sis in the ir wo rks. 

Ne ve rthe le ss, the  c o mmo n thre a d  fo r tho se  writing  a b o ut the  c o nc e p t is tha t 

a uto p o ie sis o ffe rs a  p a ra sc ie ntific  a p p ro a c h, me rg ing  a t le a st thre e  p a ra d ig ms 

(sc ie nc e , in p a rtic ula r b io lo g y, p syc ho lo g y a nd  so c io lo g y), to  o ffe r ne w 

p e rsp e c tive s a nd  a  ne w d isc o urse  to  e xp la in a  ra ng e  o f so c io c ultura l 

p he no me na . 

Ho we ve r, a s Luhma nn (1986) c a utio ns:  

… this kind  o f a p p ro a c h is usa b le  o nly if we  a re  p re p a re d  to  a c c e p t its a nti-

Aristo te lia n p re mise  tha t so c ia l syste ms, a nd  e ve n p syc hic  syste ms, a re  no t living  

syste ms. The  c o nc e p t o f a uto p o ie tic  c lo sure  itse lf re q uire s this the o re tic a l 

d e c isio n, a nd  le a d s to  a  sha rp  d istinc tio n b e twe e n me a ning  a nd  life  a s 

d iffe re nt kind s o f a uto p o ie tic  o rg a nisa tio n; a nd  me a ning -using  syste ms a g a in 

ha ve  to  b e  d isting uishe d  a c c o rd ing  to  whe the r the y use  c o nsc io usne ss o r 

c o mmunic a tio n a s mo d e s o f me a ning -b a se d  re p ro d uc tio n (p a ra . 12).  

Auto p o ie sis a c kno wle d g e s tha t p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n e xist, b ut the  fo c us is o n 

the  a uto -p ro d uc tio n o f the  e le me nts to  susta in the  syste m, ra the r tha n o n the  

p a tte rn itse lf. In this se nse , Ma tura na 's a nd  Va re la ’ s p ro p o sa l is tha t living  syste ms 

a re  like  se lf-p ro d uc ing  ma c hine s. But, sinc e  no  o the r kind  o f ma c hine  is c a p a b le  

o f e nd ing  up  with so me thing  d iffe re nt fro m itse lf, a uto p o ie tic  syste ms a re  

simulta ne o usly p ro d uc e rs a nd  p ro d uc ts; c irc ula r syste ms tha t wo rk in te rms o f 

p ro d uc tive  c irc ula rity (Luhma nn, 1986). In o the r wo rd s, the y a re  simulta ne o usly 

a uto no mic  a nd  d e p e nd e nt syste ms. Bo th Ma rio tti (1998) a nd  Luhma nn (1986) 

se e  this c o nd itio n a s p a ra d o xic a l. Altho ug h in a uto p o ie tic  the o ry the  fo c us is o n 

the  a b ility o f the  syste m to  re p ro d uc e  itse lf, e sse ntia lly Ma tura na  b e lie ve s tha t if 

we  a re  no t a b le  to  und e rsta nd  the  syste mic  c ha ra c te r o f living  c e lls, it fo llo ws 

tha t we  will no t b e  a b le  to  a d e q ua te ly und e rsta nd  living  o rg a nisms. This is q uite  

a n imp o rta nt p o int, a s so me  o f the  mo re  intra nsig e nt syste ms the o rists b e lie ve  

tha t the  d e ta il o f the  c o mp o ne nts is se c o nd a ry to  the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n the  

c o mp o ne nts. 

Whe re  re d uc tio nistic  thinking  fo c use s la rg e ly o n the  e le me nts o f the  syste m to  

und e rsta nd  the  who le  syste m, a uto p o ie sis se e ks to  d isc o ve r the  re la tio nship s 

b e twe e n the  e le me nts a nd  p a tte rns o f a uto -p ro d uc tio n o r se lf-o rg a nisa tio n tha t 

e na b le  the  syste m’ s surviva l a nd  re ne wa l. Ho w the  e le me nts d ra w o n o the r 

p a rts within the  syste m a nd  o n re so urc e s fro m the  e xte rna l e nviro nme nt is a lso  
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ke y to  this p o sitio n; a s is a n und e rsta nd ing  o f the  c o mp o ne nts o f the  syste m 

itse lf.  But if we  think a b o ut living  syste ms, o r ind e e d  a ny o the r c o mp le x syste m, 

the y a d a p t a nd  e vo lve .  Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la  (1980) o ve rc a me  this thro ug h 

the ir no tio n o f 'struc tura l c o up ling ' whic h c ha ra c te rise s the  inte ra c tio ns b e twe e n 

the  syste m a nd  its e nviro nme nt; e a c h se rving  a  mutua l p urp o se  o f se lf-

o rg a nisa tio n.  

 

4.3  Soc ia l syste ms a s a utopoie tic  mode ls 

The re  a re  a  numb e r o f sta te me nts we  c a n ma ke  a b o ut so c ia l syste ms tha t c a n 

b e  use d  in te rms o f b io lo g ic a l o r a uto p o ie tic  mo d e ls: 

1. So c ia l syste ms a re  o p e n syste ms. 

2. So c ia l syste ms fo rm d issipa tive  struc ture s b e c a use  the y a re  situa te d  

fa r fro m the rmo d yna mic  e q uilib rium. 

3. So c ia l syste ms e vo lve  re lying  o n tra d itio ns, me mo ry a nd  histo ry to  

sha p e  future  b e ha vio ur. 

4. So c ia l syste ms a re  a d a p tive  syste ms, a d a p ting  the mse lve s to  the  

c ha ng e s tha t ta ke  p la c e  in the ir e nviro nme nt. 

5. Ad a p ta tio n o f so c ia l syste ms is a c tive ly c re a tive . 

6. So c ia l syste ms a re  c ha ra c te rise d  b y fe e d b a c k lo o p s, whic h c a n b e  

sta b ilizing  o r unp re d ic ta b le . 

7. So c ia l syste ms a re  c o mp rise d  o f o the r syste ms, o r ne two rks whic h c a n 

d isp la y ne ste d  hie ra rc hie s a nd  syste m b e ha vio ur whic h ma y o r ma y 

no t imita te  the  b e ha vio ur o f the  so c ia l syste m itse lf. 

8. So c ia l syste ms a re  p urp o se ful, in o the r wo rd s, the y e xist fo r a  re a so n. 

9. So c ia l syste ms e xc ha ng e  info rma tio n tha t is no t e a sily me a sure d ; this 

ma y inc lud e  suc h thing s a s id e a s, fe e ling s, e thic a l, a e sthe tic , mo ra l 

a nd  c ultura l va lue s. 

10. The  huma n e le me nt o f so c ia l syste ms me a ns the y c a n ne ve r b e  

to ta lly p re d ic ta b le . This is b e c a use  huma n b e ing s c a n b e  se lfish a nd  

d o  no t ne c e ssa rily a c t a ltruistic a lly fo r the  b e ne fit o f the  who le  syste m 

(re c a ll the  d isc ussio n in Cha p te r 2).  

(a d a p te d  fro m Pa ra lle la d a , 2002, p p . 138-140) 

Ano the r wa y o f lo o king  a t so c ia l syste ms is a s third -o rd e r a uto p o ie tic  syste ms 

a rising  fro m struc tura l c o up ling  a mo ng  se c o nd -o rd e r, me ta c e llula r living  syste ms 

suc h a s inse c ts o r p e o p le  (Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la , 1980, p p . 107-108). Ac c o rd ing  
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to  G ra ha m a nd  Mc Ke nna  (1999), the o rists fro m a  b ro a d  ra ng e  o f d isc ip line s 

a rg ue  tha t huma n so c ia l syste ms – fro m inte rp e rso na l re la tio nship s to  the  g lo b a l 

so c ie ty – a re  o b se rving , c o g nitive , se lf-o b se rving , se lf-p ro d uc ing , se lf-d e sc rib ing  

e ntitie s, whic h c a n b e  d e sc rib e d  a s a uto p o ie tic . Fo r this re a so n, so c io c ultura l 

syste ms c a n ne ve r b e  c o nsta nt, e ve n tho ug h so me  o f the  sub syste ms ma y ha ve  

e le me nts o f p e rma ne nc e  a b o ut the m. This me a ns tha t the  ke y fe a ture  o f a  

living  syste m is the  ma inte na nc e  o f its o rg a nisa tio n; the  “ p re se rva tio n o f the  

re la tio na l ne two rk whic h d e fine s it a s a  syste mic  unity”  (Ma tura na , 197, p . 318). 

(Also  c ite d  in G ra ha m a nd  Mc Ke nna , 1999, p . 2.) 

Ho we ve r, a s with c o mp le xity the o ry, so me  (Ming e rs, 1995; Visko va to ff, 1999; 

Ma rio tti, 2000) q ue stio n the  e xte nt to  whic h a uto p o ie sis c a n b e  a p p lie d . The y 

a re  c ritic a l tha t so c ia l syste ms suc h a s o rg a nisa tio ns, so c ia l c la sse s a nd  e ve n 

info rma l g ro up ing s a re  te rme d  a nd  a na lyse d  a s living  syste ms. The se  c ritic s 

b e lie ve  tha t so c ia l syste ms e me rg e  und e r mo re  b e ha vio urist mo d e ls; tha t is, the y 

re sp o nd  to  so c io c ultura l c o nd itio ning , a nd  fa c to rs b a se d  o n ind ivid ua l a nd  

c o lle c tive  b e ha vio ur, inna te  te nd e nc ie s, a nd  d o mina nt p o we r re la tio ns.  

Whe the r c o nte mp o ra ry write rs/ the o rists o mit o r d o wnp la y a uto p o ie tic  the o ry 

b e c a use  the y a re  no t fa milia r with its p o te ntia l, o r d ismiss it b e c a use  o f its 

p se ud o sc ie ntific  imp lic a tio ns, e xa mining  the  inte rp la y b e twe e n a  mo re  

tra d itio na l a na lysis a nd  o rg a nic  p e rsp e c tive s is a  fe rtile  a re a  fo r furthe r re se a rc h, 

fo r e xa mp le , re se a rc h b a se d  o n e mpiric a l me tho d s. G ra ha m a nd  Mc Ke nna  

(1999) a lso  re c o g nise  this c ritic a l link a nd  c o ntra st Ma tura na ’ s a nd  Va re la ’ s 

a uto p o ie tic  the o ry to  Le mke ’ s (1997) no tio n o f e c o so c ia l syste ms. Le mke 's wo rk 

is c o nsid e re d  se mina l to  c o nte mp o ra ry p e rsp e c tive s a b o ut the  synthe sis o f 

so c io c ultura l syste ms the o rie s a nd  c o mp le x syste ms the o rie s. His wo rk in this a re a  

will b e  d isc usse d  to wa rd s the  e nd  o f this c ha p te r.  

Ho we ve r, b e fo re  the  id e a  o f e vo lutio n in a uto p o ie tic  the o ry is intro d uc e d , it is 

use ful to  me ntio n tha t the  stud y o f la ng ua g e  o ffe rs e vid e nc e  o f a  so c io c ultura l 

p he no me no n whic h p ro d uc e s 'b e ha vio ura l c o o rd ina tio n thro ug h mutua l a nd  

re c ursive  struc tura l c ha ng e ' (Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la , 1980, 1981). Put simp ly, 

huma ns c o mmunic a te  via  c o mp le x la ng ua g e  a nd  symb o lic  p a tte rns tha t 

e vo lve  e ve n o ve r o ne  g e ne ra tio n. It is the  c a se , ho we ve r, tha t if we  we re  a b le  

to  c o nve rse  with a  p e rso n fro m a  tho usa nd  ye a rs a g o , we  wo uld  find  it 

e xtre me ly d iffic ult to  c o mmunic a te , la ng ua g e  d iffe re nc e s a sid e . Physio lo g ic a lly, 

huma ns ha ve  no t c ha ng e d  sig nific a ntly o ve r the  la st fo rty tho usa nd  ye a rs o r 

mo re , b ut the ir la ng ua g ing  ha s. This is a s muc h to  d o  with a d a p ting  to  a  

c ha ng e d  e nviro nme nt (huma ns – sub -syste m, p hysic a l e nviro nme nt – who le  

syste m) a s it is with suc h thing s a s sto ry te lling , c ulture  a nd  me c ha nisms fo r 

c o ntro l o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse .  
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4.3.1 Evo lutio n in a uto p o ie tic  the o ry 

As we  le a rne d  in the  p re vio us c ha p te r, c o mp le xity the o ry o ffe rs p la usib le  

e xp la na tio ns fo r ma ny o f the  c urre nt c ha lle ng e s to  ne o -p o sitivist e vo lutio na ry 

the o re tic a l mo d e ls. Suc h thing s a s ne utra l se le c tio n, mo le c ula r c lo c ks, se lfish 

DNA, hie ra rc hic a l se le c tio n, the  e me rg e nc e  o f life , the  c o mp le x g e no me , 

e c o lo g ic a l suc c e ssio n, a nd  p unc tua te d  e q uilib rium a re  d iffic ult to  e xp la in using  

simp le  e vo lutio na ry mo d e ls, no t le a st b e c a use  o f the  d isc o urse  a va ila b le  to  

d e sc rib e  suc h p he no me na . Co mp le xity the o ry p la c e s o rg a nisms a nd  c o nc e p ts 

within a  re nd e ring  o f na ture  tha t is hie ra rc hic a l a nd  se lf-o rg a nising  a t multip le  

te mp o ra l a nd  sp a tia l sc a le s. We  te nd  to  und e rsta nd  the se  b ro a d e r c o nc e p ts 

e ve n tho ug h the  d e ta il o f the  the o ry ma y b e  o b fusc a te d  b y the  d isc o urse . 

Physic a l se le c tio n (‘ surviva l o f the  sta b le ’ ) a nd  c he mic a l se le c tio n (‘ surviva l o f 

the  e ffic ie nt’ ) a re  re la te d  to  na tura l se le c tio n b y the se  d yna mic  p ro c e sse s in 

whic h life  is c re a te d  no t thro ug h ‘ fro ze n a c c id e nt’ , b ut b y a n e xp lic a b le  

e la b o ra tio n o f a  b a sic  the me  (a ltho ug h irre d uc ib ly a nd  histo ric a lly 

c o nte xtua lise d ). This id e a  c o me s fro m Ric ha rd  Da wkins’  vie w (The  Se lfish Ge ne ) 

in whic h e ve rything , fro m a  mo unta in, to  a  b ub b le , is se e n to  b e  a  sta b le  

c o lle c tio n o f a to ms. Da wkins’  (1989) e xp la na tio n o f sta b le  sta te s fo c use s o n his 

id e a  o f 'the  re p lic a to r' whic h e me rg e d  fro m the  p rimo rd ia l so up  fo ur to  six b illio n 

ye a rs a g o , a nd  re a rra ng e d  itse lf into  sta b le  c o nfig ura tio ns whic h fo rm linka g e s 

to  b e  use d  b y its imme d ia te  surro und ing s. The  b uild ing  b lo c ks linke d  up  with 

o the rs in mo re  a nd  mo re  c o mp le x wa ys a nd  c o p ie d , with 'the  re p lic a to r' 

b e c o ming  ra re r (Da wkins, 1989, p . 97). Eve ntua lly, o rg a nisms fo rm a nd  c o mp e te  

with the ir surro und ing  e nviro nme nt fo r surviva l, the  mo st se lfish e vo lving  a s the  

fitte st (Da wkins, 1989, p a rtic ula rly Cha p te r 11, "Me me s: the  ne w re p lic a to rs"). 

Da wkins’  id e a  o f g e ne  se le c tio n ho ld s tha t g ro ups fo r whic h ind ivid ua l me mb e rs 

wo uld  b e  willing  to  sa c rific e  the mse lve s, wo uld  b e  mo re  like ly to  survive  tha n a  

riva l g ro up . Ye t Da wkins’  the o ry a b o ut ho w this o c c urs is mo re  symp a the tic  to  

the  vie w tha t ind ivid ua ls d o  this no t fo r a ltruistic  re a so ns, b ut a s p a rt o f a  lo ng  

te rm surviva l stra te g y.  As Da wkins (1989) p uts it: 

I wo uld  p ut my mo ne y o n o ne  fund a me nta l p rinc ip le . This is the  la w tha t a ll 

life  e vo lve s b y the  d iffe re ntia l surviva l o f re p lic a ting  e ntitie s. The  g e ne , the  

DNA mo le c ule , ha p p e ns to  b e  the  re p lic a ting  e ntity tha t p re va ils o n o ur 

p la ne t.  The re  ma y b e  o the rs.  If the re  a re , p ro vid e d  c e rta in o the r 

c o nd itio ns a re  me t, the y will a lmo st ine vita b ly te nd  to  b e c o me  the  b a sis fo r 

a n e vo lutio na ry p ro c e ss.   

But d o  we  ha ve  to  g o  to  d ista nt wo rld s to  find  o the r kind s o f re p lic a to r a nd  

o the r, c o nse q ue nt, kind s o f e vo lutio n?   I think tha t a  ne w kind  o f re p lic a to r 
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ha s re c e ntly e me rg e d  o n this ve ry p la ne t.  It is sta ring  us in the  fa c e .  It is still 

in its infa nc y, still d rifting  c lumsily a b o ut in its p rime va l so up , b ut a lre a d y it is 

a c hie ving  e vo lutio na ry c ha ng e  a t a  ra te  tha t le a ve s the  o ld  g e ne  p a nting  

fa r b e hind .   

The  ne w so up  is the  so up  o f huma n c ulture .  We  ne e d  a  na me  fo r the  ne w 

re p lic a to r, a  no un tha t c o nve ys the  id e a  o f a  unit o f c ultura l tra nsmissio n, o r 

a  unit o f imita tio n.  `Mime me ' c o me s fro m a  suita b le  G re e k ro o t, b ut I wa nt 

a  mo no sylla b le  tha t so und s a  b it like  `g e ne '.  I ho p e  my c la ssic ist frie nd s will 

fo rg ive  me  if I a b b re via te  mime me  to  me me . If it is a ny c o nso la tio n, it c o uld  

a lte rna tive ly b e  tho ug ht o f a s b e ing  re la te d  to  `me mo ry', o r to  the  Fre nc h 

wo rd  mê me .  It sho uld  b e  p ro no unc e d  to  rhyme  with `c re a m'.   

Exa mp le s o f me me s a re  tune s, id e a s, c a tc h-p hra se s, c lo the s fa shio ns, wa ys 

o f ma king  p o ts o r o f b uild ing  a rc he s.  Just a s g e ne s p ro p a g a te  the mse lve s 

in the  g e ne  p o o l b y le a p ing  fro m b o d y to  b o d y via  sp e rms o r e g g s, so  

me me s p ro p a g a te  the mse lve s in the  me me  p o o l b y le a p ing  fro m b ra in to  

b ra in via  a  p ro c e ss whic h, in the  b ro a d  se nse , c a n b e  c a lle d  imita tio n. (p . 

211)   

The re  is no  inte ntio n to  furthe r tra ve rse  the  tre me nd o us sc o p e  o f Da wkins’  

the o rie s he re , b ut, suffic e  to  sa y, simila r p rinc ip le s c a n b e  a p p lie d  to  the  id e a  o f 

so c ia l e vo lutio n. A numb e r o f the o rists (Do na ld  Ca mp b e ll, Nikla s Luhma nn, Illya  

Prig o g ine , He inz vo n Fo rre ste r, Humb e rto  Ma tura na  a nd  Fra nc isc o  Va re la  

a mo ng  o the rs) ha ve  c a st so c ia l e vo lutio n in simila r te rms. So c ia l e vo lutio n 

a d d re sse s itse lf to  the  e me rg e nc e  o f so c ia l p ro p e rtie s, p a rtic ula rly thro ug h 

imita tio n a nd  tra d itio ns. As e me rg e nt c ultura l b e ha vio urs a re  id e ntifie d  a nd  

situa te d  histo ric a lly, so c ia l e vo lutio nists a tte mp t to  re la te  c ultura l p a tte rns into  

func tio na l-e c o lo g ic a l e xp la na to ry mo d e ls. So c ia l e vo lutio nists, fo r e xa mp le , a sk 

why c ultura l p ro p e rtie s ha ve  e me rg e d , wha t e c o lo g ic a l, d e mo g ra p hic , 

te c hno lo g ic a l, a nd  e c o no mic  fa c to rs mig ht ha ve  se t the  sta g e  fo r the ir 

a p p e a ra nc e , a nd  ho w d isp a ra te  so c ia l p ro p e rtie s func tio na lly inte rre la te  with 

o the rs. The y a tte mp t to  e xp la in e me rg e nt so c ia l p ro p e rtie s in ma te ria l wa ys, 

whic h is simila r to  the  me tho d s e c o lo g ists use  to  d e sc rib e  e c o syste m func tio n 

a nd  o rg a nisa tio n, a nd  the  tra nsitio ns b e twe e n multip le , func tio na lly sta b le  

e c o syste m sta te s. Ho we ve r, a uto p o ie tic  the o rists (o r mo re  c o rre c tly, tho se  

wo rking  with a uto p o ie tic  the o ry) suc h a s Ma tura na , Va re la , Luhma nn, G e ye r 

a nd  o the rs lo o k mo re  c lo se ly a t the  e ffe c ts o f the se  re la tio nship s (fo r e xa mp le , 

p re d a to ry c o mp e titio n), a t the  le ve l o f the  so c ia l syste m itse lf. The  fo c us is mo re  

o n the  who le , tha n o n a n inte rro g a tio n o f ho w the  sum o f the  p a rts ma ke  up  the  

who le .  

The  c la ssic a l und e rsta nd ing  o f e vo lutio na ry the o ry se e s a  syste m a s mo ving  

to wa rd  to  a  sta te  o f e q uilib rium, with o rg a nisms tha t c o mp rise  the  syste m 

p e rfe c ting  the ir c a p a c ity to  a d a p t.  The  syste ms p e rsp e c tive  se e s e vo lutio n a s 
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o p e ra ting  fa r fro m e q uilib rium, unfo ld ing  thro ug h a  c o mp le x inte rp la y o f 

a d a p ta tio n a nd  c re a tio n, whe re  a ny sma ll trig g e r c o uld  se nd  the  syste m to  the  

e d g e  o f c ha o s. The  e ntire  e nviro nme nt in the  syste ms vie w is imp o rta nt b e c a use  

info rma tio n is e xc ha ng e d  b e twe e n the  o rg a nism a nd  its surro und ing s; the  

surro und ing  e nviro nme nt is a lso  c a p a b le  o f a d a p ting  a nd  e vo lving  in re sp o nse  

to  fluc tua tio ns. In o the r wo rd s, the  e xc ha ng e  o f e ne rg y, ma tte r a nd  info rma tio n 

with the  syste m p ro d uc e s the  e ffe c ts o f c o mp e titio n, c o o p e ra tio n a nd  c o -

e vo lutio n. The re fo re  the  fo c us c ha ng e s fro m the  e vo lutio n o f the  o rg a nism to  

“ c o e vo lutio n p lus e nviro nme nt”  (Ca p ra , 1982, p . 287).  

Ta king  this no tio n o f e vo lutio n o ne  ste p  furthe r, Ma rio tti (1994) sug g e sts tha t, 

sinc e  a  so c ia l syste m is d e te rmine d  b y its struc ture  (a uto p o ie tic ), the re  sho uld  

no t e xist d isp e nsa b le  p a rts (i.e . ind ivid ua ls), o the rwise  it is no t a  c o mp le te  

syste m. This is o f c o urse , is the  ve ry thing  tha t a ttra c te d  Luhma nn to  a uto p o ie tic  

the o ry: b e c a use  it p ro vid e d  him the  le ve l o f a b stra c tio n to  d e sc rib e  so c ia l 

p he no me na  witho ut e xp lic itly c o nsid e ring  the  ro le  o f the  ind ivid ua l (Visko va to ff, 

1999, p . 4). Pe rha p s c e rta in c usto ms, tra d itio ns o r la ng ua g e s ma y, thro ug h 

e vo lutio na ry p ro c e sse s, b e  a b a nd o ne d , b ut the  ma in p ro d uc t o f huma n so c ia l 

syste ms (the  ne e d  to  c o mmunic a te ) is a rg ua b ly ind isp e nsa b le .  Fo r e xa mp le , 

Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la  (1980, 1981) p o sit thro ug h the ir the o ry tha t in na ture  the re  

is a  te nd e nc y fo r the  inte ra c tio n o f inc re a sing ly c o mp le x a uto p o ie tic  syste ms. 

Ho we ve r, this inc re a sing  c o mp le xity o c c urs thro ug h the  c o up ling  o f simp le r 

a uto p o ie tic  unitie s to  b uild  up  mo re  c o mp le x o rg a nisa tio ns, in whic h the  

hie ra rc hy p rinc ip le  is the  rule : a  syste m is insid e  a no the r o ne , tha t is sup e rio r to  it; 

this o ne  is, b y its turn, insid e  a no the r o ne , tha t is sup e rio r to  it; a nd  so  o n. This c a n 

b e  c o mp a re d  to  the  ne ste d  hie ra rc hic a l mo d e ls p ro p o se d  in the  se c tio n o n 

ne two rks in the  p re vio us c ha p te r. Also , the  no tio n o f hie ra rc hy o f c o mp le x 

syste ms a s p ro p o se d  b y Bo uld ing  (1956) a nd  Po nd y (1976) c o nta ins e le me nts o f 

so c ia l syste ms. (Co ntra st this, ho we ve r, to  Wo lfra m’ s vie w tha t c o mp le xity is 

b a se d  o n nume ro us ite ra tio ns o f simp lic ity.) 

The re fo re , to  the se  so c ia l e vo lutio na ry the o rists, e vo lutio n is the  so urc e  o f 

c o nsta nt e me rg e nc e  o f hig he r a nd  hig he r le ve ls o f c yb e rne tic  c o ntro l. 

Ac c o rd ing  to  Turc hin (1990), e vo lutio n p ro c e e d s b y me ta syste m tra nsitio ns, in 

whic h a  numb e r o f p re vio usly unc o o rd ina te d  syste ms b e c o me  c o ntro lle d  b y a  

me ta syste m, the re b y va stly e xp a nd ing  the  e ffe c ts o f its fre e  c ho ic e s. The  

e vo lutio na ry g ro wth o f the  c o ntro l hie ra rc hy is a  fa c t o f na tura l histo ry, whic h 

ha s the  sta tus o f a  na tura l la w. Like  e ve ry la w o f na ture , the  la w o f e vo lutio n 

d o e s no t d e te rmine  uniq ue ly a nd  in d e ta il ho w thing s sho uld  d e ve lo p . It o nly 

se ts the  b o und a rie s b e twe e n a  ra ng e  o f p o ssib le  future  sta te s. 
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4.3.2  Org a nisa tio ns a s so c ia l syste ms 

As we  ha ve  o utline d , Luhma nn (1990) e mp ha sise s c o mmunic a tio n a s the  

fo und a tio n o f a ll so c ia l syste ms.  Ac c o rd ing  to  Luhma nn (1990), "the  c o nc e p t o f 

a uto p o ie tic  c lo sure  ha s to  b e  und e rsto o d  a s the  re c ursive ly c lo se d  o rg a nisa tio n 

o f a n o p e n syste m" (p . 12). In so me  c a se s, so c ia l syste ms a re  o p e n to  e ne rg y b ut 

c lo se d  to  info rma tio n a nd  c o ntro l.  Thus, a c c o rd ing  to  Jo ha nne sse n (1998), e ve n 

if the  syste m is: 

…c lo se d  no rma tive ly, it d o e s no t fo llo w tha t it is no t sub je c t to  influe nc e s 

fro m the  o utsid e  wo rld . An a uto p o ie tic  syste m is o p e nly c o g nitive , a nd  

c a n the re fo re  b o th influe nc e  o the r syste ms a nd  a t the  sa me  time  le a rn 

a nd  a d a p t to  the  o utsid e  wo rld .  Org a nisa tio na l le a rning  a nd  inno va tio n 

a re  the re b y linke d  to  the  c o g nitive ly o p e n lo o p  (p . 363).   

Ho we ve r, the  id e a  o f so c ia l syste ms a s a uto p o ie tic  syste ms is c o nte ntio us; 

Luhma nn (1982, 1986) a nd  Ro b b  (1989) b e lie ve  a uto p o ie tic  the o ry c a n b e  

a p p lie d  to  so c ia l syste ms, whe re a s Ma tura na  (1981), Ming e rs (1989) a nd  Va re la  

(1989) se e  the re  is o nly limite d  p o te ntia l fo r a p p lic a tio n o f the  the o ry.  De sp ite  

this d iffe re nc e  o f o p inio n, the re  a re  a tte mp ts to  ma p  this te rra in.  Jo ha nne sse n 

(1998) p ro vid e s the  fo llo wing  a na lytic  mo d e l fo r the  stud y o f o rg a nisa tio ns a s 

so c ia l syste ms b y me a ns o f so c ia l a uto p o ie sis the o ry (p . 365).  This d ia g ra m 

e mp ha sise s the  na ture  o f o rg a nisa tio ns a s b o th c lo se d  a nd  o p e n syste ms, whe re  

the  lo o p  b e twe e n the  c o g nitive  le a rning  a nd  the  e nviro nme nt is o p e n.  It c a n 

a lso  b e  se e n tha t te nsio n e xists b e twe e n the  no rma tive  sup e rstruc ture  in the  

syste m whic h is p a rtia lly c lo se d , thus hind e ring  inno va tio n.  The re  is no  inte ntio n 

to  a na lyse  this d ia g ra m b e yo nd  this o b se rva tio n, a s the  d e b a te  a b o ut the  

e xte nt o f o rg a nisa tio ns a s a uto p o ie tic  syste ms is no t the  fo c us o f this the sis. 
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                     Fig ure  4.1 – Mode l for org a nisa tions a s soc ia l syste ms  

               (So urc e : Jo ha nne sse n, 1998, p . 365) 

4.4 The  role  of the  obse rve r 

The  ro le  o f the  o b se rve r is c ritic a l to  the  c o ntinuing  d isc ussio n o f a uto p o ie tic  

the o ry a nd  ho w it a ffe c ts so c ia l syste ms. Ac c o rd ing  to  Whitta ke r (1997), whe n a  

c o g nitive  syste m ma ke s d istinc tio ns whic h c le a ve  its e nviro nme nt into  ‘ o b je c t’  

a nd  ‘ o the r’ , it is o p e ra ting  a s a n o b se rve r. Ma tura na  (1980) se e s tha t the re  is no  

o b je c tive ly e xisting  re a lity ind e p e nd e nt o f a ny o b se rve r. Witho ut the  o b se rve r 

the re  is no  sub je c tivity, no r ind e e d  o b je c tivity, we  "c a nno t e xp e rie ntia lly 

d isting uish b e twe e n wha t we  c a ll p e rc e p tio n a nd  ha lluc ina tio n" (Ma tura na  

c ite d  in 1978 in Ke nny, 1989, p a ra . 9, a p p ro x. p . 5). The  o b se rve r 'b ring s fo rth' his 

o wn re a lity b y ma king  his o p e ra tio ns o f d istinc tio n, a s Ma tura na  e la b o ra te s: 

The re fo re , we  lite ra lly c re a te  the  wo rld  in whic h we  live  b y living  it. If a  

d istinc tio n is no t p e rfo rme d , the  e ntity tha t this d istinc tio n wo uld  sp e c ify 

d o e s no t e xist; whe n a  d istinc tio n is p e rfo rme d , the  c re a te d  e ntity e xists in 

halla
This figure is not available online.  Please consult the hardcopy thesis available from the QUT Library
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the  d o ma in o f the  d istinc tio n o nly, re g a rd le ss o f ho w the  d istinc tio n is 

p e rfo rme d . The re  is no  o the r kind  o f e xiste nc e  fo r suc h a n e ntity. 

(Ma tura na , 1988, p . 29).  

Furthe r, a c c o rd ing  to  Ma tura na :  

An o b se rve r is a  ... living  syste m who  c a n ma ke  d istinc tio ns a nd  sp e c ify tha t 

whic h he  o r she  d isting uishe s a s a  unity, a s a n e ntity d iffe re nt fro m himse lf o r 

he rse lf tha t c a n b e  use d  fo r ma nip ula tio ns o r d e sc rip tio ns in inte ra c tio ns with 

o the r o b se rve rs. (Ma tura na , 1978, p . 31)  

Thus, the  o b se rve r is o ne  o f the  ke y c o nc e p ts in a uto p o ie tic  the o ry, b e c a use :  

Ob se rving  is b o th the  ultima te  sta rting  p o int a nd  the  mo st fund a me nta l 

q ue stio n in a ny a tte mp t to  und e rsta nd  re a lity a nd  re a so n a s p he no me na  o f the  

huma n d o ma in. Ind e e d , e ve rything  sa id  is sa id  b y a n o b se rve r to  a no the r 

o b se rve r tha t c o uld  b e  him - o r he rse lf. (Ma tura na , 1988, p . 27)  

The  fund a me nta l o p e ra tio n in o b se rving  is tha t o f d istinc tio n: “ ...the  p o inting  to  a  

unity b y p e rfo rming  a n o p e ra tio n whic h d e fine s its b o und a rie s a nd  se p a ra te s it 

fro m a  b a c kg ro und ”  (Ma tura na , 1975, p . 325). Thro ug h the  re c ursive  

d isting uishing  o f e ntitie s thro ug h a c tio n, the  o b se rve r is “ ...a b le  to  o p e ra te  a s if 

e xte rna l to  (d istinc t fro m) the  c irc umsta nc e s in whic h he  find s himse lf”  

(Ma tura na , 1975, p . 315). Ho we ve r, a s Whitta ke r p o ints o ut, the  o b se rve r is no t 

a c tua lly sta nd ing  a p a rt fro m tho se  c irc umsta nc e s b e c a use  the  e ntire  a nd  the  

o nly d o ma in in whic h he / she  o p e ra te s is tha t o f his/ he r c lo se d  (se lf-

inte rc o nne c te d ) ne rvo us syste m. Thus, a c c o rd ing  to  Whitta ke r, the  no tio n o f the  

o b se rve r c irc umsc rib e s a ll inq uiry a nd  a ll d isc ussio n. (Re c a ll he re  the  no tio n o f 

e mb o d ime nt p ro p o se d  b y La c ko ff a nd  Jo hnso n [2001] o utline d  in Cha p te r 2).  

The  q ua lific a tio n o f a ny o b se rva tio n with re sp e c t to  the  va nta g e  p o int o f a  

g ive n o b se rve r ma ke s a uto p o ie tic  the o ry inhe re ntly re la tivistic  with re sp e c t to  

the  p e rso n a nd  histo ry in the  p o sitio n o f o b se rve r. Mo re o ve r, sinc e  sha re d  o r 

c o lle c tive ly ne g o tia te d  d e sc rip tio ns o f e xp e rie nc e  (e .g ., re c o lle c tio ns [p a st], 

c o nse nsus [p re se nt], p la ns [future ]) a re  q ua lifie d  with re sp e c t to  the  inte ra c tio ns 

a mo ng  g ive n o b se rve rs, a uto p o ie tic  the o ry is inhe re ntly re la tivistic  with re sp e c t 

to  the  inte ra c ting  o b se rve rs a nd  the  histo ry o f inte ra c tio ns a mo ng  the m. This 

e ffe c tive ly re nd e rs the  c o nc e p t o f a uto p o ie sis time  a nd  c o nte xt d e p e nd e nt 

(Whitta ke r, 1997).  

In the  me c ha nistic  sc ie ntific  vie w o f kno wle d g e , kno wing  is e te rna l, a nd  

unive rsa l ma the ma tic a l struc ture s o r la ws c o ntro l a ll mo ve me nt, ma tte r a nd  

fo rc e  – inc lud ing  to o ls fo r o b se rving  the  b e ha vio ur o f living  b e ing s a nd  fo rmula e  

fo r ‘ me a suring ’  the  la ng ua g e  a nd  ra tio na lity o f huma ns. Fo r a t le a st the  la st fo ur 

c e nturie s, sc ie nc e  wa s b e lie ve d  to  p ro vid e  a nswe rs to  the  fund a me nta l na tura l 

la ws b e hind  a ll ma tte r. But it is fro m the  re a so ning  tha t c a use d  the  

Enlig hte nme nt in the  first p la c e  tha t we  se e  fo rma l d ivisio ns o c c urring  b e twe e n 

the  ra tio na list a nd  e mpiric ist p e rsp e c tive s.   
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G re g o ry Ba te so n's c yb e rne tic  the o ry o f mind  a lso  sug g e sts a  ne w a nd  c re a tive  

no n-me c ha nic a l und e rsta nd ing  o f the  re la tio n b e twe e n the  c o nc e p t o f 

mo tiva tio n-inte ntio na lity a nd  info rma tio n (Brie r, 1995). Ba te so n (1979) d e fine d  

the  mind  a s a  syste ms p he no me no n c ha ra c te rise d  b y a  se t o f c rite ria  whic h 

syste ms ha ve  to  sa tisfy fo r mind  to  o c c ur. Any syste m tha t sa tisfie s tho se  c rite ria  

will b e  a b le  to  p ro c e ss info rma tio n a nd  d e ve lo p  the  p he no me na  we  a sso c ia te  

with the  mind  – thinking , le a rning , me mo ry, a nd  so  fo rth. In Ba te so n’ s vie w, mind  

is a  ne c e ssa ry a nd  ine vita b le  c o nse q ue nc e  o f a  c e rta in c o mp le xity whic h 

b e g ins lo ng  b e fo re  o rg a nisms d e ve lo p  a  b ra in a nd  a  hig he r ne rvo us syste m. 

Ba te so n’ s c rite ria  fo r mind  turn o ut to  b e  c lo se ly re la te d  to  tho se  c ha ra c te ristic s 

o f se lf-o rg a nising  syste ms. Fro m the  syste ms p e rsp e c tive , life  is no t a  sub sta nc e  o r 

fo rc e , a nd  mind  is no t a n e ntity inte ra c ting  with ma tte r. Bo th life  a nd  mind  a re  

ma nife sta tio ns o f the  sa me  se t o f syste mic  p ro p e rtie s, a  se t o f p ro c e sse s tha t 

re p re se nt the  d yna mic s o f se lf-o rg a nisa tio n. (Ba te so n,1979, p p . 93-100). 

This re turns o ur d isc ussio n to  re d uc tio nism, c o nsid e re d  e a rlie r in this c ha p te r. The  

d e sc rip tio n o f the  mind  a s a  pa tte rn o f o rg a nisa tio n, o r se t o f d yna mic  

re la tio nship s, is re la te d  to  the  d e sc rip tio n o f ma tte r in o rg a nic  syste ms. Mind  a nd  

ma tte r no  lo ng e r a p p e a r to  b e lo ng  to  two  fund a me nta lly se p a ra te  c a te g o rie s 

a s De sc a rte s p ro p o se d , b ut c a n b e  se e n to  re p re se nt d iffe re nt a sp e c ts o f the  

sa me  unive rsa l p ro c e ss, a s in the  sc ulp ture , sc ulp to r, a nd  the  a c t o f sc ulp ting . 

This is a lso  re la te d  to  the  syste ms c o nc e p t o f the  mind  b e ing  c ha ra c te ristic  no t 

o nly o f ind ivid ua l o rg a nisms b ut a lso  o f so c ia l a nd  e c o lo g ic a l syste ms. As 

Ba te so n e mp ha sise d , mind  is imma ne nt no t o nly in the  b o d y b ut a lso  in the  wa ys 

info rma tio n is e xc ha ng e d  with the  b o d y. The re  a re  la rg e r ma nife sta tio ns o f the  

mind  o f whic h o ur ind ivid ua l mind s a re  o nly sub syste ms e xisting  in a  kind  o f 

c o lle c tive  c o nsc io usne ss. This p e rsp e c tive  ha s ve ry re a l imp lic a tio ns fo r o ur 

a ttitud e s a b o ut the  wo rld , e ve n in o ur imme d ia te  surro und ing s. Fo r if we  se e  the  

p la ne t (e c o syste ms, so c ia l syste ms, c o mmunitie s, o rg a nisa tio ns, the  e xte rna l 

e nviro nme nt) a s no t o nly a live , b ut a lso  mind ful a nd  p urp o se ful like  o urse lve s, 

the n e ve rything  we  sa y a nd  d o  is c o nne c te d  to  e ve rything  e lse . This me a ns tha t 

in the  stra tifie d  o rd e r o f na ture , ind ivid ua l huma n mind s a re  e mb e d d e d  in the  

la rg e r mind s o f so c ia l a nd  e c o lo g ic a l syste ms a nd  the se  a re  inte g ra te d  in the  

p la ne ta ry me nta l syste m – the  mind  o f Ga ia  – whic h in turn must p a rtic ip a te  in 

so me  kind  o f unive rsa l o r c o smic  mind . Wha t we  a re  d e sc rib ing  he re  o f c o urse , is 

the  ve ry he a rt o f me ta p hysic s, re lig io n, a nd  o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f G o d . The  

no tio n o f ‘ mind ’  a s a  multile ve le d  p he no me no n, o f whic h we  a re  o nly p a rtly 

a wa re  in o rd ina ry sta te s o f c o nsc io usne ss, is wid e sp re a d  in ma ny no n-We ste rn 

c ulture s a nd  re lig io ns.  

Fina lly, the  wo rld  in whic h we  live  is the  wo rld  tha t we  b uild  o ut o f o ur 

p e rc e p tio ns, a nd  it is o ur struc ture  tha t e na b le s us to  ha ve  the se  p e rc e p tio ns. 
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This struc ture  it is fo rme d  fro m o ur so c ia l inte ra c tio n a nd  is uniq ue  to  us; we  a re  a  

uniq ue  o b se rve r. If the  re a lity tha t we  p e rc e ive  d e p e nd s o n o ur struc ture , the re  

a re  a s ma ny re a litie s a s p e rc e iving  p e o p le . This e xp la ins why so -c a lle d  p ure ly 

o b je c tive  kno wle d g e  is imp o ssib le : the  o b se rve r is no t a p a rt fro m the  

p he no me na  he  o r she  o b se rve s. Sinc e  we  a re  d e te rmine d  b y the  wa y the  p a rts 

o f whic h we  a re  ma d e  inte rc o nne c t a nd  wo rk to g e the r (tha t is, b y o ur 

struc ture ), the  e nviro nme nt c a n o nly trig g e r in o ur o rg a nisms the  a lte ra tio ns tha t 

a re  d e te rmine d  in the  struc ture  o f the se  o rg a nisms. 

In Ma tura na ’ s vie w, whe n so me o ne  sa ys tha t he  o r she  is o b je c tive , it me a ns 

tha t he  o r she  ha s a c c e ss to  a  p rivile g e d  wo rld vie w, a nd  tha t this p rivile g e  in 

so me  wa y e na b le s the m to  e xe rc ise  a n a utho rity tha t ta ke s fo r g ra nte d  the  

o b e d ie nc e  o f e ve ryb o d y e lse  who  is no t o b je c tive . This is o ne  o f the  b a se s o f so -

c a lle d  lo g ic a l re a so ning . Our c o nd itio ning  le a d s us to  se e  the  wo rld  a s a n 

o b je c t, thus we  think o f o urse lve s a s se pa ra te  fro m it. Ma rio tti (1997) p o sits 

furthe r tha t: 

 …thro ug h the  e g o , we  se e  o urse lve s a s o b se rve rs se p a ra te  fro m the  re st o f o ur 

o wn p syc he . In o rd e r to  o p e ra te  suc h a n o b je c tive  p ro p o sa l, it is ne c e ssa ry to  

e sta b lish a  b o und a ry b e twe e n the  e g o  a nd  the  wo rld , the  sa me  wa y we  d id  

b e twe e n the  e g o  a nd  the  re st o f o ur to ta lity. So , sinc e  we  a re  d ivid e d  the  sa me  

will ha p p e n with o ur kno wle d g e , whic h will a lso  re sult d ivid e d  a nd  limite d . 

(a p p ro x. p . 6)  

As we  sa w e a rlie r, De sc a rte s’  se p a ra tio n o f mind  a nd  b o d y re q uire s simila r 

tho ug h fa r mo re  p hilo so p hic a l re a so ning , b ut b a sic a lly c o me s to  the  sa me  

c o nc lusio ns, a s d o e s Ba te so n (1989). Tha t is, o ur o b je c tivity is no thing  mo re  tha n 

a  fra g me nte d  a nd  re stric te d  wo rld vie w. As Ma rio tti (1999) o b se rve s, it is fro m this 

p o sitio n tha t we  think o f o urse lve s a s a utho rise d  to  jud g e  e ve ryb o d y who  d o e s 

no t a g re e  with us, a nd  c o nd e mn the m a s ‘ no n-o b je c tive ’  a nd  ‘ no n-intuitive ’ . In 

o the r wo rd s, d e p a rting  fro m a  fra g me nte d  a nd  limite d  vie wp o int, we  think tha t 

is p o ssib le  to  a rrive  a t the  truth a nd  sho w it to  o ur p e e rs – a  truth tha t we  

ima g ine  must b e  the  sa me  fo r e ve ry p e rso n. 

 

4.5 The  ne xus be twe e n c omple x syste ms a nd soc ia l syste ms: Thre e  unique  

pe rspe c tive s – Dona ld Ca mpbe ll, Ja y Le mke  a nd Pa ul Cillie rs 

 

I ha ve  c ho se n to  furthe r e xp a nd  o n the  tho ug hts o f Do na ld  Ca mp b e ll, Ja y 

Le mke  a nd  Pa ul C illie rs b e c a use  the y p ro vid e  uniq ue  insig hts, fro m d iffe re nt 

p e rsp e c tive s, into  the  ne xus b e twe e n c o mp le x syste ms a nd  so c ia l syste ms. 

Mo re o ve r a ll thre e  g o  o ne  ste p  furthe r a nd  a lso  o ffe r re fle c tio ns a b o ut ho w the  

p ro b le m o f me a ning  mig ht b e  c a nva sse d  in te rms o f a  so c ia l syste m. In o the r 

wo rd s, the ir vie ws c ha ra c te rise  the  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n o f me a ning  in c o mp le x 

syste ms thinking  te rms. 
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4.5.1 Evo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y – Donald T. Camp b e ll 

Do na ld  Ca mp b e ll's thinking  ta ke s the  e vo lutio na ry mo d e l o n a  d iffe re nt ta ng e nt 

tha n so me  o f his c o nte mp o ra rie s using  b io lo g ic a l me ta p ho r to  e xp la in huma n 

so c ia l syste ms. Pro b le ms o f e p iste mo lo g y we re  d isc usse d  in p re vio us c ha p te rs, 

a nd  the  no tio n o f e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y intro d uc e d  in this c ha p te r to  

p ro vid e  a n e xa mp le  o f the  a p p lic a tio n o f e vo lutio na ry the o ry to  o ne  o f the  

p ro d uc ts o f huma n so c ia l syste ms, kno wle d g e .  To  b rie fly re c a p itula te , Do na ld  

Ca mp b e ll c o ine d  the  te rm ‘ e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y’  in whic h he  g e ne ra lise d  

Po p p e r's fa lsific a tio nist p hilo so p hy o f sc ie nc e  a nd  a p p lie d  it to  kno wle d g e  

p ro c e sse s a t a ll b io lo g ic a l, p syc ho lo g ic a l a nd  so c ia l le ve ls (He ylig he n, 1995). 

Do na ld  Ca mp b e ll a p p lie d  his p hilo so p hy to  the  d e ve lo p me nt o f so c ia l syste ms, 

a rg uing  tha t c ultura l e vo lutio n is ne c e ssa ry to  e xp la in the  d e ve lo p me nt o f 

huma n so c ie ty. The  ne c e ssa ry te nsio n b e twe e n c ultura l a nd  b io lo g ic a l e vo lutio n 

a llo we d  him to  e xp la in suc h thing s a s the  o rg a nisa tio n a nd  d e c line  o f a rc ha ic  

so c ie tie s a nd  the  e me rg e nc e  o f re lig io us syste ms. He  use d  the se  insig hts to  

p ro p o se  the  c o nc e p t o f e vo lutio na ry e thic s, whic h c o uld  g uid e  o ur a c tio ns 

witho ut re c o urse  to  a rb itra ry me ta p hysic a l p rinc ip le s, like  re lig io n. He  a lso  

a p p lie d  the se  id e a s to  c o nte mp o ra ry so c ia l p he no me na , a rg uing  fo r a lte rna tive  

typ e s o f so c ia l o rg a nisa tio n.  

Evo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y is the re fo re  a n a p p ro a c h tha t se e s kno wle d g e  a s a  

p ro d uc t o f the  sa me  va ria tio n a nd  se le c tio n p ro c e sse s tha t c ha ra c te rise  

e vo lutio n o f na tura l syste ms. Its c o rne rsto ne  is tha t the  o rig ina l func tio n o f 

kno wle d g e  is to  o p timise  the  surviva l a nd  re p ro d uc tio n o f the  o rg a nism tha t use s 

it. Thus, o rg a nisms with b e tte r kno wle d g e  o f the ir e nviro nme nts a re  mo re  

a d a p ta b le  a nd  the re fo re  mo re  suc c e ssful tha n o rg a nisms with le ss a d e q ua te  

kno wle d g e , o r limite d  c a p a c ity to  use  it. In this wa y, the  c la ssific a tio n tha t 

o c c urs thro ug h e vo lutio n o f kno wle d g e  d e p e nd s o n the  d e g re e  to  whic h its 

c a rrie r survive s na tura l se le c tio n thro ug h its e nviro nme nt (He ylig he n, 1995). Thus, 

e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y no te s tha t the  ind ivid ua l, o nto g e ne tic  d e ve lo p me nt 

o f kno wle d g e  is the  re sult o f va ria tio n a nd  se le c tio n p ro c e sse s o f ‘ id e a s’  o r 

p ie c e s o f p o te ntia l kno wle d g e . In o the r wo rd s, kno wle d g e  is the  p ro d uc t b y 

va rio us me a ns (va ria tio n), a nd  the  we e d ing  o ut o f tho se  hyp o the se s tha t turn 

o ut to  b e  ina d e q ua te  (se le c tio n).  

As sta te d , e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y ha s its ro o ts in Po p p e r’ s e p iste mo lo g y o f 

sc ie nc e  whic h d e a lt with ‘ c o nje c ture s’  a nd  ‘ re futa tio ns’ , a nd  no te d  tha t a  

fund a me nta l c rite rio n fo r e ve ry sc ie ntific  the o ry is tha t it must b e  ‘ fa lsifia b le ’ , 

tha t is, a b le  to  und e rg o  se le c tio n. The  who le  sp e c trum o f e vo lutio na ry 



  Chapter 4 – Sociocultural Systems as Complex Meaning Systems 75 

kno wle d g e  p ro c e sse s, fro m g e ne tic  muta tio n to  sc ie ntific  mo d e l-b uild ing , is 

c a p a b le  o f fitting  within this the o ry. Ca mp b e ll (1974) b uilt up o n tha t fra me wo rk, 

a nd  his the o rie s re st o n thre e  b a sic  id e a s:  

1. the  p rinc ip le  o f b lind -va ria tio n-a nd -se le c tive -re te ntio n; 

2. the  c o nc e p t o f vic a rio us se le c to r; a nd  

3. me ta syste m tra nsitio n. 

The se  id e a s re p re se nt a n o rd e re d  fra me wo rk fo r the  p ro c e ss o f c re a ting  

kno wle d g e . Fo r e xa mp le , the  g e ne ra tio n o f ne w kno wle d g e  b e g ins with a  'g ra b  

b a g ' o f info rma tio n. Ca mp b e ll se e s tha t we  filte r o ut b a d  info rma tio n thro ug h a  

kind  o f b lind  tria l, whe re  we  se le c t, o n the  b a sis o f limite d  und e rsta nd ing , 

kno wle d g e  tha t we  wish to  re ta in fo r imme d ia te  p urp o se s o r a t so me  future  

time . Onc e  the  ne w kno wle d g e  ha s b e e n re ta ine d  in me mo ry, the  b lind  tria ls 

g ive  wa y to  mo re  info rme d  se le c tio n me c ha nisms, vic a rio usly a ntic ipa ting  the  

se le c tio n b y the  e nviro nme nt. An e xa mp le  o f this mig ht b e  ho w we  a ntic ipa te  

o ur re a c tio n to  so me  g o o d  ne ws. At the  le ve l o f me ta syste m tra nsitio n, no t o nly 

the  kno wle d g e  ma y b e  c ha lle ng e d , b ut the  p ro c e ss fo r re ta ining  the  

kno wle d g e  ma y und e rg o  c ha ng e s itse lf.  

The re fo re  ne w info rma tio n ma y a d just the  filte rs we  a p p ly to  p re vio usly re ta ine d  

kno wle d g e , g e ne ra ting  hig he r le ve l vic a rio us se le c to rs, re sulting  in the  

d e ve lo p me nt o f multile ve l c o g nitive  o rg a nisa tio n a nd , the o re tic a lly, mo re  

inte llig e nc e . If we  turn fro m the  ind ivid ua l to  the  so c ie ty itse lf, this thinking  c o uld  

a p p ly to  the  wa y in whic h, c o lle c tive ly, so c ie tie s d e ve lo p  (a nd  a b a nd o n) id e a s 

a b o ut suc h thing s a s b e lie f, va lue s a nd  e thic s (He ylig he n 1995). Thus, it is 

c o nte nd e d  tha t the  wa y me a ning  syste ms a re  c re a te d  in a  so c ie ty c o uld  b e  

e xp la ine d  using  Ca mp b e ll's fra me wo rk fo r e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y.  

4.5.1.1 Evolutionary epistemology in social systems  

 

Evo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y ta ke s a  b ila te ra l a p p ro a c h a nd  se e s kno wle d g e  

e me rg ing  a s a  re sult o f the  c o g nitive  me c ha nisms o f huma ns a nd  the ir fit with 

the  na tura l a nd  so c ia l wo rld ; kno wle d g e  b e ing  the  p ro d uc t o f the  p ro c e sse s o f 

tria l a nd  e rro r le a rning  a nd  na tura l se le c tio n o f id e a s. Ea rlie r c ha p te rs d isc usse d  

tra d itio na l a p p ro a c he s to  e p iste mo lo g y, whic h a ro se  fro m the  p ro b le m o f 

d isting uishing  b e twe e n kno wle d g e  a nd  b e lie f. Pla to ’ s vie w o f kno wle d g e  is tha t 

the re  must b e  justific a tio n; ye t, his c ritic s la me nt the  o ve rsig ht o f thing s suc h a s 

e mpiric ism, a nd  o b se rva tio n. Evo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y d ra ws up o n mo d e ls 

a nd  the o rie s fro m e vo lutio n to  c ha ra c te rise  a nd  re so lve  issue s c o nc e rning  

c o nc e p tua l c ha ng e  a nd  the  d e ve lo p me nt o f id e a s a nd  me a ning . As Ca mp b e ll 

(1974) e xp la ins: 
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In the  c o urse  o f e vo lutio n, the re  ha ve  b e e n tre me nd o us g a ins in a d a p tive  

a d e q ua c y, in sto re d  te mp la te s mo d e lling  the  use ful sta b ilitie s o f the  

e nviro nme nt, in me mo ry a nd  inna te  wisd o m. Still mo re  d ra ma tic  ha ve  b e e n the  

g re a t g a ins in me c ha nisms fo r kno wing , in visua l p e rc e p tio n, le a rning , imita tio n, 

la ng ua g e  a nd  sc ie nc e . At no  sta g e  ha s the re  b e e n a ny tra nsfusio n o f 

kno wle d g e  fro m the  o utsid e , no r o f me c ha nisms o f kno wing , no r o f fund a me nta l 

c e rta intie s. (p . 413) 

Within the  c o lle c tive  und e rsta nd ing  o f me a ning -ma king , the re  is c o nsta nt 

strug g le  fo r the  p o we r a nd  the  c o ntro l o f a g e nts. The  mo tiva tio ns fo r c o ntro l 

e vo lve  in the  b io lo g ic a l se nse  b e c a use  o nly the  stro ng e st c o mp o ne nts survive . 

This is o ne  o f the  re a so ns b io lo g ic a l me ta p ho r is p o p ula r a s a  c o mp a riso n fo r 

huma n so c ia l syste ms. The  life -c yc le  o f a g e nts, o f p he no me na , o f the  e xte rna l 

influe nc e s p la ys o ut in simila r wa y to  tha t in the  na tura l wo rld . Fo r e xa mp le , in 

c o mp le x so c ie tie s g ro up s a re  inc o rp o ra te d  into  o rg a nise d  c o mmunitie s, a nd  

the se  into  na tio ns. No d e s o f se le c tio n a nd  se lf-o rg a nisa tio n thro ug h c o mp e titio n 

c a n b e  e nvisa g e d  a t e a c h o f the se  le ve ls. Ag e nts inte ra c t, influe nc e  a nd  

o rg a nise  the  syste m into  se rie s o f sub syste ms, a ll inte rc o nne c ting  thro ug h a  

c o mp le x we b  o f b e ha vio urs. 

Ho we ve r, the  simila ritie s b e twe e n huma n so c ia l syste ms a nd  b io lo g ic a l syste ms 

c o lla p se  und e r the  we ig ht o f suc h thing s a s va lue s, b e lie fs, a nd  me a ning . 

Ac c o rd ing  to  Ca mp b e ll, the  g re a t ma jo rity o f e vo lutio na ry b io lo g ists d e ny the  

e ffic a c y o f b io lo g ic a l g ro up  se le c tio n o f ‘ a ltruistic ’  tra its in whic h ind ivid ua ls a c t 

fo r the  p re se rva tio n o f the  g ro up  a t the  risk o f the ir o wn we ll b e ing  a nd  ‘ inc lusive  

fitne ss’  (i.e ., the  re p re se nta tio n o f the ir o wn g e ne s in future  g e ne ra tio ns) 

(Ca mp b e ll 1958, c ite d  in He ylig he n 1995, a p p ro x p . 10). 

Esse ntia lly, this me a ns tha t the  e ffe c ts fo r se lf-sa c rific ia l a ltruistic  tra its will b e  

und e rmine d  b y g ro up  ve rsus ind ivid ua l se le c tio n. Ac c o rd ing  to  Ca mp b e ll a nd  

He ylig he n (1996), a  g ro up  tha t inc lud e s he ro ic a lly se lf-sa c rific ing  a ltruists ma y 

thrive  b e tte r. The  inc lusive  fitne ss g a ins fro m this will b e  sha re d  e q ua lly b y the  

no n-a ltruists within the  g ro up , a nd  se e n a s a c c e p ta b le  b y tho se  with a ltruist 

te nd e nc ie s in the  g ro up . Fo r the  a ltruists, the se  g a ins a re  in p a rt und e rmine d  b y 

the  risks the y run. The  no n-a ltruists p a y no  suc h c o sts, a nd  thus o ut-b re e d  the  

se lf-sa c rific ia l a ltruists in the  within-g ro up  g e ne tic  c o mp e titio n. Thus the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  e me rg ing  a s a  re sult o f this c o mp e titio n c o nta ins 

tho se  institutio na lise d  me a ning s c o nsid e re d  va lid . Fro m a n a xio lo g ic a l p o int o f 

vie w, va lue  o f me a ning  c a n a lso  inc o rp o ra te  d ime nsio ns o f c o ntro l fo r tha t 

me a ning , to  e nsure  its surviva l.  The  no tio n o f surviva l o f the  fitte st no t o nly 

a p p lie s to  p hysic a l syste ms b ut a lso  to  b e ha vio ur within tho se  syste ms. This wo uld  

inc lud e  suc h thing s a s va lue s, b e lie fs a nd  o p inio ns no t d ire c tly re la te d  to  the  

p hysic a l surviva l o f the  sp e c ie s. The  re sulting  me c ha nisms wo uld  inc lud e  mutua l 

mo nito ring  a nd  p unishme nt fo r ‘ immo ra l’  o r una c c e p ta b le  b e ha vio ur, e xc lusio n 
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o f id e a ls a nd  me a ning s tha t a re  no t p a rt o f the  e vo lving  ‘ suc c e ssful’  so c ia l 

syste m. 

Furthe r, a c c o rd ing  to  Ca mp b e ll a nd  He ylig he n (1995), huma ns p ro b a b ly ha ve  

a n inna te  fe a r o f o stra c ism, a nd  a  te nd e nc y to  find  p a inful the  sig ns o f ho stility 

c o ming  fro m tho se  we  wo rk o r live  with o n a  re g ula r fa c e -to -fa c e  b a sis. The  fe a r 

o f o stra c ism me a ns tha t we  c ra ve  inc lusio n a nd  a  se nse  o f b e lo ng ing  to  c e rta in 

g ro up s within o ur so c io c ultura l syste m. Inna te  te nd e nc ie s to  e nfo rc e  g ro up  

so lid a rity o n o the rs (a ltruism) wo uld  b e  sup p o rte d  b y b o th ind ivid ua l a nd  g ro up  

se le c tio n a nd  ma y b e  id e ntifie d  a s a  p re re q uisite  fo r g ro up  se le c tio n. Ultima te ly, 

this me a ns tha t suc h thing s a s b e lie f, id e o lo g y a nd  me a ning  c o mp e te  fo r 

a sc e nd a nc y in the  so c ia l wo rld  in muc h the  sa me  wa y tha t b io lo g ic a l o rg a nisms 

c o mp e te  to  survive  in the  na tura l wo rld . Suc h c o mp e titio n ma y b e  c a p a b le  o f 

b e ing  e xp lo re d  a  little  d e e p e r thro ug h the  c o nc e p t o f me ta syste m tra nsitio n. 

‘ Me ta syste m tra nsitio n’  invo lve s c o mp e titio n b e twe e n o the r g ro up ing s a nd  

c o mp o ne nts o f the  syste m a t the  sa me  le ve l, b ut a lso  c o mp e titio n b e twe e n the  

inte re sts o f the  la rg e r e nc o mp a ssing  so c ia l unit. We  ha ve  a lre a d y le a rne d  tha t in 

c o mp le x syste ms suc h a s so c ie tie s a nd  o rg a nisa tio ns, the  e nviro nme nt is mo re  

so c ia l tha n p hysic a l, c o nsisting  o f va rio us so c ia l p ra c tic e s: ritua ls, rule s, 

c o nve ntio ns a nd  no rms. The  va lue  o f the se  p ra c tic e s in c o nve ntio na l me a ning -

va lue  syste ms is tha t the y ne e d  to  b e  a c q uire d  a nd  a c c e p te d  b y the  ind ivid ua l, 

b e fo re  the y c a n b e c o me  me a ning ful. G ro up s, p hysic a lly a nd  me ta p ho ric a lly, 

fo rm a ro und  a  myria d  o f so c ia l a g e nts whe re  the  va lue  o f the se  so c ia l a g e nts is 

no t d ire c tly c o nne c te d  to  surviva l, b ut to  the  ma inte na nc e  o f so c ia l c o he sio n 

a nd  c o mmunic a tio n me c ha nisms. Te nsio ns a re  o fte n p la ye d  o ut to  e na b le  

d o mina nt va lue s a nd  b e lie fs to  e me rg e , a nd  the ir me ssa g e s to  d iffuse  within the  

so c ia l syste m.  

Ac c o rd ing  to  Turc hin (1977 c ite d  in He ylig he n 1995), me ta syste m tra nsitio n (MST) 

the o ry is the  stud y o f the  e vo lutio na ry o rig in o f hie ra rc hic a l o r c o ntro l le ve ls. 

Ca mp b e ll a nd  He ylig he n (1995) p o int o ut tha t the re  a re  a lte rna tive  vie ws whic h 

se e  the  d e finitio n o f c o ntro l (inc lud ing  the  p re se nc e  o f a  g o a l o r re fe re nc e  le ve l, 

a  c o mp a ra to r, a  se nso r a nd  a n e ffe c to r), a s simp ly no  c o ntro l a t the  so c ia l le ve l. 

Ind ivid ua ls ma y try to  influe nc e  o the r ind ivid ua ls, b ut the re  is no  o ve ra rc hing , 

c o lle c tive  syste m with a  unifie d  g o a l, c o mmo n p e rc e p tio ns, o r g o a l-d ire c te d  

a c tio ns. C o ntro l is re info rc e d  b y the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , whic h ste e rs the  

c re a tio n o f ne w wa ys o f thinking  o r mo d e ls o f re a lity. Turc hin (1977, c ite d  in 

He ylig he n, 1995) fo re c a sts tha t this inte g ra tio n will inc re a se  in wid th a nd  in 

d e p th, thro ug h e ve r-c lo se r c o nne c tio ns b e twe e n ind ivid ua ls:  

It is ha rd ly like ly tha t a t p re se nt a nyo ne  wo uld  und e rta ke  to  p re d ic t ho w fa r the  

inte g ra tio n o f ind ivid ua ls will g o , a nd  wha t fo rms it will ta ke . The re  is, ho we ve r, no  

d o ub t tha t the  d ire c t e xc ha ng e  o f info rma tio n a mo ng  the  ne rvo us syste ms o f 
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ind ivid ua l p e o p le , a nd  the ir p hysic a l inte g ra tio n will b e c o me  p o ssib le . It is 

p ro b a b le  tha t p hysic a l inte g ra tio n will g ive  rise  to  hig he r a nd  q ua lita tive ly ne w 

fo rms o f sup ra p e rso na l c o nsc io usne ss; a nd  tha t will b e  a  p ro c e ss tha t c o uld  b e  

d e sc rib e d  a s me rg ing  the  so uls o f ind ivid ua l p e o p le  into  a n Ove r-So ul (to  use  

Eme rso n's c o ina g e ). (p . 184)  

Me ta syste m tra nsitio n the o ry is re le va nt to  this d isc ussio n b e c a use  it spe c ula te s 

a b o ut the  na ture  o f c o ntro ls a nd  ho w the y e me rg e  a t the  so c ia l le ve l, a nd  ma y 

a c c o unt fo r ho w me a ning  is g e ne ra te d , susta ine d  a nd  a b a nd o ne d . Ac c o rd ing  

to  Turc hin a nd  Jo slyn (1989), the  me ta syste m tra nsitio n is the  q ua ntum o f 

e vo lutio n. Hig hly o rg a nize d  syste ms, inc lud ing  o rg a nisms a nd  so c ie tie s, a re  

multile ve l hie ra rc hie s o f c o ntro l re sulting  fro m me ta syste m tra nsitio ns o f va rio us 

sc a le s. Suc h la rg e  sc a le  me ta syste m tra nsitio ns ma y inc lud e  the  fo rma tio n o f 

so c ie tie s, d e ve lo p me nt o f id e o lo g ie s o r b e lie fs o r the  d isa p pe a ra nc e  o f 

c iviliza tio ns. All the se  tra nsitio ns, o r e ve nts, ta ke  p la c e  within a n e vo lutio na ry 

fra me wo rk o f tria l a nd  e rro r p ro c e sse s whic h c ha ra c te rise  na tura l se le c tio n. 

He nc e , und e r this mo d e l, va ria tio n is ne c e ssa ry fo r the  e vo lutio n o f susta ina b le  

me a ning  syste ms; me a ning  c a n o nly b e  und e rsto o d  b e c a use  it ha s survive d  in 

the  c o nte xt o f o the r me a ning s. 

 

4.5.2 Ja y Le mke ’ s so c ia l se mio tic s a nd  c ultura l d yna mic s 

Insp ire d  b y Ba khtin’ s so c ia l ling uistic s a nd  Ha llid a y’ s func tio na l se ma ntic s, Ja y 

Le mke ’ s no tio n o f e c o so so c ia l syste ms jo ins the  fie ld s o f b io lo g ic a l me ta p ho r, 

c o mp le x syste ms a nd  so c io c ultura l syste ms in a  unifie d  the o ry. Le mke  (1995, 

1997) se e s tha t his id e a  o f so c ia l se mio tic s is inte g ra l to  o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f 

ho w o ur so c ia l wo rld  is c o nstruc te d  b e c a use  it e na b le s:  

… us to  ma ke  me a ning ful a c tio ns (inc lud ing  utte ra nc e s) b y d e p lo ying  the se  

re so urc e s in re c o g nisa b le , mo stly ha b itua l (a nd  ma rg ina lly c re a tive ) wa ys. 

The  ha b itua l wa ys in whic h we  d e p lo y the m a re  id e ntifia b le  a s se mio tic  

fo rma tio ns: the  re g ula r a nd  re p e a ta b le , re c o g nisa b ly me a ning ful, c ultura lly 

a nd  histo ric a lly sp e c ific  p a tte rns o f c o -d e p lo yme nt o f se mio tic  re so urc e s in a  

c o mmunity. ("Disc o urse , Dyna mic s a nd  So c ia l Cha ng e ", 1997, p .5 ) 

Furthe r, a c c o rd ing  to  Le mke , so c ia l a c tio ns a nd  re a c tio ns a re  c o nte xt a nd  time  

d e p e nd e nt. Ag a in the re  a re  simila ritie s he re  to  a uto p o ie tic  the o ry d isc usse d  in 

p re vio us se c tio ns. Fo r Le mke  (1995), so c ia l a c tio ns a re  so c ia lly me a ning ful o nly 

to  tho se  b e lo ng ing  to  the  p a rtic ula r time  a nd  c o nte xt. Le mke  d ivid e s time  a nd  

c o nte xt a mo ng st synta g ma tic  c o nte xts (e ve nts b e fo re  a nd  a fte r), p a ra d ig ma tic  

c o nte xts (a lte rna tive  e ve nts), a nd  ind e xic a l c o nte xts (situa tio na lly c o -o c c urring  

e ve nts). 

Ac c o rd ing  to  Le mke , the  irre d uc ib le  fo rma l hie ra rc hy o f c o nte xtua lisa tio n in 

so c ia l me a ning  re fle c ts the  d yna mic a l hie ra rc hy o f e me rg e nt le ve ls o f 

o rg a nisa tio n in huma n so c ia l-ma te ria l syste ms. This c o nne c tio n is a lre a d y 
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imp lic a te d  in the  so c ia l se mio tic  vie w o f me a ning , a nd  a lso  in Ma tura na  a nd  

Va re la ’ s vie w o f me a ning . The  se mio tic  syste ms o f a  c o mmunity a re  a b stra c tio ns 

o f the  re so urc e s in a c tua l use  in tha t so c ie ty: “ The  se mio tic  fo rma tio ns p re se nt 

the ir ha b itua l p a tte rns o f c o -d e p lo yme nt, a nd  the  me ta re d und a nc y re la tio ns 

summa rise  the ir mutua l c o -o c c urre nc e  d istrib utio ns with re sp e c t to  e a c h o the r”  

(Le mke , 1997, a p p ro x. p . 5). All the se  a na lytic  fo rms a re  a b stra c tio ns o f typ e s 

fro m to ke ns; the y a ll d e p e nd  e ntire ly o n the  mo me nt-to -mo me nt ha p p e ning s in 

the  c o mmunity. It is insta nc e s (e ve nts, a c ts, o c c urre nc e s, p e rfo rma nc e s) whic h 

a re  the  p rima ry me c ha nisms o f c o nte xtua lisa tio n (Le mke , 1997, 1999). 

But me a ning  syste ms a nd  c ulture s c ha ng e ; wha t wa s no t me a ning ful c a n 

b e c o me  me a ning ful, a nd  this p ro c e ss d e p e nd s c ritic a lly o n a  d ia le c tic  

re la tio nship  b e twe e n ma te ria l a nd  se mio tic  d yna mic s within a  to ta l syste m. 

Le mke  (1995, 1997) se e s tha t we  ne e d  to  und e rsta nd  the  d yna mic s o f the  la rg e r 

e c o -p hysic a l syste ms in whic h c ulture s a re  e mb e d d e d  a nd  fro m whic h the  

e ne rg y o f the ir d yna mic s d e rive s. Huma n so c ia l c o mmunitie s a re  e xa mp le s o f 

ma te ria l e c o syste ms. Eve n tho ug h p hysic s, c he mistry, a nd  e c o -b io lo g y a re  

simp ly c ultura l d isc o urse s – just a s ling uistic s a nd  so c ia l se mio tic s a re  - the se  two  

d iffe re nt o rd e rs o f d isc o urse  c o nstrue  two  d iffe re nt kind s o f re la tio ns a mo ng  

e ve nts a nd  p ro c e sse s. It is the  c o nne c tio n b e twe e n tho se  d iffe re nt kind s o f 

re la tio ns tha t is the  ke y to  mo d e lling  c ultura l d yna mic s (Le mke , 1997, 1999). This 

c a n b e  c o mp a re d  to  the  e a rlie r d isc ussio n o f o ur c o nne c tio n to  the  ma te ria l 

wo rld  – o f mind  a nd  ma tte r, p a tte rn a nd  fo rm. The  d ic ho to my b e twe e n the  two  

sta te s is the  so urc e  o f c o nflic t in huma n so c ia l syste ms a nd  ma nife sts in wha t 

so c ie ty va lue s a s the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

Le mke ’ s e sse ntia l id e a s a b o ut c o mp le x syste ms a re  no t ne w; the y a lso  a p p e a r 

va rio usly in c o mp le x syste ms thinking , fo r e xa mp le , in the  wo rks o f Ca p ra , 

Prig o g ine , Ka uffma nn, a nd  ma ny o the rs. Ho we ve r, whe re  Le mke ’ s thinking  

d ive rg e s is a t the  p o int o f e xc ha ng e  b e twe e n the  ma te ria l p ro c e sse s a nd  the  

se mio tic  p ro c e sse s. This e ffe c tive ly thro ws a  ne t a ro und  this ne xus, a nd  c a p ture s 

p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n no t we ll tra ve rse d  in the  lite ra ture  o f c o mp le x syste ms. 

Altho ug h Le mke  (1997) b e lie ve s the  unity o f e c o so c ia l syste ms is so me wha t 

hid d e n fro m vie w b y o ur fa ilure  to  a p p re c ia te  the  p e rva sive ne ss o f the  ma te ria l-

se mio tic  c o up ling , c irc umsta nc e  o fte n tha t imp e d e s o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f 

ma te ria l p ro c e sse s in o ur so c io c ultura l syste m. This me a ns we  c a n c o lle c tive ly 

ind ic t e ntire  so c ia l g ro up ing s, c ulture s, a nd  e ra s fo r fa iling  to  a d d re ss b ia se s, 

e ve n tho ug h, a s Le mke  (1993) p o sits, o ur "o wn c ulture  c a rrie s id e o lo g ic a l b ia se s 

o f a  d o mina nt c la ss who se  inte re sts fa vo ur a  vie w o f the  wo rld  a s ind e finite ly 

e xp lo ita b le  ma te ria lly a nd  infinite ly fle xib le  c ultura lly" (a p p ro x. p . 4).  
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Esse ntia lly, the  ma in a rg ume nts fro m Le mke ’ s (1997) a rtic le  “ Ma te ria l Sig n 

Pro c e sse s a nd  the  Eme rg e nt Ec o so c ia l Org a nisa tio n”  c a n b e  summa rise d  into  

the  fo llo wing  ke y p o ints: 

1. All c o mp le x syste ms a re  c o nte xt a nd  time -d e p e nd e nt. 

2. Co mp le x syste ms c a n a lso  b e  a ttrib ute d  to  ‘ p ro c e sse s’  suc h a s 

life c yc le s a nd  so c ia l syste ms. 

3. So c ia l syste ms c a n b e  c o mp a re d  to  la ws o f the rmo d yna mic s in tha t 

the re  a re  inp uts, o utp uts, d issipa tive  struc ture s, e ne rg y a nd  e ntro p y. 

4. The  no tio n o f ‘ d e ve lo p me nta l tra je c to ry’  imp lie s a  c e rta in se nse  o f 

p re d ic ta b ility in tha t c o mp le x syste ms o f a  simila r typ e  d isp la y simila r 

life c yc le s (tra je c to rie s) [Le mke  use s the  life c yc le  o f a  b utte rfly to  

d e mo nstra te ]. 

5. Le mke  re fe rs to  the  a b ility o f c o mp le x syste ms to  d e mo nstra te  simila r 

tra je c to rie s a s ‘ e p ig e ne sis’ . This me a ns the y ha ve  simila r struc ture s, 

p ro c e sse s a nd  p a tho lo g ie s; the ir life c yc le  is fixe d  a nd  la rg e ly 

p re d ic ta b le ; in o the r wo rd s, p a tte rns. Ep ig e ne sis a lso  me a ns simila r 

c o mp le x syste ms c a n b e  c o mp a re d  d uring  simila r sta g e s in the ir 

life c yc le . It a lso  me a ns b ifurc a tio n p o ints c a n b e  re a c he d  a t the  sa me  

time  in d iffe re nt c o mp le x syste ms – thus a ffe c ting  the  to ta l 

e nviro nme nt. [At the  mo st e xtre me  e nd , this is e xe mp lifie d  b y the  

b utte rfly e ffe c t.] 

6. All e p ig e ne tic  syste ms b e lo ng  to  re g ula to ry sub syste m-sup e rsyste m 

hie ra rc hie s, fro m the  mo le c ula r to  the  p la ne ta ry, a nd  the  hie ra rc hy 

a lso  inc lud e  suc h thing s a s o rg a nisa tio na l ‘ me mo ry’  tra ve rsing  the  

e ntire  ne two rk o f c o mp le x syste ms. This infe rs tha t the re  is a  hie ra rc hy 

o f c o mp le x syste ms, o r ne ste d  c o mp le x syste ms – e a c h d e p e nd e nt 

up o n the  o the r in so me  G a ia -like  fa shio n. 

7. The  no tio n o f e c o syste ms d e mo nstra te  a  hig he r-o rd e r und e rsta nd ing  o f 

c ultura l a nd  so c ia l c ha ng e . “ Org a nisms a nd  e c o syste ms a re  b o th 

la rg e r-sc a le  sup e rsyste ms c o nstitute d  b y a nd  a c ting  to  inte g ra te  a nd  

re g ula te  the  sma lle r-sc a le  sub syste ms the y c o nta in”  (a p p ro x. p . 10). 

Ec o syste ms d o  no t d ie ; ra the r, the y e vo lve , a d a p t o r c e d e  to  the  

sup e rsyste m o f whic h the y a re  p a rt.  

8. The  e vo lutio n a nd  d e ve lo p me nt o f a  c o mp le x syste m is a b o ut the  

syste m itse lf a s a  c o lle c tive , ra the r tha n a b o ut the  ind ivid ua l 

c o mp o ne nts whic h ma ke  up  tha t syste m. Ce rta in b ifurc a tio n p o ints 

c a n c a use  d isrup tio n in the  syste m, a nd  if this is re p e a te d , the  syste m 
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e ithe r a d a p ts, b e ha ve s c ha o tic a lly o r d ie s e ve n tho ug h the re  ma y b e  

a  se mb la nc e  o f ‘ o rd e r’  in the  c o mp le x syste m.  

Le mke ’ s no tio n o f e c o so c ia l d yna mic s a nd  se mo g e ne sis is wo rth p ursuing  furthe r 

in this d isc ussio n. An a uto p o ie tic  a nd  so c io ling uistic  the o ry o f se lf-o rg a nising , se lf-

d e sc rib ing  so c ia l e ntitie s e xte nd s to  vie wing  the  e ffe c ts o f a  d isc o urse  o n a  

c o mmunity’ s so c ia l e nviro nme nt up o n its o wn d e sc rip tio ns a b o ut itse lf a nd  vic e  

ve rsa  (Le mke  1995, p p . 37- 39; Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la  1980, p p . 48-50; va n Dijk 

1994, p . 110; G ra ha m a nd  Mc Ke nna , 1999).  

Furthe r, fo r Le mke  (1993), the  no tio n o f a  'la ng ua g e ' is no t o nly a n a b stra c tio n 

fro m  use , it is a n a b stra c tio n fro m the  e mpiric a l d ive rsity o f la ng ua g e  in use . It 

e vo lve s, d e ve lo p s a nd  is c ha ra c te rise d  b y a ll the  fe a ture s o f a  c o mp le x syste m. 

It d e p e nd s o n the  use s to  whic h it is p ut, a nd  its ‘ func tio na lity’  is re la te d  to  the  

e xte nt o f d yna mic  p ro c e sse s in the  huma n so c ia l c o mmunity. Fo r e xa mp le  

ma ny la ng ua g e s ha ve  b e c o me  e xtinc t, a s ha ve  the  d isc o urse s with whic h the y 

we re  a sso c ia te d . It is Le mke ’ s c o nc lusio n tha t this is b e c a use  o f the  c o mp le x 

inte ra c tio n o f the  e c o so c ia l syste m, whic h d id  no t a d a p t to  the  c ha ng ing  

e nviro nme nt a nd  c o nd itio ns. As a  la ng ua g e  e vo lve s, its symme trie s a re  b ro ke n, 

unita ry fo rms b e c o me  d iffe re ntia te d  a nd  multip ly in me a ning s a nd  use s, a  

c o mp le te ly mo d ifie d  la ng ua g e  e me rg e s. Just a s a n e c o syste m ne e d s d ive rsity 

to  survive  a nd  thrive , so  to o  la ng ua g e  ne e d s, in Le mke ’ s wo rd s, a  ric h mo sa ic , 

p a tc hwo rk, o r nic he  to  e nsure  ma ximum c a p a c ity to  a d a p t (Le mke , 1993, 

a p p ro x p p . 2-4). 

Also , the re  a re  d iffe re nt la ng ua g e s, o r d isc o urse s, fo r d iffe re nt g ro up s. Le mke  

c ite s Ha llid a y, who  ha s id e ntifie d  a n imp o rta nt p a tte rn c a lle d  se mo g e ne sis. 

Esse ntia lly, se mo g e ne sis is the  p ro g re ssive  se ma ntic  d iffe re ntia tio n a nd  d iffusio n 

(thro ug h suc h thing s a s b ifurc a tio n p o ints, o r e me rg e nc e ) in the  la ng ua g e  

syste m. Le mke  d e sc rib e s this a s a  c yc le , whe re  d iffe re nc e s a re  se e n to  imp a c t 

o n a nd  c re a te  furthe r d iffe re nc e s, le a d ing  to  symme try-b re a king  e ve nts a nd  

sub se q ue ntly the  c re a tio n o f ne w c o nte xts, a nd  so  o n. So , in this we  se e  the  

sa me  syste ms thinking  p rinc ip le s a p p lie d  to  o rg a nic  syste ms, to  the  mind , to  

so c ia l syste ms, no w b e ing  a pp lie d  to  la ng ua g e  itse lf. 

Ye t o ne  o f the  p ro b le ms with inte rp re ting  o ur wo rld  o f symb o ls a nd  wo rd s to  

ma tc h the  symb o ls is the  “ e te rna lly slip p e ry na ture  o f la ng ua g e , ma the ma tic a l 

o r o the rwise ”  (Ca sti, 1994, p . 6). As Ca sti (1994) te lls us, the  p hilo so p he r 

Wittg e nste in wa s ha unte d  b y the  p ro b le m o f d e sc rib ing  the  na ture  o f wo rd s a nd  

wha t the y re p re se nt. Pa rts o f Wittg e nste in's re p re se nta tio na l the o ry ha s 

simila ritie s to  Le mke ’ s p o sitio n, in tha t the re  e xists a  sta b le  o r lo g ic a l struc ture  

thro ug h whic h we  und e rsta nd  o ur wo rld , a nd  tha t is la ng ua g e . The  wid e ly 

a c c e p te d  vie w o f Wittg e nste in's the o ry is tha t ling uistic  sta te me nts a re  



  Chapter 4 – Sociocultural Systems as Complex Meaning Systems 82 

me a ning ful o nly whe n the y c o rre sp o nd  to  o r re p re se nt a c tua l e ve nts o r o b je c ts 

whic h c a n the n b e  p ro ve n true  o r fa lse  b y o b se rva tio n. Fo r thing s to  ma ke  se nse  

o r b e  me a ning ful to  the  o b se rve r, the  na ture  o f wha t la ng ua g e  re p re se nts a nd  

the  lo g ic a l struc ture  o f the  re a l wo rld  must b e  a t le a st linke d . The se  links, o f 

c o urse , b e c o me  the  mo st imp o rta nt fe a ture  o f a  d isc o urse . The  re la tio nship  

b e twe e n the  o b se rve d  wo rld  a nd  la ng ua g e  c a n e a sily b e  c a p ture d  b y the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . Issue s re la ting  to  p o we r, d o mina nt c ulture s, re lig io n, 

truth a nd  e p iste mo lo g ic a l fra me wo rks c a n influe nc e  the se  links to  suc h a n 

e xte nt tha t the  na ture  o f re p re se nta tio n b e c o me s o b fusc a te d  in the  p ro c e ss o f 

inte rp re ta tio n. In the  e nd  Wittg e nste in sa w tha t the  link b e twe e n the  re a l-wo rld  

fa c t a nd  the  la ng ua g e  to  d e sc rib e  it ha d  to  b e  ‘ p o inte d ’  a t, ra the r tha n sp o ke n 

a b o ut. This e sse ntia lly me a ns tha t la ng ua g e  c a n q uite  e a sily b e c o me  a n 

instrume nt o f p o we r a nd  o f c o e rc io n fo r tho se  who  und e rsta nd  the  na ture  o f the  

link b e twe e n the  o b se rve d  wo rld  a nd  the  la ng ua g e  use d  to  d e sc rib e  it. 

Ho we ve r, a c c o rd ing  to  Le mke  (1997), huma n c ulture  ha s a lre a d y c o nstruc te d  

the  ke y to o l ne e d e d  to  ma ke  suc h a  mo d e l o f itse lf: a  ling uistic  syste m whic h is, 

se mio tic a lly its o wn me ta -syste m. Any na tura l la ng ua g e  ma y se rve  a s its o wn 

me ta -la ng ua g e , with its o wn g ra mma r, a nd  mo re  imp o rta ntly a  the o ry o f ho w its 

sp e a ke rs ma ke  me a ning s with tha t g ra mma r.  A c o mmunity d e p lo ys the  

va g a rie s o f its la ng ua g e  in d isc o urse s - so c ia l fo rma tio ns tha t d e fine  a  p a rtic ula r 

wa y o f using  la ng ua g e  to  ma ke  a  p a rtic ula r kind  o f me a ning . Tho se  d isc o urse s 

(inc lud ing  the  d isc o urse  o f c ultura l d yna mic s) ma y b e  e mp lo ye d  to  mo d e l a t 

le a st so me  p ro c e sse s o f the  who le  c ultura l syste m whic h inc lud e s the m. 

Disc o urse s a re  ma d e  b y the  so c ia l a nd  c ultura l inte ra c tio ns o f ma ny a c tua l, 

ind ivid ua l sp e a ke rs o ve r a  p e rio d  o f time , inte ra c tio ns whic h simulta ne o usly 

e xc ha ng e  p ro c e sse s in the  huma n c o mmunity (Le mke , 1997). 

Also  re le va nt he re , a nd  with e c ho e s o f Wittg e nste in, is the  c a p a c ity fo r 

‘ c ro ssing -o ve r’  b e twe e n the  ma te ria l wo rld  a nd  the  se mio tic , e a c h c a p a b le  o f 

sp a rking  c ha ng e s in the  o the r tha t le a d  to  ne w p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n, in a n 

e te rna l c yc le . Fo r Le mke  (1995, 1997), a n e sse ntia l p a rt o f this c yc le  is the  

e xiste nc e  o f p re -se mio tic  fe a ture s o f e ve nts o r situa tio ns: ma te ria l d iffe re ntia tio ns 

whic h d o  no t ye t ha ve  c ultura l sig nific a nc e , b ut whic h c a n e nte r the  se mio tic  

syste m a s ne w fe a ture s. This o f c o urse  c o nta ins no tio ns tha t ha rk b a c k to  o ur 

b rie f d isc ussio n o f me ta p hysic s – simila r to  the  fo rms tha t Pla to  d e sc rib e s, the  

me ta p hysic s o f Ka nt a nd  the  ine xp lic a b le  in Ka nt’ s tra nsc e nd e nta l id e a lism, a nd  

wha t syste ms thinke rs c a ll c ha o s. This link b e twe e n ma tte r a nd  sub sta nc e , 

p a tte rn a nd  fo rm wa s intro d uc e d  in e a rlie r c ha p te rs a nd  will b e  furthe r e xp lo re d  

a s the  the sis re a c he s its c o nc lusio n. 
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4.5.3 Pa ul C illie rs’  the o ry o f re p re se nta tio n 

Ac c o rd ing  to  C illie rs (1998), a  the o ry o f re p re se nta tio n is e sse ntia lly a  the o ry o f 

me a ning . Re p re se nta tio n a tte mp ts to  e xp la in ho w the  wo rd s o f o ur la ng ua g e  o r 

the  struc ture s in o ur b ra in b e c o me  me a ning ful, b y trying  to  d e fine  the  

re la tio nship s b e twe e n the se  wo rd s a nd  the  p hysic a l a nd  c e re b ra l struc ture s tha t 

ma ke  up  o ur wo rld . Ma the ma tic s is a  g o o d  e xa mp le . Mo st ma the ma tic a l 

fo rmula e  a re  ma d e  up  o f e le me nts tha t sta nd  fo r so me thing . Fo r e xa mp le , y = 

mx + c  is use d  in g e o me try fo r c a lc ula ting  g ra d ie nts. The  symb o ls re p re se nt 

e le me nts in the  p ro b le m:  y b e ing  the  inte rc e p t o n the  y-a xis; m , the  multip lie r; x 

the  inte rc e p t o n the  x-a xis a nd  c  the  c o nsta nt (a nd , o f c o urse , the  symb o ls = 

a nd  + a re  a lso  re p re se nta tio ns). The  e xa mp le  g ive n is a  fa irly simp le  c o nc e p t; 

mo re  c o mp le x ma the ma tic s re q uire s fo rmula e  whic h c o ve r multip le  p a g e s. 

Tho ug h this ma ke s re p re se nta tio n mo re  d iffic ult, the  c o mp ute r a nd  g ra d ua l 

re fine me nt in ma the ma tic s te c hniq ue s o ve r the  la st d e c a d e  ha ve  simplifie d  

p ro b le ms tha t wo uld  o nc e  ha ve  ta ke n ma ny we e ks to  c a lc ula te . G ive n the  

c o rre c t fo rmula , b a se d  o n Ne wto n’ s la ws a nd  sub stituting  the  rig ht va lue s, it is 

usua lly p o ssib le  to  d e te rmine  the  a nswe rs. 

Ho we ve r, whe n we  c o me  to  mo d e l o r try to  c a p ture  suc h thing s a s na tura l 

la ng ua g e  o r huma n se nso ry c a p a b ilitie s o r huma n e mo tio ns, o r the  b e ha vio ur o f 

so c ie tie s, it is no t p o ssib le  to  c re a te  a  simula tio n o f hig he r a nd  c o mp le x 

c o g nitive  p ro c e sse s, e ve n b y the  mo st a d va nc e d  c o mp ute rs. This is b e c a use  

the  p ro c e ss o f re p re se nta tio n is fa r fro m b e ing  fo rmula rise d . Ho w d o  we  

re p re se nt suc h thing s a s wha t p a rtic ula r wo rd s me a n?  Or, mo re  p e rtine ntly, why 

d o e s the  me a ning  o f c e rta in wo rd s me a n d iffe re nt thing s to  d iffe re nt 

ind ivid ua ls?  Ho w c a n this b e  p re c ise ly mo d e lle d ?  Ca n p a tte rn-re c o g nitio n a nd  

a p p ro xima tio n b e  mo d e lle d  suc c e ssfully?  As C illie rs (1998) rig htly p o ints o ut, 

b e fo re  a ny o f this c a n b e  e ve n a tte mp te d , it is ne c e ssa ry to  e xp la in the  p ro c e ss 

b y whic h the  re la tio nship s b e twe e n symb o ls a nd  the  wo rld  a re  e sta b lishe d  (p . 

59). Are  rule -b a se d  re p re se nta tio ns a nd  ne two rk re p re se nta tio ns c a p a b le  o f 

b e ing  a na lyse d  to g e the r?  Whe n we  se a rc h fo r a  mo re  e mpiric a l fla vo ur to  o ur 

re se a rc h, suc h q ue stio ns a re  a  g o o d  sta rting  p o int, b ut the  a d e q ua c y o f lo g ic a l 

c a lc ulus d o e s no t se e m to  fit we ll with und e rsta nd ing  so me  o f the  mo re  

c o mp le x no tio ns o f huma n syste ms. Suc h no tio ns fo rm p a rt o f a  lo ng  tra d itio n o f 

p hilo so p hic a l re fle c tio n o n the  re la tio nship s b e twe e n la ng ua g e , the  mind  a nd  

the  wo rld . 

C illie rs (1998) a rg ue s fo r a  d istrib ute d  re p re se nta tio na l mo d e l whic h ha s a  mo re  

ro b ust a p p ro a c h sinc e  no  sp e c ific  fe a ture  o f a  d istrib ute d  ne two rk is tie d  to  a ny 

sp e c ific  ne uro n. Ac c o rd ing  to  C illie rs (1998), “ ro b ustne ss ma y b e  le ss imp o rta nt 

to  a  syste m tha t ha s to  d e a l with id e a lise d  a b stra c tio ns, b ut it is vita l fo r a  syste m 
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tha t ha s to  d e a l with the  c o nting e nc ie s o f the  re a l wo rld ”  (p . 70). C illie rs g o e s o n 

to  re fute  c ritiq ue s o f d istrib ute d  re p re se nta tio na l mo d e ls a s “ o fte n fla we d , 

sp e c ific a lly b e c a use  the  no tio n o f d istrib ute d  re p re se nta tio n is e ithe r ig no re d  o r 

misund e rsto o d ”  (p . 70). Ne ve rthe le ss, C illie rs (1998) se e s tha t re p re se nta tio na l 

mo d e ls ha ve  muc h in c o mmo n with p o st-struc tura lism, a nd  furthe r, tha t b o th 

p e rsp e c tive s c a n info rm e a c h o the r. C illie rs (1998) c o nc lud e s his d isc ussio n with 

the  a sse rtio n tha t a  stro ng  the o ry o f re p re se nta tio n will a lwa ys p re sup p o se  the  

me ta p hysic s o f p re se nc e , a rg uing  tha t suc h a  the o ry c a lls fo r two  syste ms – the  

sig ns the mse lve s a nd , e xte rna l to  the m, the  me a ning  o f the  sig ns – ma d e  

p re se nt to  e a c h o the r thro ug h the  p ro c e ss o f re p re se nta tio n (p . 82). In a  syste m 

o f d istrib ute d  se mio tic s the  sig n is c o nstitute d  “ b y the  sum o f its re la tio nship s to  

o the r sig ns”  (p . 81). C illie rs (1998) furthe r e la b o ra te s: 

The  e a se  with whic h we  fa ll fo r a  g e ne ra l the o ry o f re p re se nta tio n c a n p e rha p s 

b e  e xp la ine d  b y the  imp o rta nc e  o f ima g e  in o ur c ulture . ‘ We  g ive  p re fe re nc e  to  

se nsing  thro ug h the  e ye s no t o nly fo r ta king  a c tio n, b ut e ve n whe n we  ha ve  no  

p ra xis in vie w’  (De rrid a , 1983, p . 4). Whe n we  sa y tha t a n ima g e  sp e a ks a  

tho usa nd  wo rd s – me a ning  tha t a n ima g e  is so me ho w mo re  p o we rful tha n 

la ng ua g e  – we  fa ll p re y to  the  me ta p hysic s o f p re se nc e . We  b e lie ve  tha t a n 

ima g e  b e a rs its me a ning  o n its fa c e , tha t it e sc a p e s the  p la y o f re fe rra l 

d e sc rib e d  b y d istrib ute d  se mio tic s. A te xt ma y ha ve  to  b e  inte rp re te d , b ut a n 

ima g e  sp e a ks d ire c tly, o r so  we  b e lie ve . This no tio n is stro ng ly re siste d  b y p o st-

struc tura l the o ry. (p . 82) 

This lo ss o f c le a r d istinc tio n b e twe e n the o ry a nd  p ra xis ha s ra mific a tio ns no t o nly 

fo r sc ie nc e  b ut a lso  fo r the o ry. The  lo ss o f inno c e nc e  fo r sc ie nc e  is no t c o nfine d  

to  sc ie ntific  e nd e a vo ur, b ut e xte nd s to  a  lo ss o f c la rity a nd  o b je c tivity in 

p hilo so p hy. Be c a use  the  the o ry o f me a ning  is e sse ntia lly a  the o ry o f 

re p re se nta tio n, ho w we  inte rp re t the  wo rld  d e p e nd s ve ry muc h o n the  wha t 

a nd  ho w o f using  the  va rio us e le me nts o f re p re se nta tio n. Mo re  imp o rta ntly, o ur 

c ho ic e  o f suc h a  the o ry ha s imp o rta nt e thic a l imp lic a tio ns, no t o nly b e c a use  o f 

ho w we  inte rp re t the  the o ry, b ut b e c a use  o f ho w it is re p re se nta tive  o f the  

c o mp le x syste m it d e sc rib e s.  

 

 

4.6 Comple x me a ning  syste ms – towa rds a  mode l 

As we  ha ve  se e n thro ug ho ut this c ha p te r, a p p lying  c o mp le x syste ms the o ry to  

so c ia l the o ry is no t witho ut p ro b le ms o f inte rp re ta tio n, no r o f p e rc e p tio n. 

Altho ug h the  inte re st in c o mp le xity a s a  so urc e  o f o rd e r in so c ia l syste ms is 

re la tive ly re c e nt (Eve , 1996; G o ld sp ink, 2000), the re  is a  ne e d  to  d e ve lo p  a n 

o nto lo g y tha t a c c e p ts a s le g itima te  d yna mic s tha t e me rg e  a s a  c o nse q ue nc e  

o f a  c o mp le x inte rp la y o f d iffe re nt so urc e s o f o rd e r. Ma ny so c ia l a nd  

o rg a nisa tio na l the o rists sug g e st tha t c o mp le x syste ms a lre a d y p ro vid e s a  so und  
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b a sis fro m whic h to  the o rise  a b o ut so c io lo g y (Arthur 1995; Be lla  1997; G e ll-Ma nn, 

1994; G unte r, 1995; Ja nstc h, 1980; Ka uffma nn, 1996; Sta c e y, 1995; Yo ung b lo o d , 

1997). Ho we ve r, o the rs, inc lud ing  Lilie nfie ld  (1978) a nd  G ra ha m a nd  Mc Ke nna  

(1999), wa rn tha t the o rising  o f so c io c ultura l syste ms using  c o mp le x syste ms 

“ ta ke s the  fo rm o f so p histry tha t le g itimise s struc tura l a mo ra lity”  (p . 7).   

Ye t, a c c o rd ing  to  Le mke  (1997), the  me a ning  syste ms within a  c ulture  e na b le  

me a ning s to  b e  ma d e , me a ning ful so c ia l a c tivitie s to  b e  e na c te d , a nd  e njo in 

the  ma king  o f c e rta in me a ning s, e nsuring  c e rta in c o nne c tio ns.  

So c ie ty p re sc rib e s fo r us id e a l p a tte rns o f c o nfo rmity; so me  we  inte rna lise , so me  

we  re sist, b ut the y a ll ta ke  this sa me  fo rm. It is me a ning  syste ms tha t ma ke  se nse  

o f the se  p a tte rns a nd  e na b le  us to  inte ra c t with o ur so c io c ultura l syste m. As 

Le mke  (1998) se e s it, the re  is no  sp e c ia l ne e d  to  e nfo rc e  wid e sp re a d  c o nfo rmity 

to  c o d ifie d  no rms, o nly to  a d just ind ivid ua l insta nc e s within lo c a l so c ia l 

to le ra nc e s. Sta nd a rd isa tio n is a no the r wa y o f sa ying  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n 

se nse ; a s this c ha p te r ha s a rg ue d , the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  o r ind e e d  

institutio na lise d  me a ning  is no t so me thing  we  must a c c e p t b lind ly a s a n 

ine vita b ility o f huma n so c ia l syste ms. The  c o unte rva iling  te nd e nc ie s a t wo rk a lso  

invo lve  p e rso na l me a ning  syste ms, mo me nts o f se re nd ip ity, c ha o s a nd  fitne ss 

la nd sc a p e s. So me time s the  p re d ic ta b ility o f huma n a ffa irs is no thing  o the r tha n 

a n ind ivid ua l's o b se rva tio ns o r d e sc rip tio n o f the ir re a lity (yo urs, mine  o r the irs). 

Suc h b e ha vio urs o p e ra te  so le ly within the  to le ra nc e s o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n 

se nse  (b e c a use  the y a re  p a rt o f re a lity.) 

To  re ite ra te  fro m Cha p te r 3, se c tio n 3.2, c o mp le x syste ms ha ve  the  fo llo wing  te n 

p ro p e rtie s: 

1. La rg e  numb e r o f inte rc o nne c ting  c o mp o ne nts 

2. No n-d e te rministic  a nd  no n-tra c ta b le  

3. Inte ra c tio n-ric h re la tio nships b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts 

4. Inte ra c tio ns e xhib it no nline a r b e ha vio ur 

5. Distrib ute d  na ture  o f info rma tio n a nd  re p re se nta tio n  

6. Fe e d b a c k lo o p s c a use  c ha ng e s to  the  syste m 

7. Exhib it p ro p e rtie s o f e me rg e nc e  a nd  se lf-o rg a nisa tio n  

8. Op e ra te  und e r fa r-fro m-e q uilib rium c o nd itio ns 

9. Ca nno t e xc lud e  histo ry (p re -p ro g ra mme d  e le me nts e xist) 

10. Ea c h e le me nt in the  syste m is ig no ra nt o f the  b e ha vio ur o f the  syste m 

a s a  who le , a nd  ma y o nly re sp o nd  to  lo c a lise d  info rma tio n 
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Using  the se  p ro p e rtie s, we  c a n intro d uc e  a  fra me wo rk within whic h to  d isc uss 

the  id e a  o f me a ning . Tha t me a ning  c a n b e  inte rp re te d , no t a s a n ind ivid ua l 

id e a tio na l sc he ma , b ut a s a  c o lle c tive  o r syste m tha t c a n b e  a ffe c te d  b y the  

p ro p e rtie s o utline d  a b o ve  is p a rt o f this o ve ra ll fra me wo rk. The  d isc ussio n o f the  

two  p a ra d ig ms o f tho ug ht - me c ha nism a nd  ra tio na lism ve rsus ho lism a nd  

e mpiric ism - p ro vid e s the  d ic ho to my tha t is b rid g e d  b y the  id e a  o f me a ning . 

Me a ning , b e c a use  it is fluid  a nd  d yna mic , a nd  the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r 

e nsure  tha t me a ning  se lf-o rg a nise s a ro und  va rio us c o mp o ne nts tha t a re  

c o nne c te d  in myste rio us a nd  no ve l wa ys b e c a use  tho se  c o nne c tio ns a re  o nly 

kno wn to  the  e ye  o f the  b e ho ld e r a nd  und e rsto o d  a s p a rt o f a n ind ivid ua l’ s 

inte rp re tive  sc he ma . The re fo re , the  c o mpo ne nts o f a  me a ning  a re  imp o ssib le  to  

iso la te ; fo r e xa mp le , e ve n with so me thing  simp le  a nd  re p re se nta tio na l like  a  re d  

c irc le . But if we  ta lk a b o ut me a ning  a s a  ‘ syste m’  we  c a n b e g in to  g ra p p le  with 

its va g a rie s. Unlo c king  re p re se nta tio na l a nd  id e a tio na l me a ning s within the  

d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms the o ry (fo r e xa mp le , the  no tio n o f p unc tua te d  

e q uilib rium) c a n re ve a l p e rsp e c tive s tha t ma y b e  o ve rlo o ke d  in mo re  tra d itio na l 

a na lyse s. 

Ap p lying  c o mp le x syste ms to  me a ning  re ve a ls me a ning  itse lf a s a n o p e n 

syste m, d isp la ying  a ll the  p ro p e rtie s o f e ntro p y p ro d uc tio n a nd  e me rg e nc e  tha t 

c ha ra c te rise  a ny o the r o p e n syste m. We  c o uld  d e sc rib e  the  wa y tha t fre e  

me nta l e ne rg y g ra d ua lly inc re a se s a s p e o p le  b e c o me  use d  to  the  id e a s a nd  

the  me a ning s g e ne ra te d . A so c ie ty d o e s no t ha ve  to  wo rk so  ha rd  whe n the  

e p iste mo lo g ic a l a nd  o nto lo g ic a l fra me wo rks a re  le g itima te d , a nd  the re  is little  

o r no  c o nflic t with this p o sitio n. In o the r wo rd s, if the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  is 

a c c e p te d , the re  is little  c o mp e titio n b e c a use  the  me a ning  syste ms tha t 

c o mp rise s the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  a re  a lre a d y e sta b lishe d .  Ho we ve r, 

p o we r re la tio ns tha t se rve  to  susta in a  me a ning  syste m c a n b e  c ha lle ng e d  if 

the y d o  no t sup p o rt the  ma in id e a s o f the  o ve ra ll so c io c ultura l syste m itse lf. 

Onc e  so me  o f the  id e a s o f the  me a ning  syste m b e g in to  b e  q ue stio ne d , the  

me a ning  syste m ma y d e c line  (whe re  the  id e o lo g y is to o  d iffic ult to  sup p o rt) o r 

b e c o me  stro ng e r (b e c a use  histo ry sho ws tha t true  b e lie ve rs will d e fe nd  the ir 

fa ith in the  syste m, o fte n sub ve rting  the  d isse nting  vie ws). This is a lso  the  p ha se  

whe re  d e fe nc e  o f the  me a ning  syste m ma y le a d  to  surve illa nc e -like  a c tivitie s in 

o rd e r to  sup p o rt the  d o mina nt va lue s p ro mo te d  b y the  syste m. Onc e  the  fre e  

me nta l e ne rg y is d e p le te d , the  me a ning  syste m c o me s und e r a tta c k b e c a use  

o f the  inte ra c tio n with o the r me a ning  syste ms tha t a re  b e tte r e q uip p e d  to  

ha nd le  the  c ha ng e s to  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . As in na tura l syste ms, the  

symb io sis in the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m o c c urs whe n kno wle d g e  is 

e xc ha ng e d  – within the  syste m itse lf, a nd  with o the r syste ms in o rd e r to  susta in 

the  la rg e r who le . Ho we ve r, a s with na tura l syste ms, this irre ve rsib le  se lf-
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o rg a nisa tio n ha s to  b e  sp o nta ne o us to  b e  suc c e ssful. Sp o nta ne ity me a ns tha t 

the  syste m's fre e  e ne rg y d e c re a se s while  it fo c use s o n the  c ha ng e s in the  

e xte rna l e nviro nme nt. Fixa tio n o n suc h thing s a s p la nning  a nd  q ua litie s o f the  

e xisting  syste m c a n b e c o me  a  hind ra nc e  d uring  the  b ifurc a tio n whe n ne w 

q ua litie s a re  re q uire d  to  e me rg e . The  e ntire  p ro c e ss, o f c o urse , is c yc lic a l a nd  

c a n b e  re p re se nte d  in a  p re limina ry wa y b y Fig ure  4.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig ure  4.2: Comple x me a ning  syste ms 

 

As Fig ure  4.2 sug g e sts, the re  a re  a  numb e r o f p ha se s in the  d e ve lo p me nt o f a  

c o mp le x me a ning  syste m. In the  first p ha se  (Cha o s), the re  is o fte n a  se nse  o f 

o rd e r in the  me a ning  syste m, b ut it is no t e a sily d e sc rib a b le  b e c a use  o f the  

e xtre me  fluc tua tio ns in wha t p e o p le  p e rc e ive  it to  b e . A se nse  o f the  c ha o tic  

e mb o d ie s the  first p ha se ; a  p ha se  whe re  p e rha p s little  info rma tio n is a va ila b le , 

muc h le ss info rma tio n a b o ut ho w this me a ning  syste m c o nne c ts to  o the rs. The  

info rma tio n tha t d o e s e xist is sp a smo d ic , unre lia b le  a nd  inva ria b ly the  me a ning  

is o b fusc a te d  a nd  c o nfuse d . In the  se c o nd  p ha se  (Co mp le xity), info rma tio n 

b e g ins to  g a the r a ro und  the  syste m. This c o uld  ta ke  the  g uise  o f p o we rful 

p e rso na litie s, b a sic  tra c ts, b e lie fs o r id e a s. This c a n a lso  b e  the  sta g e  whe re  a  
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la rg e  a rra y o f info rma tio n b e c o me s a va ila b le , a nd  is re ve a le d  to  ha ve  

c o nne c tio ns a nd  links to  o the r p a ra d ig ms, in the  fo rm o f simila ritie s, d iffe re nc e s, 

a ttra c tio n o r re sista nc e . The  third  p ha se  (Co nting e nt Co mp le xity) is the  p ha se  

whe re  d e p e nd e nc ie s b e c o me  a p p a re nt. One  o f the  fe a ture s o f c o mp le x 

syste ms, a s d isc usse d  in e a rlie r c ha p te rs, is tha t the  who le  is ne ve r the  sum o f the  

p a rts. Thus c o nting e nt c o mp le xity ind ic a te s tha t so me  me a ning s re ly o n o the rs 

fo r c urre nc y a nd  va lid ity. In the  c a se  o f, sa y, a  p o litic a l mo ve me nt, the  

id e o lo g ic a l p la tfo rm must a d d re ss the  c o nc e rns o f the  inte re sts the y re p re se nt. 

The  e me rg e nc e  o f ne w id e a s will b e  c o nting e nt o n the  a c c e p ta nc e  b y the  

g ro up  o r g ro up s who  d o mina te  the  mo ve me nt. Also , the re  a re  time sc a le s; a  

se nse  o f histo ry a nd  tra d itio n is invo lve d  in c o nting e nt c o mp le xity; mile sto ne s in 

the  life  o f a  me a ning  syste m a re  o fte n c o nting e nt o n p a rtic ula r e ve nts tha t ha ve  

p re c e d e d  the m. The re fo re , me mo ry (a lso  in the  fo rm o f d a ta  a nd  its 

inte rro g a tio n) a nd  re fle xivity a re  c ritic a l fe a ture s o f c o nting e nt c o mp le xity. The  

fo urth p ha se  (Situa tio na l o r Co nte xtua l Re a lity) se e s the  c o mp le x me a ning  

syste m g ra p p ling  with its surro und ing s, trying  to  b e st fit with the  p re va iling  

c o mmo n se nse  in whic h it is situa te d . Ad justme nt a nd  se lf-o rg a nisa tio n will o c c ur 

in this p ha se , b ut the  b a sic  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n will re ma in. This is no t usua lly 

the  p ha se  c ha ra c te rise d  b y la rg e  shifts o r c ha ng e s to  the  syste m itse lf. 

So me time s the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m will b e c o me  a b so rb e d  a t the  fring e s o f 

the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , q uite  p o ssib ly in the  fo rm o f ra d ic a l o r e xtre me  

mo ve me nts.  

Diffusio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e  fo llo w (Pha se  5), ind ic a ting  tha t the  c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste m ha s fo und  its wa y into  the  ma instre a m – o r b e e n a c c e p te d  a s 

the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . It ha s b e c o me  so  e ntre nc he d  in the  who le  

syste m tha t no  o ne  se e ks to  q ue stio n why it is the re . If q ue stio ns a re  a ske d , the  

c o mp le xity invo lve d  in und e rsta nd ing  the  syste m a nd  its c o nne c tio ns is so  g re a t, 

tha t o nly 'ra d ic a ls' a re  se e n to  ma ke  suc h a tte mp ts. This is b e c a use  suc h 

q ue stio ning  g o e s a g a inst the  g ra in o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , a nd  

unb e lie ve rs a re  g e ne ra lly p o rtra ye d  a s ‘ d e via nts’  o r, wo rse , inc a rc e ra te d  fo r 

the ir d isse nting  vie ws. In te rms o f a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m, this c o uld  b e  

re p re se nte d  a s, fo r e xa mp le , the  a c c e p ta nc e  o f thing s suc h a s ma na g e me nt 

fa d s a nd  third  wo rld  p o ve rty, o r b y g ro up s who  b ring  a tte ntio n to  e nviro nme nta l 

d e g ra d a tio n, sp e c ie s lo ss, o r sub sta nd a rd  c a re  fo r the  a g e d  a nd  p e rso ns with a  

d isa b ility a nd  so  o n. If we  d isc uss suc h thing s a s c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, wha t 

ha p p e ns inva ria b ly re o c c urs a s p e o p le  b e g in to  se lf-o rg a nise  a ro und  wha t the y 

b e lie ve  to  b e  a  ne w se t o f id e a s re p re se nting  a  p a ra d ig m shift. But, o nc e  the  

p ro c e ss b e g ins, the  id e a s a re  g ra d ua lly b urie d  o r re p la c e d  b y id e a s whic h 

re fle c t the  va lue s o f the  d o mina nt g ro ups in so c ie ty – o r the  p re va iling  c o mmo n 

se nse .  
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This c a n b e  c o mp a re d  to  the  wa y a  b io lo g ic a l o rg a nism a d a p ts to  its p hysic a l 

e nviro nme nt thro ug h the  p ro c e ss o f e vo lutio n. Whe n e ntire  so c ie tie s a c c e p t 

b e lie fs a nd  va lue s in the  mid st o f e me rg ing  o r c o nc e rning  p o litic a l o r e c o no mic  

re a litie s, the ir c a p a c ity to  find  the  c o nne c tio ns to  o the r me a ning  syste ms is 

fo ile d  b y the  re so na nc e  o f the  p a tte rns tha t the y o b se rve  c o nne c ting  the ir 

b e lie f syste m to  tha t o f the  so c ie ty in whic h the y find  the mse lve s. In o the r wo rd s, 

it is d iffic ult fo r so c ie tie s to  g e t b e ne a th the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  o f the ir 

time  to  a d e q ua te ly c ritiq ue  p a rt o f tha t re a lity. A fe w p e o p le  (a g a in, usua lly 

la b e lle d  'd e via nts') und e rsta nd ing  the  o rig ina l id e a s a nd , trying  to  e mula te  

the m, will re b e l, o fte n p re d ic ting  with c la rity wha t will b e c o me  o nc e  the re  is 

c o mp le te  o r p a rtia l d e g ra d a tio n o f tho se  o rig ina l id e a s. Ho we ve r, just a s sma ll 

una tta c he d  syste ms c a nno t c o ntro l la rg e r o ne s in the  b io lo g ic a l o r e vo lutio na ry 

se nse , se ld o m will p e o p le  b e  suc c e ssful a t sto p p ing  tha t d e g ra d a tio n. Fina lly, 

the re  is the  e me rg ing  unc e rta inty tha t ha s b e e n p ro mp te d  b y the  q ue stio ning  o f 

va rio us se c to rs in the  so c ie ty (Pha se  6). This is whe re  the  so c ie ty a s a  who le  

re b e ls a nd  ra ils a g a inst the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  e n ma sse . Suc h thing s a s 

la rg e  p ub lic  d e mo nstra tio ns, la nd slid e  e le c tio n re sults, o r p o p ula r id e a s 

b e c o ming  unfa shio na b le  to  suc h a n e xte nt tha t the y a re  ne ve r me ntio ne d  

e xc e p t in the  c o nte xt o f histo ry a re  so me  o f the  ha llma rks o f this p ha se .  

 

 

4.7 Conc lusion  

The  ma jo r c o ntrib utio n tha t the  id e a  o f a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m b ring s is tha t 

it p ro vid e s a  struc ture d  a c c o unt o f the  p ro c e ss o f me a ning  ma king  in a  so c ia l 

syste m. A fo rma l fra me wo rk fo r the  a na lysis o f me a ning  is no t d e a lt with 

a d e q ua te ly in e ithe r tra d itio na l, ra tio na l a p p ro a c he s, no r fro m d isc ip line s in the  

ne w p a ra d ig m o f tho ug ht. Irre ve rsib le  (d issipa tive ) se lf-o rg a nisa tio n fo rms the  

b a sis o f suc h a n a c c o unt, a s d o e s the  p a tte rn o f re la tio nship s tha t c a use  a  

struc ture  to  e xist. Ho we ve r, whe n a  se t o f id e a s le a d s to  the  se lf-o rg a nisa tio n o f 

p e o p le  a ro und  tho se  id e a s a nd  the n la te r is a b a nd o ne d , q ue stio ns a b o ut wha t 

e xa c tly in tho se  id e a s a ttra c te d  p e o p le  in the  first p la c e  a re  ra ise d  b y tho se  no t 

c o nne c te d  to  the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m. The  mo st imp o rta nt, a nd  

fund a me nta l p re c e p t o f this the o risa tio n is tha t no t o nly is the re  is a n a pp a re nt 

a nd  und e rlying  simp lic ity whic h a ttra c ts p e o p le  to  c e rta in va lue s a nd  b e lie fs, 

b ut a lso  a  ‘ hid d e n p o te ntia lity’  fo r p e o p le  to  se lf-o rg a nise  – no t o nly thro ug h 

the ir p hysic a l e nviro nme nt, b ut a lso  thro ug h the ir e p iste mo lo g ic a l, o nto lo g ic a l 

a nd  a xio lo g ic a l fra me wo rks – into  a  c o mp le x so c ie ty. 

The  re je c tio n a nd  a b a nd o nme nt o f id e o lo g y o c c urs b e c a use  o f the  inc re a sing  

c o mp le xity o f the  so c ie ty whic h e ro d e s the  e sse nc e  o f the  o rig ina l se t o f id e a s, 
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c a using  mo re  ne two rke d  p a tte rns to  e me rg e  a nd  the n p re se nt the mse lve s mo re  

a ttra c tive ly to  d iffe re nt g ro up s in the  so c ie ty. Ea c h o f the  g ro up s ha s a  d iffe re nt 

inte rp re ta tio n o f the se  p e rsp e c tive s b e c a use  a  c o mp le x so c ie ty is no t 

ho mo g e no us; a  c o mp le x so c ie ty is c ha ra c te rise d  b y ma ny ve ste d  inte re sts – the  

ne e d  fo r surviva l b e ing  o ne  o f the  mo st fund a me nta l. This is a  d yna mic  p ro c e ss 

tha t c a n ne ve r b e  sta tic  b e c a use  the  ine vita b ility o f c ha ng e  thro ug h e me rg e nt 

p he no me na  is o ne  o f the  ke y fe a ture s o f a  c o mp le x syste m. In so c ia l syste ms, 

e me rg e nt p he no me na  ma nife st the mse lve s a ny time  whe n c o lle c tive  

b e ha vio ur tra nsc e nd s the  b e ha vio ur o f its 'c o mpo ne nt' b e ha vio ur. Be c a use  it 

tra nsc e nd s ind ivid ua l b e ha vio ur, me a ning  must a lwa ys b e  te mp o ra l. Ho we ve r, 

no t o nly c a n a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m b e  vie we d  a s a  te mp o ra l 

p he no me no n, b ut it c a n a lso  tra ve rse  time sc a le s thro ug h histo ry. Fo r e xa mp le , 

we  c a n e xp lo re  the  me a ning  syste ms tha t c ha ra c te rise d  ma ny mo ve me nts o r 

ma ny id e a s, if we  c a re  to  und e rsta nd  ho w the  p a tte rns b e twe e n the  id e a s 

e me rg e d  a nd  o p e ra te d  until the ir e ve ntua l d e mise , ra the r tha n simp ly 

e xa mining  the  struc ture  o f the  id e a s the mse lve s. Kno wing  tha t c e rta in id e a s e xist 

o r e xiste d  is simp ly no t e no ug h, we  ne e d  to  und e rsta nd  the ir c o nne c tio ns with 

o the r id e a s a nd  ho w tha t a d d s to  the  c o lle c tio n o f o the r c o mp le x me a ning  

syste ms.  

In c o nc lusio n, the  fe a ture s tha t a  the o ry o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms sho uld  

a c c o unt fo r a re  b a se d  o n the  p ro c e ss o utline d  in Fig ure  4.2. The  p ro p e rtie s o f 

c o mp le x syste ms o utline d  e a rly in this c ha p te r will a lso  fa c to r in a n a c c o unt o f a  

me a ning  syste m. We  will use  the se  p re limina ry id e a s a s a  b a sis fo r e xa mining  

ma na g e me nt fa d s in Pa rt 2 o f the  the sis – this ‘ a na lytic a l e xp e rime nt’ , a s 

d e sc rib e d  in Cha p te r 1 will se rve  to  te st a nd  furthe r d e ve lo p  the  mo d e l o f 

c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms p re se nte d  he re .  
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Cha pte r 5: Ma na g e me nt Fa ds – Cha ra c te ristic s a nd 

Exa mple s 

The  p le tho ra  o f ma na g e me nt te xts, se lf-he lp  a nd b usine ss ho w-to  

p ub lic a tio ns sho uld b e  suffic ie nt e vide nc e  to  sta nd a s te stimo ny to  the  

g ro wing  p he no me no n tha t is ma na g e me nt fads. But the  o b se rva tio n tha t 

the  phe no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa ds e xists do e s no t e ntire ly me a n this is 

a c c e p te d, partic ularly b y the  a c a de mic  c o mmunity: it sho uld b e  ‘ te ste d’  

a g a inst o the r so c io c ultura l p he no me na  to  a sc e rta in the  e xte nt o f diffusio n 

a nd wha t influe nc e  tha t ma y ha ve  o n the  so c io c ultura l milie u. Lo o king  fo r 

wa ys to  de sc rib e  this p he no me no n a nd a lte rna tive  wa ys to  e xa mine  wha t 

it mig ht me a n fo r o ur so c io c ultura l syste m will b e  the  fo c us o f the  the sis fro m 

this po int o n. Using  ma nag e me nt fa ds to  e xp lic a te  the  the o risa tio ns fro m 

Pa rt 1o f this the sis will se rve  a s a  p ra c tic a l a p p lic a tio n o f the  synthe sis – the  

ide a  o f c o mple x me a ning  syste ms. As the  first c hap te r in the  se c o nd p a rt o f 

this the sis, Cha pte r 5 will la y the  g ro undwo rk fo r a pp lying  the  the o rie s fro m 

Pa rt 1 to  the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa ds.  

The  disc ussio n in Pa rt 1 o f the  the sis lo o ke d a t e xp la na tio ns fo r why 

do mina nt g ro up s in so c ie ty p ro mo te  c e rta in ide a s a nd ig no re  o the rs 

thro ug h e p iste mo lo g ic a l, o nto lo g ic a l a nd a xio lo g ic a l fra me wo rks. The  

c o nc e p t o f me a ning  syste ms wa s p ro p o se d a s a  fra me wo rk thro ug h whic h 

the  c ha ra c te ristic s o f suc h a  thing  a s fa ds mig ht b e g in to  b e  e xa mine d.  

Linking  the se  ide a s to  the  e xp la na tio n o f ma na g e me nt fa ds a nd the ir 

c o nne c tio n to  the  wide r so c io c ultura l syste m is the  fo c us o f this the sis, a nd 

this c ha p te r b e g ins the  ta sk o f o utlining  the  p he no me no n tha t is 

ma nag e me nt fa ds.  

 

5.1 Introduc tion 

The re  is no w a  so lid  b o d y o f lite ra ture  a b o ut the  suc c e ssio n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  b uzzp hra se s (Og b o nna  a nd  Ha rris, 2002; Cra ine r 

a nd  De a rlo ve , 2001; Co llins, 2000; Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 1997; 

Sha p iro , 1995; Huc zynski, 1993). Arg ua b ly, the  inc re a sing  le ve ls o f mistrust 

a nd  sc e p tic ism tha t a c c o mp a ny the se  p he no me na  a re  a lso  e vid e nt, a s 

Wo o ld rid g e  a nd  Mic ke lthwa ite ’ s c o mme nts sho w: 

Ea c h ye a r Ame ric a n ma na g e rs a nd  e ntre p re ne urs she ll o ut thre e -

q ua rte rs o f a  b illio n d o lla rs to  re ma in c o mp e titive . Me a nwhile , 

c o mp a nie s the mse lve s sp e nd  $15 b illio n fo r c o nsulta nts to  c o me  in 

a nd  te ll the m wha t the y c a n d o  to  b e  mo re  e ffic ie nt. Tro ub le  is, ma ny 
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so -c a lle d  ma na g e me nt e xp e rts a re  simp ly p e d d ling  ho t a ir”  (Inte rvie w 

with Ad ria n Wo o ld rid g e  a nd  Jo hn Mic ke lthwa ite , Psyc ho lo g y To da y, 

Ma r/ Ap r 1997, p . 23). 

Ca rte r Mc Na ma ra  (2006) a g re e s:  

The re  is a  re c e nt e xp lo sio n o f ma na g e me nt lite ra ture , muc h o f whic h 

a sse rts the  stro ng  ne e d  fo r c ha ng e  in to d a y's b usine ss o rg a niza tio ns. Fe w 

p e o p le , if a ny, d isa g re e  with this ne e d  fo r c ha ng e . Ho we ve r, the  

unre a listic  a nd  e va ng e lic a l ma nne r in whic h this ne e d  is p re se nte d  ma y 

b e  c a using  c ynic ism no t live d  sinc e  the  Ro ma n Emp ire  (Mc Na ma ra , 2006, 

p a ra  1.) 

Og b o nna  a nd  Ha rris (2002) a sse rt tha t the  re c e nt tre nd  fo r re o rg a nisa tio n 

a nd  the  ine vita b le  ‘ b uzzwo rd ’  b y-p ro d uc t is sp a wne d  b y the  “ imp e ra tive  o f 

fa shio n ra the r tha n p ure ly o rg a niza tio na l ne c e ssity”  (p . 48). The  p o p ula rity 

o f ma ny o f the se  c o nc e p ts is g ro und e d  in the  a ssump tio n tha t the  

a d o p tio n o f the  und e rp inning  stra te g ie s will ultima te ly le a d  to  imp ro ve d  

p e rfo rma nc e . Ind e e d , the  initia l a d o p tio n o f the se  c o nc e p ts is o fte n fue lle d  

b y stud ie s a nd  ma rke ting  suc c e ss sto rie s c la iming  d ire c t a sso c ia tio ns 

b e twe e n the  a d o p tio n o f suc h p ra c tic e s a nd  o rg a nisa tio na l p e rfo rma nc e  

(Og b o nna  a nd  Ha rris, 2002).  

But wha t is a  ‘ ma na g e me nt fa d ’ , a nd  wha t is the  na ture  o f suc h fa d s?  The  

fo llo wing  se c tio ns c o nsid e r the se  q ue stio ns, lo o k a t wha t c ritic a l to o ls a re  

ne e d e d  to  e xp la in the m, a nd  fina lly, p ro vid e  so me  a lte rna tive  p e rsp e c tive s 

a b o ut the  p he no me no n. By wa y o f e xp la na tio n, the  no tio n ‘ te sting ’  is to  b e  

a p p lie d  in the  lo o se st p o ssib le  wa y. As me ntio ne d , no  e mpiric a l d a ta , o the r 

tha n tha t p ro vid e d  b y o the r stud ie s is use d  in this the sis. The  no tio n o f 

‘ te sting ’  p rima rily re la te s to  the  c a p a c ity o f the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  

syste ms to  ho ld  fo r ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

 

5.2 Wha t is a  ma na g e me nt fa d?  

The  te rms ma na g e me nt fa d , o rg a nisa tio na l fa d  a nd  ma na g e me nt fa shio n 

a re  o fte n use d  inte rc ha ng e a b ly a nd  a re  wa ys to  d e sc rib e  a  p o p ula r a nd  

we ll-ma rke te d  wa y o f d o ing  thing s within o rg a nisa tio ns. A fa d  is g e ne ra lly 

tho ug ht o f a s a  c ra ze , a  te mp o ra ry c ultura l ‘ b lip ’ , like  the  yo -yo  c ra ze  o f 

the  1950s o r d isc o  in the  1970s. Ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  a  mo re  sig nific a nt 

p he no me no n, a ltho ug h the y a re  o fte n a s te mp o ra ry a nd  c o mp e lling . Fa d s 

a re  g e ne ra lly a sso c ia te d  with the  ‘ ne w’  a nd  a re  c o mmo n to  a  wid e  va rie ty 

o f g e nre s suc h a s c lo thing , ha irstyle s, music , p a stime s a nd  ho b b ie s, 

la ng ua g e , a nd  e nte rta inme nt. In a  p o p ulist se nse , fa d s c a n a lso  b e  fo und  

in lite ra ture  (a s in the  ‘ ro ma ntic ’  p e rio d ), a rt (imp re ssio nism, d a d a , 
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surre a lism), sc ie nc e  (me c ha nism, e c o syste ms), a nd  e ve n re lig io n 

(Ca lvinism, Pe nte c o sta l mo ve me nt). But g e ne ra lly, fa d s a re  tho ug ht o f a s 

te mp o ra l, tra nsie nt a nd  tre nd y. Po litic a l/ so c ia l e xp e rime nts a nd  histo ric a l 

mo ve me nts suc h a s fa sc ism, a na rc hy a nd  mo na rc hic a l d ic ta to rships ha ve  

a ll b e e n p o p ula rly d e sc rib e d  a s fa d d ish a t so me  time . Wha te ve r the  

d o ma in, fa d s g e ne ra lly b e g in life  a s e ithe r re a c tive  mo ve me nts a g a inst the  

ma instre a m o r p o p ula rise d  tre nd s tha t c a p ture  the  c urio sity a nd  a tte ntio n 

o f p e o p le  in the  p e rio d  le a d ing  up  to  a nd  o ve r the ir d ura tio n. Ho we ve r this 

tra nsie nc e  d o e s no t a lwa ys ho ld  true  fo r ma na g e me nt fa d s, a s so me  ma y 

la st fo r e xte nd e d  p e rio d s o f time , a nd  ma y e ve n b e  c o nsume d  b y 

sub se q ue nt fa d s. Wha te ve r the ir d ura tio n, fa d s, a nd  in this c a se , 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  usua lly typ ifie d  b y the  la unc h o f a  ne w a nd  initia lly 

p o p ula r id e a  o r se t o f id e a s. 

Ab ra ha mso n a nd  Fa irc hild  (1997) ha ve  d e sc rib e d  ma na g e me nt fa d s a s 

re la tive ly tra nsito ry c o lle c tive  b e lie fs, d isse mina te d  b y ma na g e me nt fa shio n 

se tte rs. Mo re  re c e ntly, Ca rso n e t a l. (1999) d e sc rib e d  fa d s a s "ma na g e ria l 

inte rve ntio ns whic h a p p e a r to  b e  inno va tive , ra tio na l, a nd  func tio na l a nd  

a re  a ime d  a t e nc o ura g ing  b e tte r o rg a niza tio na l p e rfo rma nc e " (p . 23).  

Like wise , Mille r e t a l (2004) se e  ma na g e me nt fa d s a s ha ving  thre e  ma in 

c ha ra c te ristic s: the y b e c o me  ve ry p o p ula r ve ry q uic kly; sta y p o p ula r fo r 

o nly a  fe w ye a rs; a nd  e xp e rie nc e  a  ste e p  d e c line  in inte re st, le a ving  little  

tra c e  (p . 7).  This is why the re  is a  d iffe re nc e  b e twe e n fa d s in, sa y, a n a rtistic  

se nse , fo r e xa mp le  the  surre a list mo ve me nt, a nd  ma na g e me nt fa d s. (The se  

d iffe re nc e s will b e  e xp lo re d  mo re  tho ro ug hly in the  ne xt c ha p te r.)  Thus, the  

e ffe c tive ne ss o f a  fa d  is d ire c tly re la te d  to  its c a p a c ity fo r re te ntio n a nd  its 

ultima te  re je c tio n. In e ithe r c a se , the  fa d  lo se s its sp e c ific  id e ntity a s a n 

inte rve ntio n stra te g y a t so me  p o int, re sulting  in its d e c line . Ho we ve r, a s 

Ab ra hmso n a nd  Fa irc hild  (1997) o b se rve , the  c o nte nt o f a  fa d  b e c o me s 

p a rt o f the  o ve ra ll ma na g e me nt e xp e rie ntia l b a se , whic h me a ns ne w fa d s 

sho uld  b e  a t e q ua l o r hig he r le ve ls tha n p re c e d ing  p ro c e sse s la rg e ly 

b e c a use  the y c a n a b so rb  the  e xp e rie nc e s o f fa d s tha t ha ve  a lre a d y b e e n 

e nc o unte re d . 

De sp ite  the  g ro wing  sc e p tic ism, so me  c o nsid e r ma na g e me nt fa d s to  b e  

wid e ly a c c e p te d , inno va tive  inte rve ntio ns d e sig ne d  to  imp ro ve  so me  

a sp e c t o f o rg a nisa tio na l p e rfo rma nc e (G ib so n & Te so ne , 2001, Ja c kso n 

2001). Altho ug h Pa re lla d a  (2002) a g re e s, he  ta ke s a  mo re  p ra g ma tic  

a p p ro a c h a nd  se e s two  p a ra d ig ms invo lve d  in a na lysing  ma na g e me nt 

the o rie s. The  first he  te rms “ g o o d  p ra c tic e s”  whic h ha ve  re sulte d  in g o o d  

o utc o me s, a nd  the  se c o nd  is b a se d  simp ly o n the  “ c a p a c ity a nd  

kno wle d g e  (o r la c k the re o f) o f the  ma na g e rs”  (p . 132). Whe the r o r no t 
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tho se  ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns b a se d  o n g o o d  p ra c tic e  turn into  fa d s, 

the  ind ustry sup p o rting  ma na g e me nt ‘ fa d d o m’  is a  c o mp le x o ne  ind e e d . 

As we  a na lyse  the  va st a rra y o f ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns, the  

und e rp inning  the me  is tha t g e ne ra lly ma na g e me nt write rs a re  c a p tiva te d  

b y wha t inte rve ntio ns wo rk in o rg a nisa tio ns a nd  c a utio n a g a inst 

inte rve ntio ns tha t a re  d o o me d  to  fa il.  

Huc zyniski (1993) se p a ra te s o ut fa d s fro m id e a s a nd  d e fine s a  

ma na g e me nt id e a  a s a  “ the o ry, fra me wo rk, mo d e l, re se a rc h find ing , 

p rinc ip le , c o nc e p t, sa w o r a ne c d o te  tha t is ta ug ht to  ma na g e rs o r 

ma na g e me nt stud e nts o n ma na g e me nt c o urse s”  (p . 444). Cra ine r a nd  

De a rlo ve  a ffirm this p o sitio n: 

In the  c utthro a t wo rld  o f tho ug ht le a d e rship -a  b a ttle fie ld  o f id e a s o n 

whic h c o nsulting  firms, a c a d e mic s, g urus, a nd  a  ho st o f o the rs vie  fo r p o le  

p o sitio n-the re  a re  two  unive rsa l truths: First, id e a s ma tte r a nd  a re  

inc re a sing ly a  c ritic a l so urc e  o f c o mp e titive  stre ng th. Se c o nd , the  b a ttle  is 

suc h tha t the  o rig ina to rs o f the  b e st id e a s a re  o fte n ig no re d , fo rg o tte n, o r 

sho uld e re d  a sid e . (C ra ine r a nd  De a rlo ve , 2001, p . 27) 

Cra ine r a nd  De a rlo ve  (2001) a lso  o b se rve  tha t so me  c o mmo n-kno wle d g e  

ma na g e me nt id e a s, e sp e c ia lly tho se  fro m within a c a d e mia , whe n 

summa rize d  in the  Ha rva rd Busine ss Re vie w  sud d e nly b e c o me  the  ne xt b ig  

thing : “ To d a y's o b sc ure  mo d e l in a  d ry a c a d e mic  p ub lic a tio n is to mo rro w's 

sna p p y g uru p re se nta tio n”  (p . 28). Co nse q ue ntly, it is no t the  tho ug ht 

le a d e rs who  g e t the  c re d it fo r o rig ina lity, a c c o rd ing  to  Cra ine r a nd  

De a rlo ve , b ut the  ma ss ma rke te rs. If the  fie ld  o f ma na g e me nt is p a rtic ula rly 

p ro ne  to  the  ma ss-ma rke ting  p he no me no n, the  c urre nt inte re st must b e  

a p p e a ling  a nd  to p ic a l. Fo r e xa mp le , ma na g e me nt fa d s o fte n d ra w 

insp ira tio n fro m a  b ro a d  ra ng e  o f “ in”  sub je c ts in a re a s inc lud ing  sc ie nc e  

(c o mp le x syste ms the o ry), e c o no mic s (to ta l q ua lity ma na g e me nt a nd  

p ro c e ss flo ws) a nd  p syc ho lo g y (fo r e xa mp le , T-Gro up s, e nne a g ra ms). It is 

c o nte nd e d  b y this the sis tha t ma na g e me nt tre nd s o fte n la c k o rig ina lity a nd  

c re a tivity. This ma y b e  p a rt o f the  re a so n fo r the ir rise  a nd  fa ll in p o p ula rity. 

Suc h fa d s ma y b e  d e stine d  to  b e c o me  unfa shio na b le  b e c a use  the  

d isc o urse  o f the  id e a  itse lf is firmly ro o te d  in a  c o nte mp o ra ry so c io c ultura l 

milie u, a nd  tha t c ha ng e s. In o the r wo rd s, it is d iffic ult to  find  o the r la ng ua g e  

to  c ritiq ue  a  fa d  whe n limite d  to  using  the  la ng ua g e  o f the  fa d  itse lf. 

Ano the r e xp la na tio n is tha t whe n c ha ng e s o c c ur in the  b ro a d e r 

so c io c ultura l milie u, ma na g e me nt fa d s ma y fa il to  ke e p  p a c e  with the  

la te st tre nd s, re ta ining  ha c kne ye d  c o nc e p ts a nd  p o p ulist c a tc hp hra se s 

whic h b e c o me  'd a te d ' a nd  so me time s o p e nly rid ic ule d , p a rtic ula rly b y sta ff 

a nd  the  me d ia . 
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Cra ine r a nd  De a rlo ve  (2001) b e lie ve  tha t it is a n unfo rtuna te  truth tha t 

“ mo st g re a t id e a s ha ve  a lre a d y b e e n d isc o ve re d . The y a re  just c o ntinua lly 

re d isc o ve re d , a nd  re sta te d  in a  ne w a nd  c o mp e lling  wa y”  (p . 29). The y 

p ro vid e  the  e xa mp le  o f ‘ re e ng ine e ring ’ , a  c o nc e p t whic h is ve ry simila r to  

a n o ld  p ra c tic e  fro m the  1950s c a lle d  ‘ b ro wn p a p e ring ’ , d isc o ve re d  b y 

Fre d e ric k Ta ylo r (1911). Ha rva rd  p ro fe sso r Be nso n Sha p iro  wro te  a b o ut the  

re d isc o ve re d  p ro c e ss in his 1992 a rtic le  “ Sta p le  Yo urse lf to  a n Ord e r” . It wa s 

re b a d g e d  b y Jim Cha mp y a nd  Mike  Ha mme r in the ir te xt Re e ng ine e ring  

the  Co rpo ra tio n.  

Othe r e xa mp le s p ro vid e d  b y Cra ine r a nd  De a rlo ve  (2001, p p . 29-30) 

inc lud e : 

• ‘ c o mp e ting  a g a inst time ’ , d e ve lo p e d  b y the  Bo sto n Co nsulting  

G ro up 's G e o rg e  Sta lk Jr., c urio usly simila r to  a n o ld  c o nsulting  p ro d uc t 

c a lle d  sho rt-inte rva l sc he d uling ; 

• Se th G o d in's ‘ p e rmissio n ma rke ting ’  se e ms muc h like  the  a rg ume nts 

b e hind  swe e p sta ke s;  

• G e o ffre y Mo o re , c ha irma n o f the  Sa n Ma te o , Ca lifo rnia  Cha sm 

G ro up , re sta te s the  ind ustry life -c yc le  a rg ume nt with his ‘ to rna d o ’  

a nd  ‘ c ha o s’  c o nc e p ts – thus d ra wing  he a vily o n the  sc ie nc e s o f 

c o mp le xity; a nd  

• Ha rva rd  p ro fe sso r o f b usine ss a d ministra tio n, Mic ha e l Po rte r, a nd  his 

ve ry suc c e ssful ‘ five -fo rc e s fra me wo rk’  whic h wa s g ra fte d  fro m 

mo d e ls d e ve lo p e d  b y a n e c o no mist b y “b rillia ntly tra nsla ting  it into  

the  c o nte xt o f b usine ss stra te g y” . 

Cra ine r a nd  De a rlo ve  (2001) a re  no t the  first to  c o mme nt tha t mo st 

ma na g e me nt a ud ie nc e s a p p e a r to  c a re  little  a b o ut o rig ina lity, fo r in the  e nd  

it is a b o ut ma rke ting  stra te g ie s. Huc zynski (1993), Ab ra ha mso n a nd  Fa irc hild  

(1997), Og b o nna  a nd  Ha rris (2002), a nd  Co llins (2000) a lso  o b se rve  the  

te nd e nc y o f ma na g e me nt c o nsulta nts to  b e  c o nc e rne d  o nly with ho w id e a s 

a re  ma rke te d  (ra the r tha n imp le me nte d ) to  imp ro ve  the ir d isse mina tio n.  

In fa c t, Cra ine r (1998) p o sits tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  b uzzwo rd s a re  

no w p ro d uc e d  b y a n ind ustry who se  c o re  b usine ss lie s, no t in the  fie ld  o f 

ma na g e me nt, b ut in the  fie ld s o f me d ia  a nd  e nte rta inme nt. In the  la st ha lf 

o f the  twe ntie th c e ntury, hund re d s o f ma na g e me nt fa d s c a me  a nd  we nt, 

sug g e sting  no t o nly tha t the re  is a  life -c yc le  to  ma na g e me nt fa shio n, b ut 

a lso  a  hie ra rc hy. And  whe re ve r the re  is me ntio n o f hie ra rc hy the re  a re  

ne ste d  p o we r/ c o ntro l re la tio nship s tha t susta in, le g itima te  a nd  a ug me nt 

the  d o mina nt d isc o urse .  



  Chapter 5 – Management Fads: Characteristics and Examples   96 

Distilling  fro m the  g ro up  o f a utho rs who  write  a b o ut fa d s, the  d isc o urse  o f a  

ma na g e me nt fa d  c a n thus b e  summa rise d  a s the  o ve r-simp lific a tio n o f 

c o mp le x o rg a nisa tio na l/ ma na g e me nt issue s using  sup e rfic ia l c o nc e p ts, 

b uzzwo rd s a nd / o r simp le  ling uistic  te c hniq ue s suc h a s a llite ra tio n, numb e r 

p hra se s a nd  iro ny.  The  d isc o urse  o f a  fa d  is a lso  c o nte xtua l in tha t a s the  

fa d  d e c line s in p o p ula rity o r is a b a nd o ne d , its linka g e s to  the  

c o nte mp o ra ry b usine ss wo rld  a nd  ind e e d  the  re st o f the  so c io c ultura l 

syste m b e c o me s te nuo us. Fa d s a t the ir p e a k a re  p lug g e d  we ll into  the  

so c ia l milie u, ta p p ing  into  c urre nt thinking , e c o no mic a lly, so c ia lly a nd  

p o litic a lly.  Fo r e xa mp le , if we  trie d  to  imp le me nt so me  o f the  me tho d s 

p ro p o se d  b y Fre d e ric k Ta ylo r (1911) in a  c o nte mp o ra ry o rg a nisa tio n, we  

wo uld  q uic kly re a lise  the  d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n the  so c io c ultura l syste m tha t 

e xiste d  a  c e ntury a g o  a nd  tha t whic h e xists no w.   

 

5.2.1 So me  ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  inte rve ntio ns 

Ta b le  5.1 (se c tio n 5.2) p ro vid e s a  list o f ma na g e me nt id e a s, tre nd s, 

stra te g ie s, a nd  inte rve ntio ns. Altho ug h c e rta inly no t e xha ustive , the  

fo llo wing  list o f ma na g e me nt id e a s, tre nd s, stra te g ie s a nd  inte rve ntio ns 

d e mo nstra te s the  ra ng e  o f ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns c urre ntly in use , a nd  

a lso  tho se  whic h ma y no  lo ng e r b e  p o p ula r. Sp lic ing  to g e the r the  lists o f 

ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns c re a te d  b y Pa sc a le ’ s (1990), G rint’ s (1997) a nd  

Bric kle y e t a l.’ s (1997), the  fo llo wing  id e ntifie s q uite  a  numb e r o f 

re c o g nisa b le  o rg a nisa tio na l te c hniq ue s, to o ls a nd  fa d s tha t ha ve  

e me rg e d , c o ntinue d  a nd  d e c line d  o ve r the  la st se ve ra l d e c a d e s: 

 

De c isio n Tre e s 

Ma na g e ria l G rid  

Sa tisfic e rs/ d issa tisfic e rs 

The o ry X a nd  The o ry Y 

Bra insto rming  

T-Gro up  Tra ining  

Co ng lo me ra tio n 

The o ry Z 

Ma na g e me nt b y  

Ob je c tive s (MBO) 

Dive rsific a tio n 

Exp e rie nc e  Curve  

Stra te g ic  Busine ss Units 

Intra p re ne uring  

Co rp o ra te  Culture  

One  Minute  Ma na g e r 

Rig htsizing  

Re struc turing  

Po rtfo lio  Ma na g e me nt 

Culture  

Le a d e rship  

Busine ss Pro c e ss 

Re e ng ine e ring  (BPR) 

Outso urc ing  

Do wnsizing  

Emp o we rme nt 
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Ze ro -Ba se d  Bud g e ting  

Va lue  Cha in 

De c e ntra liza tio n 

We llne ss 

Qua lity C irc le s 

Exc e lle nc e  

Ma na g e me nt By Wa lking  

Aro und  (MBWA) 

Ma trix Org a nisa tio n 

Ka ib a n 

SWAT Ana lysis 

Me nto ring   

Be lo w the  G re e n Line  

 Enne g ra ms 

 

To ta l Qua lity Ma na g e me nt 

Co mp e te nc ie s 

Le a n Pro d uc tio n 

Org a nisa tio na l Culture  

Be nc hma rking  

Just In Time  (JIT) 

Ac tivity Ba se d  Co sting  

Ec o no mic  Va lue  Ad d e d  

Re a lig nme nt 

Ba la nc e d  Sc o re c a rd  

Re e ng ine e ring  

Co a c hing  

Co ntinuo us Imp ro ve me nt 

Be st Pra c tic e  

 

It is no t the  p urp o se  o f this the sis to  inte rro g a te  the  virtue s (o r ind e e d  

fa ilure s) o f the se  p re sc rip tio ns, no r will the re  b e  a ny a sse ssme nt o f the  va lue  

o f the se  inte rve ntio ns fo r a ny o ne  o r g ro up  o f o rg a nisa tio ns. Empiric a l a nd  

o the r stud ie s ha ve  a lre a d y e xa mine d  a  ra ng e  o f the se  ma na g e me nt 

p re sc rip tio ns o ve r the  la st d e c a d e  (Huc zyniski, 1993; Rig b y, 1997; Cra ine r, 

1996; Ja c kso n, 2001; Mille r e t a l, 2004). It is unlike ly tha t ye t a no the r 

e xa mina tio n o f ho w a  fa d  is ta ke n up  in a n o rg a nisa tio n a nd  the n 

a b a nd o ne d  (e ve n fo r the  mo st c o mp le x re a so ns) c a n a d d  to  the  sc ho la rly 

d e b a te  in this a re a .   

Ra the r, this the sis will fo c us o n ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  so c ia l a nd  

o rg a nisa tio na l p he no me no n, e xa mining  why fa d s ha ve  c o me  to  e xist, in 

the  c o lle c tive  se nse , a nd  o ffe r e xp la na tio ns fo r ho w the y ha ve  b e c o me  a  

p e rma ne nt fixture  o n the  c o rp o ra te  la nd sc a p e . The  ve ry na ture  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s is suc h tha t it ha s b e c o me  imp o ssib le  to  ima g ine  

c o rp o ra te  life  witho ut the m.  The  q ue stio n o f whe the r fa d s c a use  c ha ng e  

o r c ha ng e  c a use s fa d s will b e  a d d re sse d  in the  ne xt c ha p te r. Fo r no w, the  

e xte nt o f the  d isc o urse  o f fa d s is d iffic ult to  the o rise  b e c a use  the  la ng ua g e  

with whic h we  mig ht e xa mine  fa d s is e mb e d d e d  in the  fa d s the mse lve s 

a nd  sup p o rte d  b y d o mina nt p o we r g ro up s suc h a s la rg e  b usine ss inte re sts, 

p ub lishing  ho use s a nd  b usine ss fa c ultie s in a c a d e mic  institutio ns. Ho w fa d s 

thrive  a nd  survive  re q uire s mo re  c re a tive  a nd  insig htful e xp la na tio ns tha n 

fig ure s tha t re ve a l the ir ta ke -up  a nd  fa ilure  ra te s. 
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5.3 How fa ds de ve lop – the  life - c yc le  of fa ds 

Huc zynski (1993) id e ntifie s o rg a nisa tio ns, c o mp e titio n, ind ivid ua ls, a nd  

sup p lie rs a s c a use s o f ma na g e rs a d o p ting  fa d s. G ib so n a nd  Te so ne  (2001), 

Ab ra hmso n a nd  Fa irc hild  (1997) a nd  d e  Burg und y (1996) id e ntify 

e nviro nme nta l, c o nfo rmity, o rg a nisa tio na l a nd  life -c yc le  c a use s a s c la ssic  

p re c urso rs to  the  a d o p tio n o f fa d s. The se  fa c to rs a re  summa rise d  in Ta b le  5.1.  

 

Ta ble  5.1: Pre c ursors to  the  a doption of fa ds 

 

Pre c ursors Fa c tors 

 

Environme nta l • Esse ntia lly e xte rna l to  the  o rg a nisa tio n 

• Turb ule nc e  in the  o rg a nisa tio na l 

e nviro nme nt a s a  re sult o f e nha nc e d  

riva lry, d e c line s in ma rke t sha re  o r 

p o sitio ning , o r a g g re ssive  p ro d uc t 

c o mp e titio n 

• Hig hly c o mp e titive , unio nise d  o r 

re g ula te d  ind ustrie s a re  mo re  vulne ra b le  

to  fa d  a d o p tio n 

 

Conformity • Org a nisa tio ns will e ng a g e  in so c ia l a nd  

p e rfo rma nc e  c o mp a riso n to  imita te  the  

b e ha vio ur o f se e ming ly b e tte r p e rfo rming  

o rg a nisa tio ns (he rd  b e ha vio ur) 

• Co nfo rmity is re q uire d  whe n o rg a nisa tio ns 

d o n’ t wa nt to  b e  le ft o ut, o r b e hind  

(no rma tive  influe nc e ) 

• Ofte n mo re  to  d o  with the  d e sire  to  a vo id  

sa nc tio ns a sso c ia te d  with d e via nc e  fro m 

the  ‘ no rm’ , tha n b a nd wa g o n jumping  

 

Org a nisa tiona l • Le g itimising  o f ma na g e me nt a c tivity a nd  

the  ro le  o f ma na g e me nt 

• A histo ry o f frustra tio n re sulting  fro m fa ile d  

imp le me nta tio n o f e a rlie r fa d s (‘ p e rha p s 

the  ne xt o ne  will b e  b e tte r’ ) 

• The  d e sire  fo r re p uta tio n a nd  sta tus 

e nha nc e me nt (‘ first to  ma rke t’ ) 

• Willing ne ss to  e xp e rime nt (a lo ng  with a  b ig  

b ud g e t) 

• An inte rna l c ulture  o f risk-ta king  

• The  d iffe re ntia l e q ua tio n (‘ we ’ re  d iffe re nt 

a nd  the re fo re  inno va tive ’ ) 
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Pre c ursors Fa c tors 

 

 

Fa d Life - c yc le  • Fa d s a re  mo re  like ly to  b e  a d o p te d  in the ir 

e a rly p ha se s (inve ntio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e ) 

ra the r tha n in the  la tte r sta g e s 

(d ise nc ha ntme nt a nd  d e c line ) 

• De p e nd e nt up o n e xiste nc e  o f o the r 

fa shio ns a nd  e ve nts 

• Influe nc e d  b y the  p o p ula rity o f fa d  

imme d ia te ly p re c e d ing  it 

 

Dra wing  up o n e vid e nc e  p ro vid e d  b y G ib so n a nd  Te so ne ’ s (2001) re se a rc h, 

a nd  c o ntra ry to  Cra ine r a nd  De a rlo ve ’ s (2001) find ing s, it a p p e a rs tha t 

a c a d e mic  lite ra ture  la g s b e hind  ma na g e me nt p ra c tic e . G ib so n a nd  

Te so ne  (2001) a p p ly Etto rre 's (2000) life -c yc le  the o ry o f ma na g e me nt fa d s 

to  five  we ll-kno wn ma na g e me nt fa d s – MBO , se nsitivity tra ining , q ua lity 

c irc le s, TQ M, a nd  se lf-ma na g e d  te a ms. The  re sults a re  illustra te d  in Ta b le  

5.2. 

Ta ble  5.2: Ba rba ra  Ettorre 's fa d life - c yc le  

 

(So urc e : Gib so n & Te so ne , 2001, p . 124)  

Etto rre ’ s (2000) d e sc rip tio n o f the  fa d  life -c yc le  is b a se d  o n a  b e ll-sha p e d  

c urve , tha t inc lud e s five  sta g e s, a s sho wn in Fig ure  5.2. In Sta g e  1, the  

d isc o ve ry sta g e , the  fa d  is just b e g inning  to  c o me  to  the  p ub lic 's a tte ntio n. 

Ve ry e a rly a rtic le s a re  a p p e a ring  in the  lite ra ture . It is d uring  Sta g e  2, the  

wild -a c c e p ta nc e  sta g e , tha t the  fa d  b e c o me s ve ry p o p ula r. During  Sta g e  

3, d ig e stio n, c ritic s b e g in to  sug g e st tha t the  fa d  is no t the  'silve r b ulle t' 

p ro mise d . In Sta g e  4, d isillusio nme nt, wid e sp re a d  re c o g nitio n tha t p ro b le ms 

e xist with the  fa d  sta rts to  e me rg e , a nd  fina lly in Sta g e  5, ha rd -c o re , o nly 

the  sta unc h sup p o rte rs re ma in lo ya l to  the  fa d . During  the  d isillusio nme nt 

sta g e , the  ne xt fa d  ha s a lre a d y b e g un to  c a p ture  the  a tte ntio n o f the  

halla
This table is not available online.  Please consult the hardcopy thesis available from the QUT Library
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o rg a nisa tio n, ha ste ning  the  d e c line  o f the  c urre nt fa d . Ho we ve r, this d o e s 

no t me a n tha t the  fa d  fa d e s a wa y c o mp le te ly. The  fa d  ma y se rve  a s a  

c a ta lyst o r a nte c e d e nt to  so me  ne w ma na g e ria l fa d  o r p ra c tic e , o r it ma y 

b e c o me  p a rt o f the  no rma l wa y o f d o ing  thing s, re p a c ka g e d  und e r a  

d iffe re nt na me .  

 

 

(So urc e : Etto rre , 1997, p .35 )  

Fig ure  5.1: Ettorre ’s life - c yc le  of a  ma na g e me nt fa d 

 

An a sp e c t o f fa d  life -c yc le s wo rth e mp ha sising  is d e sp ite  whe the r the y a re  

sho rt live d  o r whe the r the y survive  o ve r se ve ra l ye a rs, ma na g e me nt fa d s 

a re  und e nia b ly time  a nd  c o nte xt d e p e nd e nt. Pa rts o f e xisting  fa d s c a n 

e ve n b e  e nve lo p e d  b y o the r fa d s a s the y b e c o me  p a rt o f a  ne w ‘ id e a ’ .  

This will o f c o urse  a ffe c t the  la ng ua g e  a sso c ia te d  with the  ne w fa d  a s it 

a b so rb s the  o rig ina l fa d . The  la ng ua g e  o f the  ne w fa d  a nd  ho w it is 

ma rke te d  b e c o me s a  ke y fe a ture  o f its suc c e ss o r o the rwise . 

 

5.3.1    Buzzwo rd s 

The  d isc ussio n no w turns to  the  la ng ua g e  o f the  d isc o urse  o f ma na g e me nt 

fa d s the mse lve s. De fine d  a s a  slo g a n o r fa shio na b le  p ie c e  o f ja rg o n b y 

mo st d ic tio na rie s, b uzzwo rd s – in p a rtic ula r ‘ ma na g e me nt’  b uzzwo rd s – 

ha ve  d e ve lo p e d  a  p e jo ra tive  c o nno ta tio n. This o f c o urse  le a d s to  a  

d ismissive  a ttitud e  a b o ut a nything  c o ming  fro m b uzzwo rd s, e ve n the  

g ro und ing  the o ry o r re se a rc h: “ Muc h o f wha t is to ute d  b y ma na g e me nt’ s 

‘ g urus’  is ind e e d  b la nd  a nd  sup e rfic ia l, if no t c o mp le te ly va c uo us”  (Co llins, 

halla
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2000, p . 10). Co llins (2000) g o e s o n to  e xp la in tha t sup e rfic ia lity ne e d  no t b e  

the  p ro d uc t o f b uzzwo rd  ma nia . Afte r a ll, a s he  c o rre c tly p o ints o ut, 

so c io lo g y is lite ra lly ‘ a wa sh with b uzzwo rd s’  (p . 12), so me time s so  

c o nvo lute d  tha t wo rd s fro m Fre nc h a nd  G e rma n a re  sub stitute d  b e c a use  

the y so und  b e tte r. Ye t, so c io lo g y a s a  d isc ip line  it is no t rid ic ule d  a s b e ing  

silly a nd  sup e rfic ia l (Co llins, 2000).  

Still, the  fie ld s o f so c io lo g y a nd  p syc ho lo g y d o  no t se e m to  ha ve  

e xp e rie nc e d  the  ig no miny o f fa d d ish inte rve ntio ns to  the  e xte nt o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s. The re  c o uld  b e  se ve ra l re a so ns fo r this. First, so c io lo g y 

a nd  p syc ho lo g y a re  se e n to  b e  b e tte r ‘ se rve d ’  b y the  ha rd  sc ie nc e s a nd  

e ve n me d ic ine  thro ug h a  b a rra g e  o f c linic a l stud ie s. Se c o nd , it is o fte n the  

c a se  tha t e mp lo ye e s se e  a  suc c e ssio n o f d iffe re nt ma na g e me nt id e a s 

re sulting  in hig h sc e p tic ism whic h so o n e no ug h e a rns the  ta g  a s a  

ma na g e me nt fa d . Third , ma na g e me nt b uzzwo rd s a re  simp listic  a nd  o fte n 

ha ve  a n e le me nt o f the  unusua l, fo r e xa mp le , "who  mo ve d  my c he e se ." 

(Jo hnso n, 1998). In o the r wo rd s, so me time s the  fe a ture  o f the  a b surd  in a  

b uzzwo rd  ma y e ve n influe nc e  the  wa y the  ma na g e me nt fa d  o p e ra te s. 

In he r 1997 a rtic le , Ba rb a ra  Etto rre  a ske d : 

Ho w c a n c o rp o ra te  Ame ric a  o p e ra te  witho ut b uzzwo rd s?  The y will b e  with 

us a lwa ys b e c a use  b usine ss o rg a niza tio ns a re  a  re a d y ma rke t fo r the m. 

Ho w ma ny a c ro nyms o r b uzzwo rd s c a n yo u re c ite  tha t a re  in c o mmo n use  

in yo ur o wn c o mp a ny?  The se  a re  inte rna l sho rt-c uts. To  o utsid e rs, the y 

mig ht b e  little  und e rsto o d , b ut to  e ve ryo ne  in the  o rg a niza tio n, the y ma ke  

p e rfe c t se nse . (p . 33) 

Etto rre  (1977) o b se rve d  tha t in o rd e r to  fit in to  o ur wo rkp la c e s we  a d o p t 

a nd  inte rna lise  the  sho rtha nd  fo rms use d  b y o the rs. Ac ro nyms a nd  o the r 

ja rg o n a pp a re ntly ma ke  us fe e l mo re  c o mfo rta b le  a nd  a c c lima tize d  to  o ur 

so c ia l e nviro nme nt. Ho we ve r, b e c a use  the y usua lly d e sc rib e  a  muc h mo re  

c o mp le x sta te  o f a ffa irs, b uzzwo rd s ha ve , p ro b a b ly wro ng ly, wo und  up  with 

a  lig htwe ig ht a nd  ne g a tive  c o nno ta tio n. Co nse q ue ntly, b uzzwo rd s a re  

o fte n ‘ thro wn o ut’  with the  e ntire  the o ry a nd  the  p rinc ip le s b e hind  the  

the o ry. 

Etto rre  (1977) p ro vid e s the  e xa mp le  o f Druc ke r's ma na g e me nt b y 

o b je c tive :  

It b e c a me  a  b uzzwo rd , to o k o n tho usa nd s o f o the r na me s … It wa s a b o ut 

ho w p o we rful g o a ls a re  a s a  mo tiva to r. I c a n g ive  yo u a  whe e l b a rro wful 

o f re se a rc h sa ying  this. But [a fte r the  b uzzwo rd ] it ne ve r c a me  b a c k. (p . 

34) 

He r c o nc lusio n: “ b uzzwo rd s a re  ultima te ly to o  sup e rfic ia l, la zy [wa ys o f] 

c o mmunic a ting . The y a re  the  fa st fo o d  o f ma na g e me nt" (p . 34).  
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Etto rre  (1977) c ite s Ric h De Va ne , vic e  p re sid e nt a t CSC Ind e x a t the  time  

(who  g a ve  us re e ng ine e ring ) a s sa ying  tha t b uzzwo rd s d e sc rib e  no t o nly a  

fa d , b ut a lso  a  c o mp a ny's ‘ tic ke t o f e ntry’  into  b e c o ming  a  suc c e ssful 

e nte rp rise . He  c ite s q ua lity, a g ility, re e ng ine e ring , g ro wth a nd  la me nts tha t 

"wha t p e o p le  find  tire so me  is e a c h [c o nsulting ] firm's a tte mp t to  p ut a  

d iffe re nt sp in o n it”  (p . 35). 

 

5.3.2 Two  re se a rc he d  e xa mp le s – Mille r e t a l 2004 a nd  Rig b y 2001 

5.3.2.1 Miller et al (2004) 

Mille r e t a l (2004) ha ve  id e ntifie d  e ig ht pro p e rtie s tha t d isting uish b e twe e n 

fa d s a nd  wha t the y te rm a s 'c la ssic s': simp lic ity, o ve r-p ro mise , unive rsa lity, 

ste p -d o wn c a p a b ility, ze itg e ist re so na nc e , e xa g g e ra te d  no ve lty, 

c e le b ra to ry ro le  mo d e ls a nd  e vo c a tive  p ro se  (p . 7).  An e xp la na tio n o f 

the se  te rms fo llo ws: 

Simp le  - A fa d ’ s id e a s a re  e a sy to  c o mmunic a te , c o mp re he nd , a nd  

re d uc e  to  a  sma ll numb e r o f fa c to rs, d ime nsio ns, stra ig htfo rwa rd  o r 

c ha ra c te ristic s. C le a r-c ut d istinc tio ns, p e rfe c t c o ntra sts, a nd  id e a l 

typ e s a re  p ro p o se d . Simp le  so lutio ns a re  sug g e ste d . 
,  

Pro mising   - Fa d  a ute urs a re  c o nfid e ntly d id a c tic . The re  is no  fa lse  

humility o r he d g ing . Fa d s p ro mise  re sults suc h a s re sults g re a te r 

c o ntro l a nd  e ffic ie nc y, mo re  mo tiva te d  a nd  p ro d uc tive  wo rke rs, 

mo re  sa tisfie d  c usto me rs, o r so me  o the r va lue d  re sult. 

 

Unive rsa l  - Fa d s p ro p o se  so lutio ns fo r e ve ryo ne . Imp a rte d  truths a re  

sa id  to  a p p ly to  a lmo st a ll o rg a niza tio ns, func tio ns, ta sks, ind ivid ua ls, 

o r c ulture s. Fa d s c la im e no rmo us g e ne ra lity a nd  unive rsa l re le va nc e . 

 

Ste p -do wn c a pa b ility  - Fa d s ha ve  the  c a p a c ity to  b e  imp le me nte d  

in ritua listic  a nd  sup e rfic ia l wa ys. Re c o mme nd a tio ns c a n b e  

imp le me nte d  q uic kly a nd  e a sily, o fte n witho ut ha ving  muc h e ffe c t 

o n o rg a niza tio na l p ra c tic e s. Re c o mme nd a tio ns invo lving  la rg e  

e xp e nd iture s o f re so urc e s o r sub sta ntia l re d istrib utio ns o f p o we r c a n 

b e  a vo id e d . 

 

In tune  with ze itg e ist - Fa d s re so na te  with the  ma jo r tre nd s o r b usine ss 

p ro b le ms o f the  d a y. The y re sp o nd  to  c ha lle ng e s tha t a re  b ro a d ly 

fe lt a nd  o p e nly d isc usse d . The se  mig ht re sult fro m d e fic ie nc ie s in 

c urre nt a d ministra tive  p ra c tic e s, te c hno lo g y c ha ng e s, o r shifts in 

e c o no mic  o r so c ia l c o nd itio ns. So lutio ns a re  in tune  with p re va iling  

va lue s. 

 

No ve l, no t ra dic a l - Fa d s a re  no ve l, no t ra d ic a l. The y q ue stio n e xisting  

a ssump tio ns, c ritic ize  wid e sp re a d  p ra c tic e s, a nd  p o int to  fre sh ne w 
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wa ys o f d o ing  thing s. Ho we ve r, this no ve lty is no t so  muc h a  ne w 

d isc o ve ry a s a  re d isc o ve ry a nd  re p a c ka g ing  o f o ld e r id e a s, va lue s, 

a nd  a p p ro a c he s. 

 

Le g itima c y via  g urus a nd sta r e xa mp le s -  Fa d s a re  sup p o rte d  b y 

ta le s o f e xc e lle nt c o mp a nie s a nd  the  sta tus a nd  p re stig e  o f g urus, 

no t b y so lid   e mp iric a l e vid e nc e . Sto rie s o f c o rp o ra te  he ro e s a nd  

o rg a niza tio na l suc c e sse s p ro vid e  ro le  mo d e ls a nd  sug g e st p re stig io us 

a d he re nts, le nd ing  a n a ura  o f le g itima c y to  the  id e a s b e ing  

e sp o use d . 

 

Live ly, e nte rta ining  -  Fa d s a re  a lmo st a lwa ys p re se nte d  in a  wa y tha t 

c a n b e  d e sc rib e d  a s c o nc re te , a rtic ula te , b o ld , me mo ra b le  a nd  

up b e a t. The y a re  fille d  with la b e ls a nd  b uzzwo rd s, lists a nd  a c ro nyms. 

Inte re sting  a ne c d o te s a nd  c o rp o ra te  wa r sto rie s a b o und . 

De sc rip tio ns a re  vivid  a nd  e xtre me , ma king  fa d s fun to  re a d  a b o ut 

a nd  liste n to . 

 

Mille r e t a l (2004) use d  the  ABI/ Info rm d a ta b a se  to  e sta b lish b y q ua ntum o f 

jo urna l a nd  p re ss c o ve ra g e  the  c ha ra c te ristic s o f se ve n p o te ntia l fa d s, a nd  the n 

use d  the  sa me  me tho d  o n six o f wha t the y d e te rmine d  a s ‘ c la ssic s’  fro m the  

p e rio d  1985 – 2001 (Fig ure  5.2).  This c o mp a riso n a c c o rd s with Etto rre  (1997) a nd  

Huc zynski (1997) who  ha ve  ma d e  simila r c la ims.  In fa c t, Etto rre e 's 'life  c yc le  o f a  

fa d ' a c c o rd s with Mille r’ s find ing s in Fig ure  1 b e lo w.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig ure  5.2 – Public a tion c ounts of fa ds a nd c la ssic s 

       [So urc e : Mille r e t a l (2004) p . 8] 
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Afte r p lo tting  the ir re sults, Mille r e t a l (2004) we nt a b o ut mo re  tho ro ug hly 

inte rro g a ting  the  fa d s a nd  the  c la ssic s to  d e te rmine  whe the r the y 

d e mo nstra te d  the  e ig ht ke y p ro p e rtie s the y'd  id e ntifie d .  The  re sults o f the  

Mille r e t a l (2004) re se a rc h is tha t tho se  inte rve ntio ns a sse sse d  a s ha ving  

mo re  o f the  e ig ht ke y p ro p e rtie s we re  c la ssifie d  a s fa d d ish.  Fro m the ir 

re se a rc h, tho se  inte rve ntio ns te rme d  a s "c la ssic s" c o nta ine d  le ss o f the  e ig ht 

p ro p e rtie s.  To  b e tte r illustra te  this p o int, the  Mille r e t a l (2004) re se a rc h d a ta  

b a se d  o n the ir a sse ssme nt is re p ro d uc e d  in the  fo llo wing  ta b le : 

 

 

Ta ble  5.3  Prope rtie s of Fa ds a nd Cla ssic s 

[So urc e : Mille r e t a l (2004) p . 11] 

Mille r e t a l (2004) c o nc lud e  tha t a ltho ug h ma na g e rs sho uld  b e  wa ry o f 

inte rve ntio ns tha t d e mo nstra te  the  e ig ht ke y p ro p e rtie s o f fa d s, fa d s c a n 

a lso  b e  se e n in a  p o sitive  lig ht. Fa d s ha ve  the  p o te ntia l to  "sig na l issue s, 

p ro b le ms a nd  te c hniq ue s tha t ma na g e rs re a lly c a re  a b o ut a nd  ma y 

sug g e st a p p ro a c he s o f va lue  to  sp e c ific  c o nte xts a nd  e nte rp rise s." (p . 17) 

 

5.3.2.2  Darrell Rigby (2001) 

 

Rig b y (2001) p ro vid e s a  d e ta ile d  tre a tme nt o f the  rise  a nd  fa ll o f 

re e ng ine e ring  a s a  ma na g e me nt to o l. His re se a rc h ma rks q uite  a n 

halla
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imp o rta nt e mpiric a l mile sto ne  in the  und e rsta nd ing  a nd  a na lysis o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s. Rig b y (2001) a nd  his a sso c ia te s b e g a n the  re se a rc h in 

1993, ma iling  10,000 surve ys to  se nio r e xe c utive s o f c o mp a nie s in 15 

c o untrie s in No rth Ame ric a , Euro p e , Asia  a nd  So uth Ame ric a . The  

q ue stio nna ire  fo c use d  o n six ma in the me s:  

1. Co mp a ny’ s ma na g e me nt to o l usa g e  o ve r the  p a st five  ye a rs. 

2. Co mp a ny’ s p rio r ye a r ma na g e me nt to o l usa g e . 

3. Exp e c te d  ma na g e me nt to o l usa g e  in the  c o ming  ye a r. 

4. Sa tisfa c tio n le ve ls with ma na g e me nt to o ls use d . 

5. Attitud e s to wa rd s ma na g e me nt to o ls a nd  g e ne ra l b usine ss 

issue s. 

6. Co rp o ra te  d e mo g ra p hic s. 

The  re sp o nse  ra te  va rie d  e a c h ye a r a nd  ra ng e d  b e twe e n 1.8% a nd  2.3%. 

Rig b y (2001) fo und  tha t in 1999, No rth Ame ric a n c o mp a nie s use d  a n 

a ve ra g e  o f 11.4 o f the  25 ma na g e me nt to o ls a ske d  a b o ut, d o wn fro m 13.4 

fro m the  p re vio us ye a r. G lo b a lly, 70% o f ma na g e rs re p o rte d ly use d  fo ur 

ma na g e me nt to o ls mo re  c o nsiste ntly tha n a ny o the rs. The se  we re  stra te g ic  

p la nning , missio n a nd  visio n sta te me nts, b e nc hma rking , a nd  c usto me r 

sa tisfa c tio n me a sure me nt. It is a lso  inte re sting  to  no te  the  c ha ng e s in 

ma na g e me nt to o ls o ve r the  se ve n ye a rs the  surve y wa s c o nd uc te d , 

summa rise d  in Ta b le  5.4. 

 

Ta ble  5.4: Most popula r ma na g e me nt tools by ye a r a nd c ontine nt (US, 

Europe  

  

Ye a r 

a nd 

pla c e  

Ma na g e me nt tool 

1993 Missio n a nd  Visio n Sta te me nts, Custo me r Sa tisfa c tio n 

Me a sure me nt, TQ M, Co mp e tito r Pro filing , Pa y-fo r-

Pe rfo rma nc e  

1999 Stra te g ic  Pla nning , Missio n a nd  Visio n Sta te me nts, 

Be nc hma rking , Custo me r Sa tisfa c tio n Me a sure me nt, 

Co re  Co mp e te nc ie s 

North 

Ame ric a  

To o ls tha t d e a l with g ro wth – (G ro wth Stra te g ie s a nd  

Me rg e r Inte g ra tio n Te a ms), Missio n a nd  Visio n 

Sta te me nts, Cyc le  Time  Re d uc tio n, Sup p ly Cha in 

Inte g ra tio n 

Europe  To o ls d e a ling  with ma rke t c e rta inty – Ma rke t Disruptio n 

Ana lysis, Re a l Op tio ns Ana lysis, Sc e na rio  Pla nning , TQM 
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Kno wle d g e  ma na g e me nt a nd  p ro c e sse s fo r c a p turing  a nd  sha ring  

inte lle c tua l a sse ts turne d  o ut to  b e  the  sig nific a nt ‘ lo se rs’  in the  surve y, with 

b o th lo w utiliza tio n (28.5%) a nd  lo w sa tisfa c tio n (3.22%) sc o re s re la tive  to  

the  a ve ra g e .  

De fe c tio n ra te s we re  a lso  a  ke y fa c to r o f the  surve y. The se  ra te s we re  

d e te rmine d  b y g a ug ing  the  ma na g e me nt to o ls use d  in the  p re vio us five  

ye a rs b ut sinc e  a b a nd o ne d . He nc e , the  lo we r the  d e fe c tio n ra te s, the  

hig he r the  usa g e  (Ta b le  5.5). 

 

Ta ble  5.5: Ma na g e me nt tools de fe c tion ra te s 

 

Hig he st ma na g e me nt tool 

de fe c tion ra te s 1999 

Lowe st ma na g e me nt tool 

de fe c tion ra te s 1999 

Re a l Op tio ns Ana lysis 

Ma rke t Disrup tio n Ana lysis 

Sc e na rio  Pla nning  

Virtua l Te a ms 

Me rg e r Inte g ra tio n Te a ms 

Stra te g ic  Pla nning  

Custo me r Sa tisfa c tio n 

Me a sure me nt 

G ro wth Stra te g ie s 

Pa y-fo r-Pe rfo rma nc e  

Missio n a nd  Visio n Sta te me nts 

 

Rig b y (2001) fo und  tha t o ve r the  se ve n ye a rs o f the  re se a rc h, e xe c utive s 

inc re a se d  the ir a tte ntio n to  d e live ring  fina nc ia l re sults fro m 57% in 1993 to  

68% b y 1999. Ac c o rd ing  to  Rig b y (2001), the re  wa s no  c o nsiste nt c o rre la tio n 

b e twe e n sa tisfa c tio n with fina nc ia l re sults a nd  the  numb e r o r typ e  o f to o ls 

use d . Rig b y (2001) o b se rve d  tha t b o th suc c e ssful a nd  le ss-suc c e ssful 

c o mp a nie s a tte mp te d  to  use  the  sa me  numb e r o f to o ls. 

Fo r ma ny to o ls, ho we ve r, use r sa tisfa c tio n is sig nific a ntly hig he r a t suc c e ssful 

c o mp a nie s tha n le ss-suc c e ssful o ne s, with 24 o ut o f 25 to o ls re c e iving  

hig he r o ve ra ll sa tisfa c tio n sc o re s fro m suc c e ssful c o mp a nie s. Altho ug h 

Rig b y’ s (2001) surve y d o e s no t a d d re ss this a no ma ly, he  o ffe rs so me  

p o ssib le  e xp la na tio ns a s fo llo ws: 

1. Ma na g e rs a t mo re  suc c e ssful c o mp a nie s a re  g e ne ra lly mo re  

sa tisfie d  with e ve rything , inc lud ing  to o ls. 

2. Circ umsta ntia l o r e nviro nme nta l fa c to rs a t suc c e ssful c o mp a nie s 

e nha nc e  the  e ffe c tive ne ss o f the  to o l. 

3. Ma na g e rs a t mo re  suc c e ssful c o mp a nie s a re  b e tte r ma na g e rs 

who  g e t mo re  va lue  o ut o f the ir inve stme nts. 

4. Suc c e ssful c o mp a nie s a re  mo re  a ttune d  to  wha t to o l wo rks 

b e tte r fo r the m. 
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Ho we ve r, Rig b y (2001) c o nc lud e s tha t the  re se a rc h is e q uivo c a l, a d mitting  

“ little  o b vio us re la tio n e xists b e twe e n sp e c ific  to o ls a nd  suc c e ssful 

c o mp a nie s”  (p . 17). He  p o sits tha t suc c e ssful imp le me nta tio n o f to o ls 

a p p e a rs to  d e p e nd  o n a  numb e r o f fa c to rs: 

1. limiting  the  numb e r o f to o ls; 

2. fo c using  o n imp le me nta tio n; 

3. e nsuring  e a c h to o l ha s stro ng  to p -d o wn ma na g e me nt supp o rt; 

a nd  

4. c ho o sing  to o ls tha t b e st sup p o rt the  c o mp a ny’ s stra te g ic  

o b je c tive s.  

Fina lly, the  mo st p e rtine nt re sult fo r this the sis is tha t 82% o f ma na g e rs 

re sp o nd ing  to  the  1999 surve y fe lt tha t to o ls p ro mise  muc h mo re  tha n the y 

d e live r.    

The  find ing s o f Rig b y’ s re se a rc h mirro r tha t o f q uite  a  numb e r o f o the r 

re se a rc he rs in the  a re a . Nire nb e rg  (1997) c o me s to  simila r c o nc lusio ns, 

stre ssing  the  p itfa lls o f a ssuming  to o  muc h a b o ut the  ma ny to o ls a nd  

te c hniq ue s ma na g e rs ma y c o nsid e r: “ The re  is no thing  inhe re nt in the  to o l 

tha t g ua ra nte e s suc c e ss o r fa ilure ”  (Nire nb e rg , 1997, p . 47). R. M. G o rd o n 

(1997) no te s tha t hig hly p a id  c o rp o ra te  c hie fs c ha se  the  la te st 

ma na g e me nt fa d  in the  p e rha p s misg uid e d  b e lie f the ir c o mp a ny will 

b e c o me  wo rld  c la ss o r c utting  e d g e . He  c o mp a re s the  ha nke ring  fo r the  

la te st fa d  to  te e na g e rs' g ullib ility a nd  o b se ssive  d e sire  to  b e  in o n ne xt b ig  

thing : b e c a use  “ the y're  yo ung , the y're  ine xp e rie nc e d , a nd  the y're  

inse c ure ”  (p . 56). This ‘ fa d  surfing ’  ha s g e ne ra te d  a n e xte nsive  a nd  

imp re ssive  b usine ss le xic o n whic h the  p o p ula r me d ia  (e .g ., C hip ma n, 1993; 

G o rd o n, 1996) ke e p  tra c k o f thro ug h the  sp o ra d ic  p ub lic a tio n o f g lo ssa rie s 

a nd  d ic tio na rie s. Ho we ve r, the  Inte rne t no w o ffe rs a  muc h mo re  

c o mp re he nsive  a nd  c urre nt a sse ssme nt o f the  la te st in ma na g e me nt 

fa shio n. The  we b site  b uzzwha c k.c o m c o nta ins ma ny tho usa nd s o f 

b uzzwo rd s a nd  b uzzp hra se s p e rta ining  to  ma na g e me nt a nd  o rg a nisa tio n, 

e ve n o ffe ring  p rize s fo r the  mo st c re a tive  e xa mp le s.  

 

5.4 The  c ha ra c te ristic s of fa ds 

Huc zysnski (1993), to o , c o nc lud e s tha t ma na g e me nt id e a s, a nd  he nc e  the  

id e a s whic h sp ill o ut fro m the  ‘ b e tte r’  b usine ss sc ho o ls a nd  ma na g e me nt 

c o nsulta nc ie s, ha ve  the  p o te ntia l to  b e c o me  fa d s. He  id e ntifie s six ke y 

‘ fa milie s o f id e a s’  whic h p e rsist a nd  ha ve  b e e n re p ro d uc e d  o ve r time . 

The se  g ro up ing s ha ve  c o mmo n c ha ra c te ristic s whic h se t the m a p a rt fro m 

the ir le ss suc c e ssful c o unte rp a rts. Huc zynski’ s (1993) re se a rc h d e mo nstra te s 
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ke y simila ritie s in a p p ro a c h, o rie nta tio n a nd  p ro b le ma tic s whic h und e rlie  

the  ke y a nd  e nd uring  fa d s o f ma na g e me nt, no ting  tha t “ Virtua lly a ll o f the  

ma na g e me nt fa d s tha t ha ve  b e e n d e ve lo p e d  o ve r the  la st hund re d  ye a rs 

a re  b a se d  up o n the se  six fa milie s o f ma na g e me nt id e a s”  (Huc zysnski, 1993, 

p . 445). The  six g ro up ing s a re : 

1. Bure a uc ra c y 

2. Sc ie ntific  ma na g e me nt 

3. Cla ssic a l ma na g e me nt 

4. Huma n re la tio ns 

5. Ne o -huma n re la tio ns 

6. G uru the o ry 

Huc zynski (1993a ) te lls us tha t fo r a n id e a  to  c a tc h o n a nd  d e ve lo p  a n 

a ud ie nc e , it must b e  p re se nte d  in a  p a rtic ula r kind  o f wa y. He  e mp ha sise s 

tha t ‘ suc c e ssful’  id e a s re so na te  with a nd  re fle c t p o p ula r b e lie fs a nd  

d o mina nt id e o lo g ie s. C iting  Ge llne r (1985) – who  re se a rc he d  suc c e ss a nd  

fa ilure  b e twe e n truth a nd  fa lla c y in his e xa mina tio n o f the  p syc ho a na lytic  

mo ve me nt – Huc zynski (1993b ) no te s tha t “ truth is no t a n a d va nta g e  in 

p ro d uc ing  a  b urning  b e lie f in a  the o ry o r id e a . Truth is unp a te nta b le ”  (p . 

73).  The  c o nne c tio ns b e twe e n ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  the  b uzzp hra se s 

a nd  inte rve ntio ns in the  fie ld s o f p syc ho lo g y a nd  so c io lo g y a re  re la tive ly 

e a sy to  d e te c t.  

Huc zynski (1993a ) no te s tha t the  ke y ma na g e me nt fa d s whic h ha ve  se rve d  

to  sha p e  we ste rn ma na g e me nt ha ve  no t b e e n tho se  whic h d e mo nstra te  a  

so und  me tho d o lo g ic a l o r e mpiric a l b a sis, no r ha ve  the  p o p ula r a nd  

p e rsiste nt fa d s sho wn a ny re a l the o re tic a l, e p iste mo lo g ic a l o r o nto lo g ic a l 

d e ve lo p me nts o ve r the  ‘ o ut-d a te d ’  id e a s whic h the y a re  sup p o se d  to  

d isp la c e . Inste a d , Huc zynski sho ws tha t the  ke y a nd  p e rsiste nt 

ma na g e me nt fa d s sha re  a  c o mmo n so c ia l (a nd  p se ud o -the o re tic a l) 

g ro und ing  a nd  a rg ue s, the re fo re , tha t the  ke y fa d s o f ma na g e me nt whic h 

ha ve  rise n to  p o p ula rity sha re  the  fo llo wing :  

 

1. a n und e rsta nd ing  o f the  wo rld  o f wo rk, whic h is:  

• c o mmunic a b le  a nd  me mo ra b le ;  

• ind ivid ua lly fo c usse d ;  

• ha s a  ma lle a b le  visio n o f huma n na ture ; a nd  
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• le g itima ting  o f ma na g e me nt a c tivity a nd  the  ro le  o f 

ma na g e me nt.  

2. a n inte lle c tua l fo c us tha t e nha nc e s the  sta tus o f ma na g e me nt, a nd  

ha s:  

• a  unita ry o rie nta tio n;  

• so me  p o te ntia l fo r ind ivid ua l ta ilo ring  o n the  p a rt o f the  

ma na g e r;  

• a  le a d e rship  a s o p p o se d  to  a  c o ntro l fo c us; a nd  

• so me  p o te ntia l to  a llo w ma na g e rs to  d e ve lo p  fe e ling s o f 

c o ntro l in a  wo rld  re ma rka b le  fo r its up he a va ls a nd  d islo c a tio n. 

3. a  p ra c tic a l a p p e a l a nd  a p p lic a tio n, whic h:  

• c o nsists o f a  numb e r o f ste p s o r p rinc ip le s;  

• c la ims unive rsa l a p p lic a b ility;  

• c a rrie s with it so me  a utho rity o r ‘ p ro o f’ ; a nd  

• c a rrie s the  p ro mise  o f a  q uic k turna ro und  o r q uic k d ivid e nd s.  

In fa c t, we  c a n utilize  Huc zynski's a na lysis to  ma ke  p re d ic tio ns a b o ut the  

d e sira b le  a ttrib ute s o f a  ma na g e me nt fa d . Fro m Huc zynski's wo rk, 

the re fo re , we  c o uld  e nvisa g e  tha t fo r a  ma na g e me nt fa d  to  ta ke  ro o t a nd  

d e ve lo p  sup p o rt, it sho uld  o ffe r a  limite d  numb e r o f a c tio n ste p s whic h 

p ro mise  to  wo rk q uic kly a nd  to  p ro d uc e  re sults. Like wise , it sho uld  le a ve  

ro o m fo r ma na g e rs to  ma ke  sma ll a d justme nts so  tha t the y mig ht fe e l so me  

p e rso na l sta ke  in the  id e a . Simila rly, the  fa d  sho uld  d isp la y sup p o rt fo r a nd  

o rie nta tio n to wa rd  ma na g e me nt.  

We  c a n a lso  p o stula te  with so me  d e g re e  o f c e rta inty wha t c ha ra c te ristic s 

a  ‘ suc c e ssful’  (tha t is, a  ma rke ta b le ) fa d  sho uld  no t p o sse ss. On no  a c c o unt 

must the  id e a  b e  ne w, o n no  a c c o unt must it c ha lle ng e  e xisting  

ma na g e me nt b e lie fs, a nd  o n no  a c c o unt must it sa y unfla tte ring  thing s 

a b o ut the  c urre nt ro le  o r c o nd uc t o f its ta rg e t. Ac c o rd ing  to  Huc zynski 

(1997), fo r a  ma na g e me nt id e a  to  se c ure  fa me , fo rtune  a nd  immo rta lity fo r 

its write r, it ha s to  me e t five  p re re q uisite s. Sp e c ific a lly the  id e a  must: 

1. b e  time ly – tha t is, it sho uld  a d d re ss itse lf to  the  p ro b le ms o f the  

a g e . 

2. b e  b ro ug ht to  the  a tte ntio n o f its p o te ntia l a ud ie nc e . Id e a s d o  no t 

p ro mo te  the mse lve s. Busine ss sc ho o l a c a d e mic s, ma na g e me nt 

c o nsulta nc ie s a nd  tra ining  a nd  p ub lishing  c o mp a nie s p la y a n 

imp o rta nt ro le  in the  d isse mina tio n o f the  id e a s 

3. a d d re ss o rg a nisa tio na l re q uire me nts in a  wa y tha t me e ts the  

ind ivid ua l ne e d s a nd  c o nc e rns o f the  ma na g e rs to  who m it is 

a d d re sse d  

4. p o sse ss the  e sse ntia l ing re d ie nts whic h a llo w p o te ntia l use rs to  

p e rc e ive  it a s re le va nt to  me e ting  the ir ne e d s 
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5. b e  ve rb a lly p re se nta b le  in a n e ng a g ing  wa y. No t b e c a use  the  

ma jo rity o f ma na g e rs will le a rn a b o ut it a t a  p ub lic  p re se nta tio n 

se ssio n, b ut b e c a use  vid e o  a nd  a ud io -b a se d  ma te ria ls will b e  

d e ve lo p e d  fro m the  a utho r’ s p re se nta tio n o f the  id e a  itse lf.  

(Huc zynski, 1997, p . 1) 

 

 

Mo re  re c e ntly, G iro ux (2006) in he r a na lysis o f to ta l q ua lity ma na g e me nt ha s 

a rg ue d  tha t "p ra g ma tic  a mb ig uity is a  p ra c tic a l so lutio n to  the  d iffic ultie s o f 

c o lla b o ra tive  a c tio n in situa tio ns whe re  d iffe re nt p o ints o f vie w a nd  c o nflic ting  

inte re sts c o uld  le a d  to  o rg a niza tio na l p a ra lysis" (p .1). G iro ux (2006) p ro p o se s tha t 

"p ra g ma tic  a mb ig uity is b o th the  re sult a nd  re so urc e  o f a  c o lle c tive  c o nstruc tio n 

p ro c e ss o c c urring  d uring  the  rise  in p o p ula rity o f a  ne w ma na g e me nt 

a p p ro a c h" (p . 1), whic h is c lo se ly re la te d  to  a  no tio n she  te rms inté re sse me nt. 

This a d d s a no the r d ime nsio n to  Huc zynski's five  p re re q uisite s a b o ve , a s Giro ux 

a rg ue s tha t it is no  a c c id e nt tha t "c o nc e p ts b e c o me  mo re  a mb ig uo us, va g ue r 

a nd  mo re  e nc o mp a ssing  a s the  ma na g e me nt fa shio n g a ins mo me ntum, 

ind ic a ting  the  p re se nc e  o f a  p o sitive  fe e d b a c k lo o p  b e twe e n p ra g ma tic  

a mb ig uity a nd  p o p ula rity" (p . 1).  

 

5.5  Who a re  the  ma na g e me nt fa d g urus?  

The  fina l c o nsid e ra tio n in d e sc rib ing  fa d s c o nc e rns the  a d vo c a te  o f the  fa d  

– the  g uru. A g uru is (typ ic a lly) a  ma n o f wisd o m a nd  e nlig hte nme nt, Co llins 

(2001) te lls us, so lving  the  p ro b le ms o f the  ‘ me re  mo rta ls’  who  flo c k to  sit a t 

his fe e t. C iting  Ja c kso n a nd  Ca rte r (1998), Co llins (2001) no te s: 

The  wo rd  ‘ g uru’  me a ns a  sp iritua l le a d e r, a nd  it d e rive s fro m the  Sa nsc rit 

wo rd  fo r ve ne ra b le . ‘ Ve ne ra b le ’  me a ns wo rthy o f wo rship , a nd  its La tin 

o rig ins a re  c o nne c te d  with Ve nus, the  g o d d e ss o f lo ve : we  sho uld  wo rship  

o ur g urus a s fo unta ins o f lo ve  fo r us. (p . 111) 

Ja c kso n (2001) a g re e s, invo king  a  mo re  c urre nt sla nt: 

In c o nte mp o ra ry me d ia sp e a k, the  title  “ g uru”  is a c c o rd e d  to  a nyo ne  who  

is re c o g nise d  a s ha ving  d e ve lo p e d  a  d istinc tive  le ve l o f e xp e rtise  in o ne  o f 

a  numb e r o f e ve r-e xp a nd ing  sp he re s o f huma n e nd e a vo ur. On a  d a ily 

b a sis we  a re  e xp o se d  thro ug h the  ma ss me d ia  to  “ fitne ss g urus” , “ lite ra ry 

g urus” , “ inve stme nt g urus” , “ d ie t g urus” , “ c o mp ute r g urus” , a nd  “ p e rso na l 

g ro wth g urus”… the  a mb ig uo us na ture  o f the  te rm “ g uru”  e na b le s the  

jo urna lists who  c ho se  to  use  it to  sit o n the  fe nc e  a nd  susp e nd  jud g e me nt. 

(p p . 9-10) 

Ma na g e me nt fa d  g urus ha ve  until re c e ntly o nly b e e n ta ke n se rio usly b y 

me d ia  so urc e s suc h a s p ro mine nt b usine ss ma g a zine s a nd  c urre nt a ffa irs 

p ro g ra ms (Ja c kso n, 2001, p . 8). This c o uld  b e  a ttrib ute d  to  a  numb e r o f 

re a so ns. Firstly, the  te rm ‘ g uru’  ma y b e  a p p lie d  in suc h a  wa y tha t jo urna lists 

c a n p la c e  a  d e ro g a to ry o r mo c king  sp in o n the  sub je c t ma tte r b e ing  
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e xp o se d . Se c o nd ly, g urus o f ma na g e me nt, o r tho se  fro m a ny o f the  fie ld s 

sug g e ste d  b y Ja c kso n a b o ve , ha ve  e njo ye d  sig nific a nt c o mme rc ia l a nd  

p o p ula r me d ia  suc c e ss, thus ma king  ‘ g o o d  c o p y’ . Third ly, g urus o f a nything  

– e ve n the  se lf-style d  o ne s – p ro mo te  p re sc rip tio ns fo r c ha ng e , fo r a d a p ting  

to  the  unc e rta intie s o f the  mo d e rn a g e , tra nsfo rming  suc h thing s a s 

inve stme nts, p ro fit ma rg ins, re a d ing  spe e d , se x live s, b o d y sha p e , a nd  e ve n 

ind ivid ua l c ha ra c te r tra its. Ho we ve r, the  te rm ‘ ma na g e me nt g uru’  is 

g a ining  mo re  a c c e p ta nc e  within the  a c a d e mic  c o mmunity b y virtue  o f a  

fe w write rs (suc h a s Ab ra ha mso n, 1996; C la rk a nd  Sa la ma n, 1996; 

Huc zynski, 1993; Ja c kso n, 1996 a nd  Co llins, 2000) who  se e  tha t the  te rm ha s 

a  re so na nc e  in the  p o p ula r re a lm tha t wa rra nts mo re  se rio us a tte ntio n. The  

fa c t tha t so -c a lle d  ma na g e me nt g urus o fte n he a d  up  multi-millio n d o lla r 

c o mp a nie s is no t lo st o n a  numb e r o f c o mme nta to rs inc lud ing  

Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e  (1997), Og b o nna  a nd  Ha rris (2002) a nd  

Ca rte r Mc Na ma ra  (2006). 

Fo r e xa mp le , Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e  (1997) o b se rve  tha t ma ny use  

the  te rm ‘ g uru’  to  d e sc rib e  ma na g e me nt’ s ke y c o mme nta to rs, o nly 

b e c a use  the y a re  to o  p o lite  to  c a ll the se  p e o p le  ‘ c ha rla ta ns’  in p ub lic . 

Co llins (2001) e q ua te s mo d e rn-d a y ma na g e me nt g urus to  the  c a rp e t-

b a g g e rs tha t ro a me d  Ame ric a  d uring  the  p o st-C ivil Wa r d e p re ssio n, b o th 

p ro fiting  fro m e c o no mic  d islo c a tio n (Co llins, 2001, p . 5). Eve n Druc ke r is sa id  

to  ha ve  o b se rve d , “ I a sc rib e  the  p o p ula rity o f this hid e o us wo rd  to  its fitting  

mo re  e a sily into  a  he a d line  tha n its o ld e r syno nym – c ha rla ta n”  (c ite d  in 

C lutte rb uc k a nd  Cra ine r, 1990, p . 235). 

Se lf-style d  British g uru, Jo hn Humb le  lists the  fo llo wing  six e sse ntia l q ua litie s o f 

a  g uru: 

1. inte g ra tive  p o we r 

2. a n e xtra o rd ina ry a nd  intuitive  se nse  o f timing  

3. lo ng e vity 

4. inte rna tio na l influe nc e  

5. missio na ry ze a l 

6. a n a b ility to  liste n.  

(C lutte rb uc k a nd  Cra ine r, 1990, p p . 236-237) 

To  this, o ne  c o uld  a d d  hig h se lf-ima g e  a nd  p e rso na l a p p e a l. 

Huc zynski (1993) o b se rve s tha t the  te rm “ g uru” , whe n a p p lie d  to  

ma na g e me nt, is use d  to  d e no te  a n e lite  ye t d ive rse  g ro up ing , who  

simulta ne o usly c o mme nta te  up o n ma na g e me nt, while  a c ting  to  sha p e , a nd  
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re sha p e , the  fo rms a nd  p ra c tic e s o f ma na g e me nt. Huc zysnski (1993) 

id e ntifie s thre e  fo rms o f ma na g e me nt g uru: 

1. a c a d e mic   

2. c o nsulta nt 

3. he ro -ma na g e r 

a ll o f whic h c o ntrib ute  to  ‘ g uru the o ry’  summa rise d  b e lo w. 

Huc zynski (1993) a lso  o b se rve s tha t whe n g urus spe a k to  ma na g e me nt, 

the y sp e a k with the  p o we r o f b e lie f ra the r tha n with the  a utho rity o f 

sc ie nc e . As Co llins (2001) p o ints o ut, the  fa c t tha t ma na g e rs a lwa ys 

p urc ha se  the  te xt tha t g o e s a lo ng  with the  g uru p re se nta tio n se rve s to  

c o nfirm tha t g urus a re  a s muc h p e rfo rme rs a s b usine ss a na lysts (p . 6). This 

sug g e stio n is b a c ke d  up  b y Cra ine r (1996), who  no te s, “ no  e xe c utive  o ffic e  

is c o mp le te  witho ut a  ne a tly a rra ng e d  ro w o f ma na g e me nt b e stse lle rs. 

The y a re  a s muc h a  fixture  a s the  fa mily p o rtra it a nd , c ynic s mig ht sa y, a s 

muc h p ra c tic a l use ”  (p . 87). Cra ine r (1996) c ite s re se a rc h b y the  

Ma na g e me nt Tra ining  Pa rtne rship  whic h fo und  tha t: 

Thre e -q ua rte rs o f p e rso nne l d ire c to rs b uy a t le a st fo ur ma na g e me nt b o o ks 

a  ye a r. But, o nly o ne  in five  a re  a c tua lly re a d . To m Pe te rs c a lc ula te s tha t 

while  o ve r five  millio n c o p ie s o f his In Se a rc h o f Exc e lle nc e  ha ve  b e e n 

so ld , o nly 100,000 o r so  re a d e rs ha ve  re a d  it fro m c o ve r to  c o ve r. (p . 126) 

As the  b o o ks a re  re p la c e d  b y ne we r ve rsio ns, e xe c utive s a b so rb  the  la te st 

b ig  id e a s a t se mina rs a nd  c o nfe re nc e s. As Cra ine r (1996) a d d s:  

The re  c a n ha rd ly b e  a  ma na g e r in the  we ste rn wo rld  who  ha s no t b e e n to  

a n e ve nt p ro mo ting  a  p a rtic ula r ind ivid ua l's vie w o f ho w the y sho uld  b e  

ma na g ing  the ir b usine ss. The re  is mo re  the  c o nsulta nts with the ir the o rie s 

a nd  fo rmula e , the  b usine ss sc ho o ls with the ir re sid e nt e xp e rts a d vo c a ting  

p a rtic ula r to o ls a nd  te c hniq ue s. The re  is no  e sc a p e  fro m the  ma e lstro m o f 

b rig ht id e a s. (p . 154) 

It wo uld  b e  d iffic ult to  find  a n a rg ume nt a g a inst the  o b se rva tio n tha t the  

p e o p le  b e hind  the  id e a s, the  ma na g e me nt g urus, ha ve  spa wne d  a  hig hly 

luc ra tive  a nd  truly g lo b a l b usine ss. The  b e stse lle rs ma y b e  p ure ly 

d e c o ra tive , b ut the  ma na g e me nt g uru ind ustry is, q uite  o b vio usly, b ig  

b usine ss. The  le a d e rs in the  fie ld  d e ma nd  d a ily fe e s in the  tho usa nd s o f 

d o lla rs p e r a p p e a ra nc e . It is a lso  ind isp uta b le  tha t a nyo ne  with Ha rva rd  in 

the ir c re d e ntia ls, o r the  hint o f Ivy Le a g ue , c a n e a sily c o mma nd  in e xc e ss 

o f $100,000 fo r two  d a ys wo rk with a  ma jo r c o mp a ny.  

This is a n ind ustry o f b ig  id e a s a nd  size a b le  re wa rd s whic h, fro m humb le  

b e g inning s, se e ms to  ha ve  d e ve lo p e d  its o wn p a rtic ula r d isc o urse . 

Surro und e d  b y hyp e  a nd  hyp e rb o le , the  thinke rs the mse lve s a re  q uic k to  
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d ista nc e  the mse lve s fro m b e ing  la b e lle d  a s g urus. Cra ine r (1996) p ro vid e s 

the  fo llo wing  p e rsp e c tive s in his a rtic le : 

The re  is a  lo t o f o b no xio us hyp e  a b o ut b e ing  a  g uru to  the  e xte nt tha t the  

me d ium c a n d e stro y the  me ssa g e ,' wa rns He nry Mintzb e rg . Fo rme r 

Ha rva rd Busine ss Re vie w  e d ito r a nd  a utho r o f Whe n Giants Le a rn to  

Da nc e , Ro sa b e th Mo ss Ka nte r, sa ys: `I re je c t the  te rm g uru b e c a use  it is 

a sso c ia te d  with p a nd e ring  to  the  ma sse s, p ro vid ing  insp ira tio n witho ut 

sub sta nc e . The re  is a  little  b it o f the  sha ma n in a  g uru’ . (p . 98) 

It ha s b e e n e stima te d  tha t e a c h ye a r mo re  tha n 5,000 title s a re  p ub lishe d  

o ffe ring  a d vic e  a b o ut so me  a sp e c t o f running  a n o rg a nisa tio n (Burne s, 

1998). Ac c o rd ing  to  Ja c kso n (2001), the  wo rld wid e  ma na g e me nt 

c o nsulting  ind ustry wa s wo rth a  c o nse rva tive  USD$92 b illio n in 1997. Jud g ing  

b y the  inc re a se  in the  numb e r o f ma na g e me nt a nd  b usine ss te xts o n the  

ma rke t, c o up le d  with the  inc re a se  in c o nsulta nt g uru firms, it c o uld  b e  

p re sume d  this fig ure  ha s g o ne  we ll b e yo nd  the  $100 b illio n ma rk b y 2006. In 

fa c t, the  ra p id ly e xp a nd ing  ma rke t fo r ma na g e me nt lite ra ture  is no t lo st o n 

ma ny c o mme nta to rs (se e  e sp e c ia lly Mic kle thwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 1997; 

Cra ine r, 1996; Huc zysnski, 1993; Co llins, 2001; Ja c kso n, 1996, 2001), who  

o b se rve  tha t muc h o f the  lite ra ture , ra the r tha n c o ming  fro m e sta b lishe d , 

fo rma l institutio ns with a  histo ry o f hig h q ua lity sc ho la rly p ub lic a tio ns, a re  

o fte n sp a wne d  b y q uic k-fix ne w-a g e  le a rning  c e ntre s: “ Ind e e d  it se e ms 

tha t sc ho la rly wo rks o n ma na g e me nt no w re p re se nt the  ma rg ina l fring e s o f 

the  ma rke t fo r ma na g e me nt b o o ks whe n c o mp a re d  to  the  ma ss-ma rke t 

a p p e a l o f a  g ro up  o f ma na g e me nt c o mme nta to rs o fte n te rme d  the  

‘ g urus’  o f ma na g e me nt”  (Co llins, 2000, p . 19).  

Fo r so me , Cra ine r (1996) no te s, g urus a re  simp ly mo tiva tio na l. De ta il 

fo rg o tte n, fo llo we rs b e c o me  insp ire d  b y the  ‘ e va ng e lic a l’  p re se nc e . Pe te rs 

is the  mo st no ta b le  me mb e r o f this insp ira tio na l b a nd  o f g urus, a c c o rd ing  

to  Cra ine r. By a ll a c c o unts, Pe te rs’  se mina rs a re  hig hly e nte rta ining  e ve nts 

whe re  he  strid e s the  sta g e , p e rsp iring  a nd  p re a c hing . Pe te rs' writing  style  is 

simila rly a c tive , p unc tua te d  with ‘ Wo w!'s’  a nd  e xho rta tio ns. To ny Ro b b ins is 

a no the r, who se  fa shio na b le  e nto ura g e  inc lud e s ma ny o f the  ric h a nd  

fa mo us o n the  ‘ A-list’ . This is the  sa me , wid e ly-p ub lishe d , mo tiva tio na l 

sp e a ke r who  a t o ne  time  in his c a re e r a d vo c a te d  fire wa lking  a nd  o the r 

e q ua lly sho c king  ta c tic s b a se d  o n ne uro ling uistic  p ro g ra mming  (NLP), o ne  

ite m in his kitb a g  o f stra te g ie s fo r the  c o nte mp o ra ry ma na g e r a nd  

suc c e ssful te a m p la ye r. 

So , a s Cra ine r (1996) a sks, “ Wha t sho uld  b e  the  ro le  o f g urus?  Sho uld  the y 

b e  ma ste rs o f simp lific a tio n a nd  a c c e ssib ility, b ut little  e lse ?  Or, sho uld  the y 

b e  p io ne e rs o f the o ry, le a ving  ma na g e rs a nd  o rg a nisa tio ns to  wre stle  with 

the  p ra c tic a litie s? ”  (p .24 ). Pe rha p s g urus sho uld  b e  tho ug ht-p ro vo ke rs, 
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sug g e sts Cra ine r, le a ving  a c a d e mic s to  e ithe r p ro ve  o r rid ic ule  the ir 

p re sc rip tio ns, lo ng  a fte r the y ha ve  c e a se d  to  b e  a  p o p ula r p he no me no n. 

As Cra ine r (1996) o b se rve s: 

Amid  the  ha rd  se ll, the  q uic k-fixe s a nd  o rg a nisa tio na l p la c e b o s, it is true  to  

sa y tha t the re  is little  tha t's o rig ina l. But, witho ut g urus, ma na g e rs wo uld  

lo se  a  ric h so urc e  o f insp ira tio n, info rma tio n a nd  c o ntro ve rsy. Witho ut the  

p a tc hy fra me wo rk o f the o ry, o p inio n a nd  e xa mp le s o f b e st p ra c tic e  

p ro vid e d  b y the  g urus, ma na g e rs wo uld  b e  e ve n mo re  iso la te d  a nd  ma ny 

wo uld  le a rn tha t, a s Va n Mo rriso n o b se rve d : No  g uru, no  te a c he r, no  

me tho d .' (p . 33 ) 

Co llins (2000) e xp a nd s up o n Cra ine r’ s (1998) a na lo g ie s b y re fe rring  to  the  

‘ g uru ind ustry’ . This he  a rg ue s, inc lud e s write rs a nd  c o mme nta to rs “ who  live  

in the  sha d o w (o r in the  re fle c te d  g lo ry) o f the  ‘ g urus’ ”  (p . 79). The re fo re , 

tho se  a c tive  in Co llins’  g uru ind ustry a re  no t ne c e ssa rily g urus p e r se . This 

me a ns tha t within the  g uru ind ustry the re  is a  va st d iffe re nc e  in the  q ua ntity 

a nd  q ua lity o f a utho rs a nd  the  ra ng e  o f sub je c ts d isc usse d . Re lig io us 

me ta p ho r is c o mmo n in o b se rva tio ns o f g uru b e ha vio ur a nd  fo rms a n 

imp o rta nt p a rt o f the  d isc o urse . Co llins’  (2000) fra me wo rk fo r a n a na lysis o f 

the  g uru ind ustry a na lysis invo lve s thre e  g ro up ing s:  

1. a g no stic s a nd  a the ists; 

2. re d e mp tive  te xts; a nd  

3. ho ma g e s a nd  ha g io lo g ie s. 

The  c ritic isms Co llins (2000) le ve ls a t ma ny sc ho la rs a nd  c o mme nta to rs o f 

the  g uru ind ustry c o nd e mns the  c o ntra d ic tio n, a rro g a nc e  a nd  ig no ra nc e  

o f tho se  writing  a b o ut so -c a lle d  g urus the mse lve s. Mo re  a b o ut this will b e  

d isc usse d  in the  ne xt c ha p te r.  

 

5.6 Conc lusions 

One  o f the  mo st imp o rta nt q ue stio ns tha t re ma ins is: Wha t le g itima te s a  

the o ry o r id e a , e ve n fo r a  sho rt time ?  We  c o uld  a lso  a d d  to  tha t, why d o  

c e rta in ma na g e me nt the o rie s e nd  up  b e ing  te rme d  fa d s?  Whe the r o r no t 

ma na g e me nt a p p ly p re sc rip tio ns to  e nc o ura g e  sta b ility o r to  wa rd  o ff 

c ha ng e , the re  is no  d o ub t tha t the  ma na g e me nt g uru ind ustry is thriving . 

Irre sp e c tive  o f c o mme nta to rs e ithe r c ynic a lly p o inting  o ut – o r e mpiric a lly 

d e mo nstra ting  – tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s d o  mo re  ha rm tha n g o o d , the y 

ha ve  b e c o me  a  p e rma ne nt fixture  o n the  b usine ss, c o rp o ra te  a nd  no w 

a c a d e mic  la nd sc a p e . Ja c kso n (2001) a g re e s, no ting  tha t “ the  ra p id  

g ro wth a nd  turno ve r o f ma na g e me nt fa shio ns ha ve  b e e n sup p o rte d  a nd  
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a c tive ly p ro mo te d  b y a n e xte nsive  ne two rk o f g lo b a l a nd  lo c a l 

c o nsulta nts”  (p . 78). As Ca ulkin (1997) o b se rve s, “ the  e c o no mic  mo d e l o f 

c o nsulting  d o ve ta ils e ffo rtle ssly in the  la rg e r ma na g e me nt fa shio n 

p ro d uc tio n line  whic h tie s to g e the r c o nsulta nc y, b usine ss sc ho o ls a nd  the  

b usine ss p re ss in a n e ye -wa te ring ly p ro d uc tive  c ha in”  (p . 33).  

Ultima te ly, it is ma na g e me nt o f o rg a nisa tio ns the mse lve s who  c ho o se  to  

a d o p t a  fa d , o r to  re je c t o ne  a nd  trust the ir o wn e xp e rie nc e  o r in-ho use  

ma na g e me nt te c hniq ue s. Wo o ld rid g e  (1997) sug g e sts tha t tho se  who  

fo llo w ma na g e me nt fa d s te nd  to  d o  so  b a se d  o n the  p re mise  tha t the y 

“ [ta c kle ] the ir p ro b le ms, d istra c ting  time  a nd  a tte ntio n fro m the  re a l 

b usine ss o f ma na g e me nt”  (p . 34). Fo r e xa mp le , the  fa shio n fo r d e la ye ring  

c a use d  c o mp a nie s to  g e t rid  o f mid d le  ma na g e rs who se  e xp e rie nc e  a nd  

c o nne c tio ns a re  o fte n irre p la c e a b le . The  c ult o f e mp o we rme nt 

e nc o ura g e d  b a nks suc h a s Ba ring s to  ha nd  to o  muc h p o we r to  junio r 

‘ ro g ue s’ . The  fa d  fo r ‘ use r p a ys’  ha s c re a te d  unp re c e d e nte d  la ye rs o f 

b ure a uc ra c y c ha lle ng ing  e ffic ie nc y a nd  p ro d uc tivity. Co mme rc ia lisa tio n 

to o  ha s, a rg ua b ly, p o te ntia lly d e c re a se d  e ffic ie nc y, b y c re a ting  mo re  

le ve ls o f b ure a uc ra tic  a c c o unta b ility to  c ut thro ug h fo r b e st o utc o me s. This 

p e rc e p tio n o f o ve r-re g ula tio n ha s c re a te d  its o wn c ha ng e  ma na g e me nt 

b urd e n, a s o rg a nisa tio ns rush to  c o p e  with ra p id ly inc re a sing  te c hno lo g ic a l 

inno va tio ns b y a d o p ting  fa d d ish inte rve ntio ns.  

To  re c a p itula te , this c ha p te r intro d uc e d  a nd  d e fine d  ma na g e me nt fa d s, 

a nd  d isc usse d  the  c o nve ntio na l e xp la na tio ns o f o ne  so urc e  o f fa d s, the  

ma na g e me nt g uru p he no me no n. It hig hlig hte d  tha t b ia s to wa rd  

a c c e p ta nc e  o f fa d s te nd s to  d we ll o n the  unc e rta in e c o no mic  c lima te , 

a nd  the  ma na g e me nt g urus' p e nc ha nt fo r p a c ka g ing  re la tive ly simp le  a nd  

'c o mmo nse nsic a l' so lutio ns, a nd  the ir p ro we ss a t ma rke ting  the m to  a  

d e sp e ra te  a nd  g ullib le  ma rke t (Ab ra ha mso n, 1991; Alve sso n, 1990; 

Ma id iq ue , 1983; Pie rc e  a nd  Ne wstro m, 1990). In the  first susta ine d  a na lysis o f 

ma na g e me nt g urus, Huc zynski (1993) sug g e sts tha t the  re a so n 

ma na g e me nt g urus a re  so  p o p ula r with p ra c tising  ma na g e rs is the y 

re c o g nise , und e rsta nd  a nd  c a te r to  the ir ne e d s a nd  p re o c c up a tio ns. 

Huc zynski, the re fo re , a sse rts tha t “ the  g ro wth in the  p o p ula rity o f 

ma na g e me nt g urus' b o o ks a nd  se mina rs, fa r fro m b e ing  linke d  with the  

up turn in ma na g e rs' c o nfid e nc e , in fa c t re p re se nts a  re sp o nse  to  

wid e sp re a d  se lf-d o ub t a mo ng  e xe c utive s, e ve n tho se  a t the  to p ”  (1993, p . 

196). Mo re o ve r, G iro ux (2006) ha s id e ntifie d  d e lib e ra te  stra te g y to  ke e p  the  

la ng ua g e  va g ue  whic h se e s a  c lo se  c o nne c tio n b e twe e n 'p ra g ma tic  

a mb ig uity' a nd  p o p ula rity o f the  fa d .  Furthe r stud ie s c o nd uc te d  

(Mic kle thwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 1997; Cra ine r, 1996; Co llins, 2001; Ja c kso n, 
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1996, 2001; Rig b y, 2001; Mille r e t a l, 2004; G iro ux, 2006) sinc e  Huc zynski's 

re se a rc h c o rro b o ra te  the se  e a rlie r find ing s a nd  c o me  to  simila r c o nc lusio ns 

a b o ut the  ke y c ha ra c te ristic s o f fa d s.  The  fo llo wing  c ha p te r will p re se nt a  

mo re  d e ta ile d  a na lysis o f the  c ritiq ue  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s the mse lve s.
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Cha pte r 6: Ma na g e me nt Fa ds – The  Critic a l Lite ra ture  

In this c ha p te r, the  na ture  o f c ritic a l inq uiry into  the  p he no me no n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa ds will b e  disc usse d. The  p re vio us c ha p te r o utline d va rio us 

a tte mpts tha t ha ve  b e e n ma de  o ve r the  la st de c a de  o r mo re  to  p ro vide  a  

ro b ust, sc ho la rly a na lysis o f ma na g e me nt fa ds a nd the ir re la tio nship  to  

ma na g e me nt the o ry.  Ye t de sp ite  the se  studie s, the re  is a  de a rth o f 

lite ra ture  c ritiq uing  ma nag e me nt fa ds a nd the ir imp a c t o n o rg a nisa tio ns, 

a nd inde e d le ss o n the  b ro a de r so c io c ultura l syste m itse lf. Lite ra ture  

a c tua lly c ritiq uing  studie s o f ma na g e me nt fa ds is a lmo st no n-e xiste nt. 

Pe rc e p tio ns a b o ut ho w so c io c ultura l p he no me na  suc h a s ma na g e me nt 

fa ds a re  re c e ive d p ro vide  imp o rta nt insig hts into  the  b e ha vio ur o f the  

p he no me no n itse lf; a  p o int o fte n misse d in the  c ritic a l lite ra ture . It is a lso  

impo rta nt to  re ite ra te  tha t it is the  phe no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa ds tha t 

is o f inte re st to  this the sis, no t the  p e rfo rma nc e  o f p a rtic ula r ma na g e me nt 

fa ds, o r o rg a nisa tio na l inte rve ntio ns p e r se .   

Using  the  disc ussio n fro m the  pre vio us c ha p te r, this c ha p te r will synthe sise  

so me  g e ne ra l o b se rva tio ns a nd a ssump tio ns a b o ut ma na g e me nt fa ds; fo r 

e xa mp le :  

• Ma na g e me nt fa ds le g itima te  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

• Ma na g e me nt g uru sta tus is a  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n. 

• The  p he no me no n o f fa ds is no t ne c e ssa rily c o nfine d to  the  fie ld o f 

ma nag e me nt, b ut symp to matic  o f muc h wide r so c ia l, c ultura l a nd 

p o litic a l c ha ng e s (Ja c kso n, 2001, p p . 2-3).  

• Burre ll’ s (1989) p re dic tio n tha t g urus will mo ve  c o nte mp o ra ry 

ma na g e me nt the o ry fro m a  pre mo de rnist pha se  to  a  po stmo de rnist 

p ha se  furthe r de mo nstra te s the  c o nne c tio ns b e twe e n o rg a nisa tio na l 

b e ha vio ur a nd the  wide r so c ia l wo rld. 

 

6.1 Introduc tion 

Burne s (1998) b e lie ve s it imp o rta nt fo r c ritic a l mo d e ls o f ma na g e me nt fa d s 

to  b e  b a se d  up o n a  the o re tic a lly ro o te d  und e rsta nd ing  o f o rg a nisa tio n 

a nd  ma na g e me nt, und e rp inne d  b y a  ro b ust a nd  rig o ro us me tho d o lo g y fo r 

the  d e ve lo p me nt o f va lid  hyp o the se s a nd  furthe r re se a rc h. Furthe r, Burne s 
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a rg ue s tha t a ny c o he re nt the o re tic a l mo d e l o f o rg a nisa tio n a nd  

ma na g e me nt must: 

• a c kno wle d g e  the  e xiste nc e  o f o the r, c o mp e ting  mo d e ls;  

• b e  c a p a b le  o f withsta nd ing  o r inc o rp o ra ting  c ritic isms ma d e  b y 

o the r a c to rs a nd  sc ho la rs who  ma y e le c t to  d e p lo y c o mp e titive  

mo d e ls. 

In his a na lysis o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, Burne s (1998) a lso  c o nd e mns g uru a nd  

fa d d ish b usine ss te xts fo r b e ing  p o o rly re se a rc he d . He  no te s tha t ma ny 

suc h wo rks se e m “ to  ha ve  o nly a  sc a nty re se a rc h b a se  a nd  se rve  me re ly to  

e xp re ss the ir a utho r’ s o p inio ns, ho we ve r o ne -sid e d ”  (Burne s, 1998, p p . 105-

106). Ja c kso n (1996, 2001) a g re e s, p o siting  tha t the  ma na g e me nt g uru 

p he no me no n ha s re c e ive d  o nly limite d  a tte ntio n fro m the  a c a d e mic  

c o mmunity. Wha t little  a tte ntio n it ha s re c e ive d  ha s b e e n inc o mp le te  a nd  

inva ria b ly d ismissive . The  g urus' wo rk is g e ne ra lly c o nsid e re d  to  b e  to o  

p hilo so p hic a lly imp o ve rishe d , the o re tic a lly und e rd e ve lo p e d  a nd  

e mpiric a lly na ke d  to  wa rra nt se rio us a c a d e mic  sc rutiny (Burre ll, 1989; 

Ca rro ll, 1983; Hitt a nd  Ire la nd , 1987; Tho ma s, 1989). In his la te st wo rk, 

Ja c kso n (2001) sug g e sts tha t the  a c a d e mic  c ritic ism o f ma na g e me nt g uru 

wo rks, fa d s a nd  ‘ q uic k fixe s’  ha s c ha ng e d  fro m ind iffe re nc e  to  ho stility (p . 

3).  

Whe the r o ne  a c c e p ts the  e mpiric ist a p p ro a c h o f Burns o r no t, a  mo re  

ro b ust fra me wo rk fo r c ritic a l a na lysis o f the  p he no me no n is re q uire d . 

Mo re o ve r, the  b o d y o f c ritic ism o f ma na g e me nt fa d s c a nno t b e  d isc usse d  

in a b se ntia  o f ma na g e me nt the o ry a nd  ma na g e me nt id e a s. Wha t 

c o nstitute s ma na g e me nt the o ry, wha t c o nstitute s a  fa d , wha t a re  the  

d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n the  two , a nd  ho w we  mig ht se t up  a  re g ime  fo r 

c ritic a l a na lysis o f the  p he no me na  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s the mse lve s is the  

fo c us o f this c ha p te r. 

 

6.2 Ma na g e me nt the orie s a nd ma na g e me nt fa ds 

First, so me  a ssump tio ns ha ve  to  b e  ma d e  a b o ut the  na ture  o f 

ma na g e me nt the o ry a nd  whe re  fa d s fit within tha t wid e r d isc o urse . This will 

he lp  to  c la rify the  te rmino lo g y a nd  to  d iffe re ntia te  b e twe e n the  ta sk o f 

c ritiq uing  the  ma na g e me nt id e a s the mse lve s a nd  tha t o f c o nd uc ting  

c ritic a l a na lysis to  e xp la in the ir p o p ula rity. As we ll, it will se rve  to  limit the  

fie ld  o f inq uiry o f this the sis. Fo r e xa mp le , a  c ritiq ue  o f ma na g e me nt the o ry, 

a ltho ug h re le va nt in te rms o f ho w ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  p e rc e ive d , is o nly 

a  limite d  fa c e t o f this inq uiry. So me  a p p re c ia tio n o f the  d isc o urse  o f 
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ma na g e me nt the o ry, ho we ve r, will p ro ve  use ful to  c ritic a lly e va lua te  

ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  the  wo rks o f g urus.  

 

6.2.1 Ho w ma na g e me nt fa d s c ha ng e  o ve r time . 

  Start as Theory 

 

End as Fad 

   

 

 Theories 

 

 

 

1 

 

Wholly theoretic 

 

 

2 

 

Theories that 
become fads 

 

   

 

 Fads 

 

 

 

3 

 

Fads that become 
theories 

 

 

4 

 

Wholly fads 

 

Fig ure  6.1: How ma na g e me nt fa ds c ha ng e  ove r time  

Fig ure  6.1 b ro a d ly re p re se nts the  p o ssib le  re la tio nship s b e twe e n 

ma na g e me nt the o rie s a nd  ma na g e me nt fa d s a s fo llo ws: 

Cate g o ry 1- Only so me  ma na g e me nt the o rie s fa ll into  the  first c a te g o ry – 

tha t is, o nly tho se  whic h a re  b a se d  o n a  the o re tic a l a na lysis o f 

o rg a nisa tio ns. Ma ny o f the  the o rie s in this c a te g o ry a p p ly to  o the r 

d isc ip line s (e .g ., e d uc a tio n, e c o no mic  the o ry, p o litic a l the o ry), a nd  o nly a  

limite d  numb e r d ire c tly c o nc e rn the  d isc o urse  o f ma na g e me nt. The o rists 

a nd  c o mme nta to rs fro m this g ro up  a re  e xe mp lifie d  b y a  d isc ip line d , 

a c a d e mic  a nd  sc ho la rly a p p ro a c h to  ma na g e me nt the o ry. Dra wing  

he a vily up o n the  fie ld s o f so c io lo g y, p syc ho lo g y, sc ie nc e  a nd  e ve n 

p hilo so p hy, this g ro up  o f te xts p ro b a b ly a re  mo re  fo r the  d isc e rning , e ve n 

inte lle c tua l CEO. Sc ho la rs in this fie ld  the o rise  a b o ut o rg a nisa tio na l 

b e ha vio ur within so c io lo g ic a l, p syc ho lo g ic a l a nd  p hilo so p hic a l p a ra d ig ms, 

a nd  d o  so  with a  no n-c o mme rc ia l inte nt. This g ro up  is no t ne c e ssa rily fro m 

the  ra nks o f c o nte mp o ra ry the o re tic a l d isc ip line s. Autho rs (irre sp e c tive  o f 
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the  e ra  in whic h the y wro te ) who  ma y fit into  this c a te g o ry inc lud e  Pla to , 

Aristo tle , Ka nt, De sc a rte s, Hume , Ma rx, Pie rc e , We b e r, Fo uc a ult, a nd  Burre ll.  

Cate g o ry 2 – The  se c o nd  c a te g o ry re p re se nts fa d s tha t sta rt life  a s the o rie s. 

This is whe re  so me  o f the  d e e p  the o ry fro m the  first c a te g o ry is inte rp re te d , 

a nd  a p p lie d  to  o rg a nisa tio ns in a  simp lifie d  fo rm. It is a lso  whe re  the  

ma jo rity o f ma na g e me nt tre nd s re sid e  b e fo re  the y b e c o me  fa d s, a nd  

whe re  mo st o f the  mo ve me nt o c c urs.  

A numb e r o f a utho rs ha ve  c o mp a re d  the  o rig ina l writing s o f ma na g e me nt 

id e a  d e ve lo p e rs a nd  the ir p o p ula r inte rp re ta tio n. Ac c o rd ing  to  Huc zynski 

(1993), in so me  c a se s, o rig ina l id e a s a re  sub ve rte d  to  suc h a  d e g re e  tha t 

ma na g e me nt le c ture rs c o uld  b e  c ha rg e d  with misre p re se nta tio n (p . 8). 

Fre d e ric k Ta ylo r’ s sc ie ntific  ma na g e me nt p rinc ip le s a re  a  p rime  e xa mp le  o f 

the  ‘ p se ud o -histo ry’  whic h und e rp ins muc h c o nte mp o ra ry ma na g e me nt 

the o ry (Huc zynski, 1993, p p  7-9). So me  stud ie s (Co llins, 2002, Huc zynski, 

1993) re ve a l tha t ma ny ma na g e me nt te xts misre p re se nt Ta ylo r’ s o rig ina l 

the o ry to  suc h a n e xte nt tha t in so me  c a se s it b a re ly re se mb le s the  o rig ina l. 

Suc h ina c c ura c y c o uld  b e  a c a d e mic  la zine ss (Huc zynski, 1993, p . 9), the  

simp lific a tio n o f a  d iffic ult inte lle c tua l a rg ume nt, o r p ure ly p ra g ma tic . Mo re  

like ly, te xts tha t b la ta ntly misre p re se nt o rig ina l the o rie s a re  writte n to  

e nha nc e  the  p o p ula r (a nd  the re fo re  c o mme rc ia l) a p p e a l o f the  the o ry 

b e ing  e spo use d , e sp e c ia lly if simp listic , a llite ra tive  a nd  visua l imp ro ve me nts 

c a n b e  ma d e  to  the  o rig ina l the o ry. One  furthe r p o int to  no te  a b o ut this 

c a te g o ry is tha t its me mb e rship  c o nsta ntly c ha ng e s; the  line s b e twe e n 

id e a s a re  in a  c o ntinua l sta te  o f flux b e c a use  o f the ir ta ke -up  a nd  

a b a nd o nme nt ra te s. Co nc e p ts in this c a te g o ry inc lud e  MBO 

(Ma na g e me nt By Ob je c tive s), TQM (To ta l Q ua lity Ma na g e me nt), BPR 

(Busine ss Pro c e ss Re vie w) a nd  Re e ng ine e ring . Autho rs inc lud e  Cha mp y, 

Ta ylo r, De ming , Fa yo l, Sta c e y, Ma slo w, Mc G re g o r, Like rt, a nd  Sha nno n. 

Cate g o ry 3 – This g ro up  g e ne ra lly d e ve lo p  fro m the  se c o nd  c a te g o ry while  

it is in a  sta te  o f insta b ility. Ca te g o ry 3 ma na g e me nt the o rie s b e g in life  

sp e c ific a lly writte n to  c ha ng e  so me  a spe c t o f o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur o r 

tre nd  o r situa tio n. O fte n b a se d  o n sc ho la rly wo rks, this g ro up  write s so le ly fo r 

the  c urre nt b usine ss ma rke t a nd  b usine ss/ ma na g e me nt stud e nts, a nd  

c a p ita lise s o n the  tre nd s a t the  time . The  the o re tic a l p e rsp e c tive s in this 

g ro up  a re  typ ifie d  b y hyp e  (a s a re  tho se  in the  fina l c a te g o ry), a nd  the  

a p p ro a c h is usua lly so und . The se  p re sc rip tio ns a re  d ire c te d  a t 

o rg a nisa tio na l imp ro ve me nt a nd  o ffe r o fte n c o mp le x stra te g ie s b a se d  o n 

sc ho la rly re se a rc h. This is the  ha rd e st c a te g o ry to  sub sta ntia te . Suc h 

inte rve ntio ns a s Trip le  Bo tto m Line  Re p o rting , Ba la nc e d  Sc o re c a rd  a nd  
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e ve n Kno wle d g e  Ma na g e me nt ma y a p p e a r in this c a te g o ry. The  wo rk o f 

Druc ke r , Mintzb e rg , Arg yris, Se ng e , Ka nte r, Se mle r, Sta c e y a nd  Mo rg a n is 

re p re se nte d  he re .  

Cate g o ry 4 – This is o fte n p e jo ra tive ly te rme d  the  ‘ g uru’  ind ustry. Te xts in this 

c a te g o ry a re  writte n so le ly fo r the  p o p ulist a nd  p o p ula r ma na g e me nt fa d  

ma rke t. Mo re  o fte n tha n no t, the re  is limite d  the o re tic a l b a sis, a n a b se nc e  

o f e mpiric a l re se a rc h, a nd  wha t the o re tic a l b a sis e xists is e xtra c te d  fro m 

se c o nd a ry so urc e s a nd  o fte n misa p p lie d . Write rs fro m this c a te g o ry a re  

a lmo st e xc lusive ly fro m the  ‘ c o nsulta nt’  sc ho o l. The  g urus fro m this c a te g o ry 

a re  o fte n the  mo st p o p ula r a nd  mo st we a lthy (a t le a st whe n the ir fa d  is a t 

the  he ig ht o f its p o p ula rity). This d e sc rip tive  ta xo no my b e g ins the  p ro c e ss o f 

re la ting  ma na g e me nt the o ry a nd  fa d  b ut ig no re s the  b ro a d e r so c ia l 

sc ie nc e  c o nte xt o f ma na g e me nt the o ry itse lf. 'Exc e lle nc e ', 6 Thinking  Ha ts, 

Six Sig ma , Who  Mo ve d My Che e se  a re  in this g ro up . Autho rs in this c a te g o ry 

inc lud e  To m Pe te rs, To ny Ro b b ins, Ra y Ia c o c c a , Do na ld  Trump , Ste p he n 

Co ve y, Sp e nc e r Jo hnso n, a nd  a rg ua b ly Ed wa rd  d e  Bo no . 

 

6.2.2 The  une a sy re la tio nship  b e twe e n ma na g e me nt the o ry a nd  

ma na g e me nt fa d s 
 

Fig ure  6.2 re p re se nts the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  the  

b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l the o rie s o f whic h the y fo rm a  sma ll sub se t. 

Ma na g e me nt fa d s d o  no t o fte n d ra w up o n sc ho la rly re se a rc h a nd  

a c a d e mic  the o ry. Altho ug h so me  utilise  tra d itio na l ma na g e me nt the o ry to  

p ro ve  c o nne c tio n to  le g itima te  a nd  sc ho la rly re se a rc h, the  ma jo rity o f fa d s 

d o  no t. The  re la tio nship  b e twe e n ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  fa d s in the  

sha d e d  c ritic a l a na lysis inte rse c tio n is the  a re a  o f fo c us fo r this c ha p te r.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig ure  6.2: Critic a l inquiry of ma na g e me nt the ory a nd ma na g e me nt fa ds 
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Cle g g  a nd  Pa lme r (1996) ta lk a b o ut the  p rima ry c o nd itio ns re q uire d  o f 

ma na g e me nt: sha re d  kno wle d g e  a nd  sp a tio -te mp o ra l p ro ximity. Bo th 

the se  c o nd itio ns suit the  p o we r, surve illa nc e  a nd  kno wle d g e  d isc o urse s 

ne c e ssa ry to  e nsure  ma na g e me nt c o ntinue s in c ha ng ing  a nd  c o mp le x 

e nviro nme nts. As C le g g  a nd  Pa lme r se e  it, ma na g e me nt is d isc ursive  a nd  

ma na g e rs o p e ra te  und e r va rio us d isc o urse s a s the y d isc uss, o rd e r, c a jo le , 

p le a d , c o nd e nse , summa rise , synthe sise , p re se nt a nd  re p o rt to  the ir 

o rg a nisa tio ns. Fo r the  mo st p a rt, ma na g e me nt d isc o urse s c a p ture  the  

no tio n tha t ma na g e me nt is, a fte r a ll, a  p ro c e ss o f so c ia l c o ntro l in whic h 

p o we r is mo st like ly to  b e  d istrib ute d  une ve nly a ro und  the  ne two rks o f a ll 

tho se  with a n inte re st in influe nc ing  tha t c o ntro l. Fro m the  o b se rva tio ns o f 

tho se  writing  a b o ut ma na g e me nt fa d s, fa d s mo stly p la y d o wn a nd  

so me time s g ro ssly o ve r-simp lify a c tua l c o ntro l me c ha nisms, fo c ussing  

inste a d  o n stra te g ie s, b uzzp hra se s a nd  p se ud o sc ie ntific  e xp la na tio ns fo r 

the  c o mp le x re la tio nship s b e twe e n ind ivid ua ls within the ir o rg a nisa tio n, a nd  

b e twe e n the ir o rg a nisa tio n a nd  the  o utsid e  wo rld . In this se nse , C le g g  a nd  

Pa lme r (1996) sug g e st: 

Ma na g e me nt is le ss a  sc ie nc e  a nd  mo re  like  a  c o o kb o o k kno wle d g e : it is 

kno wle d g e  o f re c ip e s a nd  the ir a p p lic a tio n … ma ny o f the  b e st-se lling  te xts 

p re se nt ma na g e me nt a s a  fo rm o f re c ip e  kno wle d g e  … ho w ra tio na lity is 

b o und e d , ho w b e ha vio ur is o rd e re d , ho w ind ivid ua ls a re  c o ntro lle d  a nd  

c re a tive , d e p e nd  o n the  re c ip e s in use : just a s in c uisine  re c ip e s a re  wha t 

unle a sh a nd  d isc ip line  c re a tivity, (a nd  d iffe re nt a p p ro a c he s to  re c ip e s will 

stre ss e ithe r e nd  o f the  c o ntinuum), so  to o  in ma na g e me nt. (p . 2) 

In ke e p ing  with the  re c ip e  me ta p ho r, we  c a n a sk: Why it is we  a c tua lly 

ne e d  re c ip e s a nd  me nus in the  first p la c e ?  Why a re  we  so  e na mo ure d  o f 

c le ve r c he fs (a nd  the re  a re  ne ve r e no ug h c o o ks)?  Why ha ve  we  c o me  to  

a c c e p t so me  re c ip e s o ve r o the rs?  And , why ma y we  ne ve r e ve n sa mp le  

so me  c uisine  simp ly b e c a use  it is to o  d iffe re nt to  o ur c urre nt ta ste ?  C le g g  

a nd  Pa lme r (1996) a rg ue  tha t “ p o we r ma ke s kno wle d g e  a nd  kno wle d g e  

ma ke s p o we r: re c ipe s c o d ify d iffe ring  re la tio ns o f ing re d ie nts, a nd  

d isc o urse s susta in the  g e ne ric  se nsib ility within whic h re c ip e s lo c a te ”  (p . 5).  

Thus, the  une a sy re la tio nship  b e twe e n ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  

ma na g e me nt the o ry ma nife sts in rid ic ule  a nd  b la me  o n b o th sid e s.  

Bro a d ly, tho se  p ro mo ting  ma na g e me nt fa d s c ritic ise  the  o ve r-the o risa tio n 

a nd  la c k o f re a l-wo rld  a p p lic a tio n e sp o use d  b y so me  ma na g e me nt 

the o rie s.  On the  o the r ha nd , ma na g e me nt the o rists o fte n p o ur sc o rn o n 

the  unsc ho la rly a p p ro a c h o f so me  ma na g e me nt g urus a nd  the ir 

p re sc rip tive  a tte mp ts to  c ha ng e  o ne  a sp e c t o r a no the r o f a n o rg a nisa tio n. 

Exa mp le s o f this d isc o nne c t a re  p ro vid e d  thro ug ho ut this c ha p te r. 
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6.2.3 Ma na g e me nt e d uc a tio n 

Ja c k (1997) c a utio ns tha t if ma na g e me nt is to  e vo lve  into  a  le g itima te  

so c ia l sc ie nc e , the  first re q uire me nt is tha t p ra c titio ne rs must b e lie ve  tha t it 

c a n a nd  sho uld ; tha t is, ma na g e rs (a nd  a c a d e mic s) must a g re e  tha t the re  

re a lly is so me  c o he re nt d isc ip line  und e rlying  the  p ra c tic e  o f ma na g e me nt. 

C iting  the  te xt o f Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n (1997), Ja c k re ite ra te s tha t the  

a c tua l b o d y o f kno wle d g e  c o nstituting  the  stud y o f ma na g e me nt is 

wo e fully und e rd e ve lo p e d : “ limite d ” , “ imp e rfe c t” , a nd  with “ o ve ra ll 

sta nd a rd s o f re a so ning  tha t a re  o fte n lo w”  (p . 64). Eve n a t unive rsitie s with 

to p  b usine ss sc ho o ls, Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n c o nc e d e , “ ma na g e me nt 

a c a d e mic s te nd  no t to  b e  he ld  in hig h re g a rd  a s sc ho la rs”  (p p . 85-86). 

Huc zynski’ s (1993) d isc ussio n o f the  d iffe re nc e  b e twe e n a c a d e mic  o r 

fo rma l typ e s o f ma na g e me nt e d uc a tio n a nd  the  no n-a c a d e mic  o r 

p o p ula r fo rms o f ma na g e me nt kno wle d g e  is a lso  p e rtine nt to  this 

d isc ussio n. The me s in p o p ula r ma na g e me nt a re  no t ne w, b ut c a re fully 

c ra fte d  to  re st up o n – b ut no t re ly o n – g ro und e d  the o ry. This c o nc e p t, 

a c c o rd ing  to  Tho ma s (1989, c ite d  in Huc zynski, 1993, p p . 38-39), re vita lise s 

tra d itio na l ma na g e me nt id e a s, b y a c kno wle d g ing  wha t he  te rms ‘ d o ma in 

a ssump tio ns’  o f p o p ula r ma na g e me nt. Po p ula r ma na g e me nt, Tho ma s 

a rg ue s, re je c ts the o re tic a lly info rme d  kno wle d g e  a nd  d e va lue s a ny so rt o f 

fo rma l instruc tio n. Within the  a c a d e mic  d o ma in, tho se  write rs who  

c o mme nt o n c ha ng e  a nd  sug g e st re fo rm in a  p e ssimistic  wa y a re  ra re ly 

re wa rd e d . C le g g  a nd  Pa lme r (1996) a g re e . Huc zynski (1993) re la te s the  

sto ry o f Pa sc a le  a nd  Atho s (1982), “who , while  we ll kno wn in a c a d e mic  

c irc le s, ne ve r a c hie ve d  the  p o p ula r a c c la im o r visib ility o f Pe te rs a nd  

Wa te rma n”  (p . 43). Huc zynski (1993) p o sits tha t the  re d uc e d  suc c e ss o f the  

Pa sc a le  a nd  Atho s te xt wa s la rg e ly d ue  to  the  fa c t tha t ma na g e rs d o  no t 

re lish the ir fa ults a nd  sho rtc o ming s b e ing  p o inte d  o ut in suc h a  d isp a ra g ing  

wa y. 

The  ra p id  g ro wth a nd  turno ve r o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  fa shio ns ha ve  

b e e n sup p o rte d  a nd  a c tive ly p ro mo te d  b y a n e xte nsive  ne two rk o f g lo b a l 

a nd  lo c a l c o nsulta nts. As Ca ulkin (1997) ha s o b se rve d , the  e c o no mic  

mo d e l o f c o nsulting  “ d o ve ta ils e ffo rtle ssly in the  la rg e r ma na g e me nt 

fa shio n p ro d uc tio n line  whic h tie s to g e the r c o nsulta nc y, b usine ss sc ho o ls 

a nd  the  b usine ss p re ss in a n e ye -wa te ring ly p ro d uc tive  c ha in”  (p . 33). 

He nc e , it wo uld  se e m tha t b usine ss sc ho o ls a t unive rsitie s p ro vid e  a  

me a sure  o f ta c it a pp ro va l fo r so me  o f the se  fa d s b e c a use  the re  is a  

p a uc ity o f te xts a nd  ind e e d  c o urse  c o nte nt tha t is o p e nly c ritic a l o f suc h 
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p re sc rip tio ns, a  fa c t no t lo st o n c o mme nta to rs o f the  ma na g e me nt g uru 

ind ustry. 

 

6.3 Towa rd a  fra me work for c ritic a l a na lysis 

The re fo re , mo ving  to wa rd  a  mo re  a na lytic a l fra me wo rk fo r a  ro b ust a nd  

c ritic a l e va lua tio n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s re q uire s us to  mo ve  b e yo nd  simp ly 

p re se nting  a nd  d e b unking  va rio us ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  b uzzwo rd s.  It 

wo uld  b e  insuffic ie nt fo r this the sis to  simp ly c ritiq ue  te n d iffe re nt 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  e va lua te  the ir suc c e ss o r o the rwise ; suc h 

o b se rva tio ns, while  use ful to  und e rsta nd  the  b e ha vio ur o f a  p a rtic ula r fa d  in 

a  p a rtic ula r o rg a nisa tio n, d o e s no t a d d re ss the  b ro a d e r so c ia l 

p he no me no n o f fa d s. Be yo nd  tha t, suc h stud ie s ha ve  a lre a d y b e e n 

und e rta ke n, a nd  so me  o f the ir re sults a re  inc o rp o ra te d  in this the sis (fo r 

e xa mp le , Da rryl Rig b y, 2001). The re fo re  the  a na lysis must mo ve  b e yo nd  

d isc ussing  fa d s the mse lve s to wa rd  a  wid e r, mo re  c ritic a l a na lysis.  Thre e  

ma in fo rms o f c ritiq ue  a re  e vide nt in the  lite ra ture , na me ly: 

• Ra tio na l/ p ra c tic a l c ritiq ue  (va rio us) 

• Ha g io lo g ic  c ritiq ue  (Co llins) 

• Rhe to ric a l c ritiq ue  (Ja c kso n) 

The  fo ur c a te g o rie s id e ntifie d  in se c tio n 6.1.1 will b e  e xa mine d  to  

c o nte xtua lise  c ritiq ue  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. This will no t e xp la in o r inte rp re t 

ind ivid ua l ma na g e me nt fa d s p e r se , b ut ra the r will o utline  the  c ritic ism  

le ve lle d  a t fa d s the mse lve s. The re  is no  inte ntio n to  sing le  o ut a nd  c ritiq ue  

p a rtic ula r fa d s. Tho se  d isc usse d  a re  se le c te d  simp ly fo r the  p urp o se s o f 

illustra tio n.  

 

6.3.1 Ra tio na l/ p ra c tic a l c ritiq ue  

Ja c kso n (2001) sug g e sts tha t the  g uru p he no me no n is no t so me thing  

ne c e ssa rily c o nfine d  to  the  fie ld  o f ma na g e me nt, b ut is symp to ma tic  o f 

muc h wid e r so c ia l, c ultura l a nd  p o litic a l c ha ng e s (p p . 2-3). The re fo re , using  

a  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l le ns is a  mo re  illustra tive  wa y to  a na lyse  this g e nre  

o f c ritiq ue . So  lo ng  a s the  c ritiq ue  d ire c tly me ntio ns ma na g e me nt the o ry 

a nd  mo re  imp o rta ntly ma na g e me nt fa d s o r g uru the o ry, it ha s a  p la c e  in 

this g e nre . Irre sp e c tive  o f whe the r it d ra ws its the o re tic a l b a sis fro m the  

d isc ip line s o f so c io lo g y, p syc ho lo g y, e d uc a tio n, o r sc ie nc e , the  c ritiq ue  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  fa shio ns within this g ro up ing  is imp o rta nt b e c a use  it 

is a n ind ic a to r o f the  g ro wing  a wa re ne ss o f the  p he no me no n. Altho ug h the  
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numb e r o f te xts d ire c tly c ritiq uing  ma na g e me nt fa d s is inc re a sing  slo wly, 

jo urna l a rtic le s a re  p ro b a b ly the  mo st re lia b le  so urc e  o f c ritiq ue  a va ila b le  

fo r the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. Suc h p ub lic a tio n o ffe rs a  

sc ho la rly a nd  o fte n no n-c o mme rc ia l a c c o unt to  b o th e xp la in the  

p he no me no n a nd  o ffe r re c o mme nd a tio ns fo r a lte rna tive  c o urse s o f a c tio n. 

Co llins (2000) d o e s wa rn tha t no  a c c o unt o f the  g uru ind ustry, ho we ve r, 

c o uld  b e  e xha ustive  o r e nc yc lo p a e d ic : “ The  se a rc h fo r the  ‘ ultima te  g uid e ’  

to  the  ‘ g urus’ , the re fo re  is a n illusio n, a  fo o l’ s e rra nd ”  (p . 80). 

As no te d  b y a  g ro wing  b o d y o f ma na g e me nt g uru the o ry c o mme nta to rs 

(Co llins, 1998, 2000; Mic kle thwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 1997; Huc zynski, 1993, 

1997; Ja c kso n, 2001, Mille r e t a l 2004), it is b e c o ming  inc re a sing ly d iffic ult fo r 

sc ho la rly ma na g e me nt te xts to  c o mp e te  with the  ma ss-ma rke t a p p e a l o f 

a rra y o f g uru ma na g e me nt b o o ks. De sp ite  this a b und a nc e , the  b o o ks 

p e nne d  b y ma na g e me nt g urus e xhib it d istinc t simila ritie s (Wa te rs, c ite d  in 

Co llins, 2000, p . 47). Ma ny o f the  te xts o ffe r simila r a c c o unts o f 

ma na g e me nt, e c o no mic s a nd  unive rsa l p ro b le ms tha t b e se t 

c o nte mp o ra ry o rg a nisa tio ns. Ac c o rd ing  to  Huc zynski (1993), ma ny g uru 

wo rks d e fine  o rg a nisa tio ns a s unita ry struc ture s within c o mp le x b usine ss 

e nviro nme nts a nd  o ffe r re ma rka b ly simila r p re sc rip tio ns fo r c ha ng e . Cra ine r 

(1998) ha s sug g e ste d  tha t muc h o f this c o nve rg e nc e  ma y b e  d ue  to  the  

g ro wing  te nd e nc y fo r g uru wo rks to  b e  ‘ g ho st-writte n’ .  

Ja c kso n (2001) o b se rve s tha t the  c ritic a l o ffe nsive  is re a so na b ly we ll 

d o c ume nte d  a nd  te nd s to  fo c us o n thre e  ma in c o nc e rns: 

1. the  inte lle c tua lly imp o ve rishe d  q ua lity o f the  g urus’  thinking ; 

2. the  g a p  b e twe e n the  p ro mise  a nd  the  p ra c tic e  whe n the  id e a s 

a re  tra nsla te d  into  p ra c tic e ; a nd  

3. the  inc o nsiste nt ma nne r in whic h o rg a nisa tio ns a pp ly the  sa me  

p re sc rip tio ns. 

Co llins (2000) c la ims tha t muc h o f the  c ritiq ue  o f g uru wo rks is limite d  a nd  

inc o mp le te , b e c a use  it d o e s no t b uild  fro m a  p ro p e rly c o he re nt a nd  

the o re tic a lly g ro und e d  mo d e l o f ma na g ing  a nd  o rg a nising  (Co llins, 2000, 

p . 23). Co mme nta to rs o n the  suc c e ssio n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, suc h a s 

Huc zynski (1993, 1996), Cra ine r (2000, 1996), Ja c kso n (2001), Burne s (1998), 

G ib so n & Te so ne  (2001) a nd  Mille r e t a l (2004), c o mme nc e  the ir a rg ume nts 

with histo ric a l a c c o unts o f the  rise  a nd  fa ll o f the  va rio us ma na g e me nt a nd  

o rg a nisa tio na l the o rie s tha t ma ke  up  wha t a re  wid e ly a c kno wle d g e d  a s 

g uru wo rks. Ja c k (1997) is ke e n to  p o int o ut tha t “ d e b unking  ma na g e me nt 

fa d s ha s b e c o me  a lmo st a s tre nd y a s p ro mulg a ting  the m, a lb e it le ss 

luc ra tive . And  a s in a ny g e nre  o f ma na g e me nt lite ra ture , the  inte llig e nt 
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d e b unking  e ffo rts a re  va stly o utnumb e re d  b y the  c lumsy a nd  the  d umb ”  

(p . 85).  

Huc zynski (1993) a nd  o the rs (Ja c kso n, 2001; Co llins, 1996, 2000; 

Ab ra ha mso n, 1996) id e ntify the  e a rly 1980s a s the  wa te rshe d  fo r the  

e me rg e nc e  o f g uru wo rks a nd  fa d d ish ma na g e me nt tre nd s. Sp e c ific a lly, 

the  ye a r 1982 is o fte n e a rma rke d  a s the  b irth d a te  o f the  mo d e rn 

ma na g e me nt g uru p he no me no n (Co llins, 2000, p . 23). This is whe n the  

Pe te rs a nd  Wa te rma n p ub lic a tio n In Se a rc h o f Exc e lle nc e  first hit the  

b o o kshe lve s. C la rk a nd  Sa la ma n (1998) re p o rt tha t (up  to  1997) this b o o k 

ha d  so ld  mo re  tha n 5 millio n c o p ie s wo rld -wid e . This p a rtic ula r te xt ha s 

b e e n sub je c t to  a  b a rra g e  o f c ritic ism, ra ng ing  fro m its c urio us la b e l a s a  

“ skunk wo rk”  (Cra ine r, 1998, p . 67), to  Ma id iq ue ’ s (1983) c la im tha t In 

Se a rc h o f Exc e lle nc e  is a  “ p o tp o urri o f lo o se ly inte rc o nne c te d , a nd  o fte n 

re d und a nt, vig ne tte s in se a rc h o f a  fra me wo rk”  (p . 156). 

The  g uru ma na g e me nt b e st se lle r lists a re  o fte n c ritic ise d  fo r b e ing  

c o mmo n, a nd  e ve n vulg a r (Huc zynski, 1993, p . 39). Ma ny b usine ss 

ma g a zine s a nd  ne wsp a p e rs re g ula rly c a rry a rtic le s a b o ut the  b e st-se lling  

b usine ss b o o ks a nd  o fte n re fe r to  the  ma na g e me nt g urus a s the  ‘ p ro p he ts 

o f p ro fit’ . This p e jo ra tive  a ttitud e  to  g uru wo rks und e rsc o re s the  

p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s the mse lve s in tha t it o c c up ie s the  a nti-

o rg a nisa tio n p a ra d ig m a s d e sc rib e d  b y suc h the o rists a s Burre ll a nd  

Mo rg a n (1994). Burre ll (1989), in p a rtic ula r, ha s a tta c ke d  ma na g e me nt 

the o ry in g e ne ra l fo r its “ c rud e  p ra g ma tism”  a nd  p hilo so p hic a l va c uity (p . 

307). It is g uru ma na g e me nt b o o ks, Burre ll sug g e sts, tha t fit this c a te g o ry 

b e c a use  mo st p o p ula r ma na g e me nt the o rists te nd  to  think with the ir b e lie fs 

ra the r tha n a b o ut the ir b e lie fs. Fo r Burre ll, the y o ffe r o nly a  b a sic  

p ra g ma tism tha t is e sse ntia lly p re mo d e rnist. Burre ll (1989) p re d ic ts tha t g urus 

will mo ve  c o nte mp o ra ry ma na g e me nt the o ry fro m a  p re mo d e rnist p ha se  

to  a  p o stmo d e rnist p ha se  b e c a use  “ c o nsulta nts like  Ro sa b e th Ka ntne r a nd  

To m Pe te rs ha ve  re c o g nise d  the  ne w ze itg e ist a nd  its e mp ha sis o n 

a p p e a ra nc e , ima g e  a nd  sup e rfic ia lity”  (p . 310).  

Exp a nd ing  o n the  no tio n o f the  p o p ula risa tio n o f g uru ma na g e me nt id e a s, 

Huc zynski (1993) is a  g o o d  p la c e  to  b e g in fo r c a te g o risa tio n p urp o se s 

b e c a use  he  id e ntifie s thre e  typ e s o f ma na g e me nt g uru a utho rs: 

1. a c a d e mic  g urus 

2. c o nsulta nt g urus  

3. he ro -ma na g e r g urus 
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Huc zynski (1993) p ro vid e s the  fo llo wing  ta b le  (Ta b le  6.1) in sup p o rt o f this 

d e sc rip tio n. Co ntrib utio ns o f tho se  g uru a utho rs sinc e  the  p ub lic a tio n o f 

Huc zynski’ s te xt a re  a lso  a d d e d  (ita lic ise d ).  

 

Ta ble  6.1: Ac a de mic s, c onsulta nts a nd he ro- ma na g e rs 
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Harvey-Jones 

Morita 

Trump 

Iacocca 

Sculley 

Welsh 

Gates 

Branson 

 

   (So urc e : a da p te d fro m Huc zynski, 1993, pp . 43-46) 

Re g a rd le ss o f whe the r the y a re  a c a d e mic s, c o nsulta nts o r he ro -ma na g e rs, 

a ll p urp o rt to  imp ro ve  so me  fo rm o f b e ha vio ur, p e rfo rma nc e  o r re la tio nship  

- the  b o tto m line , o f c o urse , b e ing  p ro fit. Huc zynski (1993) d iffe re ntia te s 

b e twe e n the  a c c e p ta nc e  a nd  p ro mo tio n o f g urus a ro und  the  wo rld  a nd  

e xp la ins why Ame ric a n ma na g e me nt g urus e njo y e no rmo us suc c e ss 

re la tive  to  the ir Asia n o r Euro p e a n c o unte rp a rts. He  p o sits tha t a ud ie nc e  

a c c e p ta nc e  o f e nte rta inme nt a s a  fo rm o f c o mmunic a tio n is mo re  

c ultura lly a c c e p ta b le  in the  US tha n in Euro p e  o r, ind e e d , Asia : 

Whe re a s the  Ame ric a n g urus o ffe r a  c o nte nt me ssa g e  (‘ use  this le a d e rship  

style , mo tiva te  p e o p le  this wa y’ ) the  British g urus fo c us o n ho w ma na g e rs 

c a n le a rn fro m the ir e xp e rie nc e  o r use  the ir b ra ins mo re  c re a tive ly. Thus 

the y o ffe r a  le a rning  p ro c e ss me ssa g e . (Huc zynski, 1993, p . 45) 

Ad va nc ing  the  no tio n o f the me s, Huc zynski (1993) d e vo te s a n e ntire  

c ha p te r o f his te xt to  re c urring  the me s in p o p ula r ma na g e me nt te xts. He  

id e ntifie s the  fo llo wing  a s the  thre e  mo st p o p ula r re c urre nt the me s: 

1. Und e rsta nd ing  the  wo rk wo rld  – e le me nts o f the  id e a  whic h 

ma ke  it e a sy fo r ma na g e rs to  g e t to  g rips with it. 
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2. Sta tus e nha nc e me nt – ma na g e rs’  ne e d  to  ma inta in a nd  

e nha nc e  the ir o wn se lf-e ste e m a nd  g a in the  e ste e m o f o the rs. 

3. Pra c tic a l a p p lic a tio n – e a se  o f imp le me nta tio n. 

Alo ng  with the se  thre e  the me s, Huc zysnski (1993) id e ntifie s ke y e le me nts fo r 

the  suc c e ss o f the  the me s a s o utline d  in Ta b le  6.2. 

 

Ta ble  6.2: Ele me nts for the  suc c e ss of fa ds  

 

  

(So urc e : Huc zynski, 1993, p . 36) 

Huc zynski (1993) use s this fra me wo rk to  a na lyse  a nd  c ritiq ue  ma na g e me nt 

fa d s. His insig hts a b o ut ho w ma na g e me nt the o ry re lie s o n the se  ke y 

e le me nts o ffe r d e ta ile d  re se a rc h a nd  o p inio n in the  stud y o f ma na g e me nt 

fa d s. Whe the r o r no t Huc zynski und e re stima te d  the  c a sc a d e  e ffe c t o f g uru 

suc c e ss sto rie s in the  inte rve ning  d e c a d e  sinc e  the  p ub lic a tio n o f his te xt, 

his trip a rtite  d ivisio n o f g uru the o ry te xts is no t a d e q ua te  to  c ritiq ue  the  

tho usa nd s p ub lishe d  e a c h ye a r. Fo r e xa mp le , Huc zynski’ s mo d e l o mits the  

ha g io lo g ic  te xts Co llins (2000) id e ntifie s in his re c e nt a rtic le s a nd  la te st te xt. 

Fo r e xa mp le , p ub lic a tio ns suc h a s Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o d rid g e ’ s (1997) 

The  Witc h Do c to rs, a nd  Cra ine r’ s (1998) The  To m Pe te rs Phe no me no n d o  

no t find  a  p la c e  within a ny o f the  thre e  c a te g o rie s p ro p o se d  b y Huc zynski, 

ye t the y re p re se nt a n imp o rta nt c ritiq ue  o f c o nte mp o ra ry ma na g e me nt 

the o ry a nd , mo re  re le va ntly, fa d s. 

Co llins (2000) e c ho e s the  c o nc e rns o f Huc zynski (1997), Ab ra hmso n a nd  

Fa irc hild  (1997) a nd  Burns (1998), wa rning  tha t “ e ve n a t the ir b e st, ‘ g uru’  

mo d e ls o f o rg a nisa tio n o fte n e xhib it a  p o ve rty o f tho ug ht whic h, a ll to o  

o fte n, le a d s ma na g e rs a nd  c o nsulta nts to  e mb a rk o n sp urio us c o urse s o f 

a c tio n”  (p . 27). His c la im is tha t a ll to o  o fte n the  d isc o urse  o f ma na g e me nt 

a nd  g uru ma na g e me nt p re sc rip tio ns, in p a rtic ula r: 

halla
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• fa ils to  d e ve lo p  a  the o re tic a l mo d e l o f wo rk a nd  o rg a nisa tio n 

• fa ils to  unp a c k the o re tic a l c o nstruc ts a nd  id e a s 

• ha s a  te nd e nc y to  tre a t p a rtic ula r the o re tic a l a c c o unts o f 

o rg a nisa tio n, a s if the se  re p re se nt the  d e finitive  a c c o unt.  

(C o llins, 2000, p . 27) 

On this fina l p o int, G o ld  (1998) a g re e s. He  a rg ue s tha t g urus p re se nt the ir 

re p re se nta tio ns o f the  wo rld  a s if the se  we re  c le a rly, a nd  c o nc re te ly, re a lity. 

G o ld  (1998) b e lie ve s tha t o fte n g uru fo rms o f a na lysis a ssume  sta b le  a nd  

unifie d  o rg a nisa tio ns whe re  c o nc e p tua lisa tio ns o f huma n inte ra c tio n 

sup p re ss o p p o sitio n a t the  so c ia l le ve l, while  d e nying  the  virtue s o f 

a b stra c tio n a t the  c o nc e p tua l le ve l. G o ld  (1998) la me nts tha t the  limite d  

p e rc e p tio n o f ma na g e me nt g urus d o e s no t a ffe c t the ir suc c e ss a nd  

ma rke ta b ility. As G o ld  o b se rve s, the  fa ilure  o f g urus to  a c kno wle d g e  the  

p ro b le ma tic  a nd  a mb ig uo us na ture  o f suc h a  thing  a s ‘ e ffe c tive ne ss’  le a d s 

ma na g e rs no t to  re je c t g uru a d vic e , b ut to  se e k mo re  sup p o rt fro m the m. 

Furthe r, G o ld  (1998) a rg ue s tha t inste a d  o f re je c ting  the  a d vic e  o f g urus 

a nd  the ir p ro g ra mme d  p a c ka g e s, ma na g e rs a c c e p t the  re a d y-ma d e  

sc ie nc e  o f ma na g e me nt a s va lid , a nd  turn the  b la me  fo r fa ilure  inwa rd s. 

Thus, a s Co llins (2000) p o ints o ut, ma na g e rs te nd  to  se e k o ut mo re  

inno va tive  fo rms o f a c tio n fro m the  g urus whe n c o nfro nte d  with wha t the y 

se e m to  re g a rd  a s the ir p e rso na l fa ilure  to  a c hie ve  g e ne ra lly a c c e p ta b le  

a nd  o p e ra tio na lly use ful me a sure s o f suc h thing s a s “ e ffe c tive ne ss”  (p . 29). 

Be c a use  g uru p re sc rip tio ns o ffe r ‘ o ne -size -fits-a ll’  stra te g ie s, the y c a nno t 

lo se  whe n the ir re c o mme nd a tio ns a re  a p p lie d  in wa ys tha t sp e c ific a lly 

ta rg e t p a rtic ula r o rg a nisa tio na l p ro b le ms. The  justific a tio n fo r fa ilure  will 

simp ly b e  to  c ite  p o o r imp le me nta tio n. 

Unlike  Huc zynski’ s me tho d  o f id e ntifying  ma na g e me nt id e a  (ke y e le me nts 

o f g uru suc c e ss a nd  sub -g ro up s o f g uru the o rists), Burne s (1998) c ho o se s to  

b a se  his c ritiq ue  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a ro und  the  the me  o f ‘ o rg a nisa tio na l 

e ffe c tive ne ss’ . He  p o ints o ut tha t o rg a nisa tio ns a re  c o mp rise d  o f 

c o mp e ting  inte re sts a nd  d ive rse  a nd  d ive rg e nt sta ke ho ld e rs. This le a d s him 

to  a sk: “Ca n o ne  a p p ro a c h to  e ffe c tive ne ss me e t the  d e sire s o f a ll the se  

g ro up s in e ithe r the  sho rt o r lo ng  te rm? ”  (Burne s, 1998, p . 18). On the  the me  

o f o rg a nisa tio na l e ffe c tive ne ss, Burne s’  (1998) c ritic ism is tha t ma na g e me nt 

fa d s “ … a ll, in o ne  wa y o r a no the r, a rg ue  tha t b y fo llo wing  the ir p a rtic ula r 

re c ip e , o rg a nisa tio ns will imp ro ve  the ir p e rfo rma nc e  (i.e . a c hie ve  the ir 

d e sire d  o utc o me s)”  (p . 34). As Huc zynski (1993) p o ints o ut, the  p o p ula r 

ma na g e me nt id e a s a re  tho se  whic h c a n c o nve y the  illusio n o f a  

p re d ic ta b le  a nd  c e rta in wo rld  to  the  ma na g e r (p . 181). But sinc e  the re  is no  

unive rsa lly a c c e p te d  d e finitio n o f o rg a nisa tio na l e ffe c tive ne ss, Burne s’  

q ue stio n a b o ut who se  d e sire s a re  b e ing  me t is a  va lid  o ne .  



  Chapter 6 – Management Fads: The Critical Literature     130 

Ac c o rd ing  to  G o ld  (1998), “ me a ning s o f o rg a niza tio na l e ffe c tive ne ss c a n 

b e  und e rsto o d  a s a  fe a ture  o f a n unfo ld ing  sto ry tha t c a n b e  se t within 

wid e r na rra tive s tha t a llo w us to  ma ke  se nse  o f the  wo rld ”  (p . 12). This vie w 

o f o rg a nisa tio na l life  d ra ws fro m the  wo rk o f so c ia l c o nstruc tio nist write rs 

who  p o sit tha t la ng ua g e  is c e ntra l to  the  wa y we  d e sc rib e  a nd  e xp la in o ur 

wo rld  b ut a lso  c o nstitute s o ur e xp e rie nc e  o f tha t wo rld  a nd  o ur p ra c tic e s in 

it. G o ld  (1998) se e s the  so c ia l c o nstruc tio nist p o sitio n a s ha ving  a  numb e r o f 

ke y e le me nts whic h c a n he lp  e xp lo re  the  no tio n o f o rg a nisa tio na l 

e ffe c tive ne ss: 

1. De finitio ns a nd  me a ning s o f e ffe c tive ne ss tha t a re  wid e ly 

a c c e p te d  re ly o n the  p re se nc e  o f ling uistic  c a te g o rie s whic h 

a llo w se nse  to  b e  ma d e  in a  p a rtic ula r time  a nd  p la c e . In o the r 

wo rd s, o rg a nisa tio na l e ffe c tive ne ss is c ritic a lly a ffe c te d  b y the  

c o nte xts o f c ulture , histo ry a nd  so c ia l milie u.  

2. Me a ning s o f e ffe c tive ne ss a re  fo rme d  a nd  e me rg e  fro m 

inte rc ha ng e s within re la tio nship s. So c ia l c o nstruc tio nists 

e mp ha sise  re la tio nship s a s the  unit o f so c ia l life  whe re  la ng ua g e  

is use d  to  c re a te  lo c a l me a ning s within a s a n o ng o ing  na rra tive . 

We  te ll sto rie s to  ma ke  o urse lve s inte llig ib le  to  o the rs p ro vid ing  

c o he re nc e  to  e ve nts a nd  a  d ire c tio n fo r the  future . The se  lo c a l 

me a ning s p ro vid e  ve rsio ns o f re a lity, a  "lo c a l o nto lo g y" (G e rg e n, 

1994).  

3. The re  is no t just o ne  sto ry p la ye d  o ve r a nd  o ve r. In a ny situa tio n, 

we  a re  a b le  to  d ra w o n me a ning s d e ve lo p e d  in p a st re la tio na l 

c o nte xts. We  ha ve  le a rne d  the re fo re  to  d ra w up o n d iffe re nt 

"inte rp re ta tive  re p e rto ire s" (Po tte r a nd  We the rill, c ite d  in G o ld ) to  

p ursue  d iffe re nt e nd s tha t we  mig ht va lue . (Ad a p te d  fro m G o ld , 

1998.) 

Co llins’  (2000) inte rp re ta tio n o f Burne s’  d isc ussio n is tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s 

te nd  to  d e ve lo p  p ro g ra mma tic  a p p ro a c he s to  ke y ma na g e me nt p ro b le ms – 

wha t Burne s te rms ‘ re c ip e s fo r o rg a nisa tio na l suc c e ss’ . Thus, a c c o rd ing  to  

Burne s (1998), whe n we  sp e a k o f the  d e sire s o f a n o rg a nisa tio n b e ing  me t, 

we  a re  a c tua lly sp e a king  o f the  d e sire s o nly o f p a rtic ula r g ro up s.  

Og b o nna  a nd  Ha rris (2002) sug g e st tha t o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture  is a  simila rly 

p ro b le ma tic  c o nc e p t. Thro ug h the  1980s it wa s ha ile d  a s ha ving  the  

p o te ntia l to  tra nsfo rm o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f o rg a nisa tio ns. De fine d  a s e ithe r 

so me thing  a n o rg a niza tio n ‘ ha s’  o r ‘ is’  (Smirc ic h, 1983), it is re ma rka b le  tha t 

the o rists ha ve  la rg e ly a c c e p te d  o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture  witho ut the  usua l 

re sista nc e  a nd  sc e p tic ism (Alve sso n, 1990). The  numb e r o f ma jo r a c a d e mic  
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jo urna ls tha t ha ve  d e vo te d  spe c ia l issue s to  o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture  in the  

la st two  d e c a d e s te stifie s to  this a c c e p ta nc e . It is p ro b a b ly the  c a se  tha t 

linking  c ulture  to  the  p e rfo rma nc e  o f a n o rg a nisa tio n is the  sing le  mo st 

imp o rta nt re a so n fo r the  wid e sp re a d  p o p ula rity o f c ulture  p re sc rip tio ns b y 

ma na g e me nt g urus.  

Fina lly, a s ma ny o f the  c o mme nta to rs in this c ha p te r (a lmo st una nimo usly) 

p o int o ut, wha t ma na g e me nt p re sc rip tio ns p ro mise  a nd  wha t the y d e live r 

o n a re  o fte n two  d iffe re nt thing s. A numb e r o f c ritic s fo c us o n this a sp e c t. 

Pa sc a le ’ s (1990) ind ic tme nt o f the  ‘ se a rc h fo r e xc e lle nc e ’ , a s se t o ut b y 

Pe te rs a nd  Wa te rma n, no te s tha t five  ye a rs a fte r the  p ub lic a tio n o f In 

Se a rc h o f Exc e lle nc e , two -third s o f the  43 c o mp a nie s o n to p  o f the  

c o rp o ra te  la d d e r ha d  slip p e d  d o wn the  la d d e r, e xp ire d , o r we re  in se rio us 

d iffic ulty.  

A numb e r o f c o nsulta nt-sp o nso re d  stud ie s ha ve  re ve a le d  a  se rio us d isp a rity 

in the  rhe to ric  p ro mise d  a nd  the  re a lity d e live re d . In 1992, a  surve y 

c o nd uc te d  b y Arthur D. Little  fo und  tha t o f the  500 Ame ric a n c o mp a nie s 

surve ye d , o nly o ne -third  b e lie ve d  p o p ula r ma na g e me nt p re sc rip tio ns suc h 

a s TQM o ffe re d  a ny sig nific a nt imp a c ts fo r the ir b o tto m line  (Furlo ng , c ite d  

in Ja c kso n, 2001, p . 18). The  sa me  so urc e  re ve a le d  simila r re sults fo r a  British-

le d  stud y. In the ir 1995 surve y o f 787 c o mp a ny ma na g e rs a ro und  the  wo rld , 

Ba in a nd  Co mp a ny fo und  tha t, while  72 p e rc e nt o f ma na g e rs b e lie ve d  

tha t c o mp a nie s who  use  the  rig ht to o ls a re  mo re  like ly to  suc c e e d , 70 

p e rc e nt sa id  tha t the  to o ls p ro mise  mo re  tha n the y d e live r (Mic ke lthwa ite  

a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 1997, p . 76).  

Thus, the  e va lua tio n b y jo urna lists a nd  a c a d e mic  the o rists o f the  

c o ntrib utio n o f ma na g e me nt g urus a nd  the ir inte rve ntio ns ha s sp a wne d  

ve ry ne g a tive  c o nno ta tio ns. So me  o f the  e xp re ssio ns use d  to  d e sc rib e  the m 

ha ve  b e e n c o lle c te d  b y tho se  suc h a s Ja c kso n (2001) a nd  inc lud e : 

‘ inte lle c tua l wa llp a p e r’ , ‘ b usine ss p o rno g ra p hy’ , ‘ sha me le ss na rc issism’ , 

‘ b e ha vio ura l fa st fo o d ’  a nd  ‘ c o mmo nse nsic a l in the  e xtre me ’  (p . 16). 

Ja c kso n (2001, p . 16) a lso  se e s tha t the  ma in c ritic isms o f g uru wo rks fa ll into  

thre e  c a te g o rie s: 

1. the  inte lle c tua lly imp o ve rishe d  q ua lity o f the  g urus’  thinking  

2. the  g a p  b e twe e n the  rhe to ric  a nd  the  re a lity  

3. the  p o o r ma nne r in whic h o rg a nisa tio ns ha ve  use d  the se  

id e a s.   

Pa sc a le  (1990) wa rns o f the  e ra  o f the  ‘ q uic kfix’ , la me nting  tha t o ne  o f the  

uninte nd e d  c o nse q ue nc e s o f the  ma ss ma rke ting  o f ma na g e me nt 

p re sc rip tio ns is tha t the  sup e rfic ia lity se e s it a s p ro fe ssio na lly le g itima te  to  
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“a c c e p t a nd  utilise  id e a s witho ut a n in-d e p th g ra sp  o f the ir und e rlying  

fo und a tio n, a nd  witho ut the  c o mmitme nt ne c e ssa ry to  susta in the m” (p p . 

19-20). Kilma n (1994) ha s like ne d  the  se a rc h fo r the  o rg a nisa tio na l q uic kfix 

to  the  q ue st fo r the  Ho ly G ra il. Altho ug h it ma y b e  fe lt tha t a t the  le ve l o f 

a p p e a ra nc e  the se  c ritic isms a re  we ll-fo und e d , the re  is a  d e a rth o f 

e mpiric a l e vid e nc e  to  d e mo nstra te  this p re va le nt o b se rva tio n (Ja c kso n, 

2001, p . 18). Emp iric a l e vid e nc e  is, o f c o urse , b y no  me a ns c o nc lusive , b ut 

wha t is a va ila b le  p o ints to wa rd s the  vie w tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s fa il to  live  

up  to  e xp e c ta tio ns.  

 

6.3.2 Ha g io lo g ic  c ritic ism 

Cra ine r (1998) a c c use s the  g urus o f ma na g e me nt o f b e lo ng ing  mo re  to  the  

e nte rta inme nt ind ustry tha n to  the  b usine ss wo rld , a  vie w re la te d  to  

Huc zynski’ s (1993) d isc ussio n o f the  re a d y a c c e p ta nc e  o f ma na g e me nt 

g urus in the  US. Co llins (2000) d e sc rib e s the  g uru ind ustry a s c o mp rising  a  

g ro up  o f write rs a nd  c o mme nta to rs who  live  in the  sha d o w (o r re fle c te d  

g lo ry) o f the  g urus: “ In this se nse  the  te rm g uru ind ustry re fe rs to  the  

(d ive rse ) g ro up ing  o f write rs a nd  c o mme nta to rs who  ha ve  g ro wn up  

a ro und  the  ‘ g urus’ , a nd  who se  ma rke t p re se nc e  is, in so me  se nse , 

d e p e nd e nt up o n the  ‘ g urus’ ”  (p . 79). Thus, a c c o rd ing  to  Co llins (2000), 

tho se  a c tive  in the  g uru ind ustry a re  no t ne c e ssa rily g urus the mse lve s, b ut 

e xist symb io tic a lly with the  g urus, a nd  c a re fully c ra ft wo rks (ha g io g ra p hie s) 

whic h c o mme nt o n o r d istil the  id e a s o f the  mo re  suc c e ssful g urus. This 

a c tivity is typ ic a l o f wha t Co llins te rms ha g io lo g y. Furthe r, ma ny o f the  

ha g io lo g ic  c o ntrib utio ns to  the  g uru ind ustry a d o p t a  hig hly d e fe re ntia l 

a p p ro a c h. The re fo re , ha g io lo g ic  c ritic ism c o me s fro m within the  g uru 

ind ustry itse lf; the  a na lysis fro m within this c ritiq ue  is o fte n b o th no n re fle c tive  

a nd  no n re fle xive .  

Co llins (2000) te lls us tha t his no tio n o f ha g io lo g ic  c ritiq ue  c o me s fro m his 

re a d ing  o f b o th Pa ttiso n (c ite d  in Co llins, 2000) a nd  C la rk a nd  Sa la ma n 

(1996). Bo th the se  te xts use  the  re lig io us me ta p ho r in the ir d isc ussio n o f the  

‘ ma na g e me nt g uru a s o rg a nisa tio na l witc h d o c to r’ . Ac c o rd ing  to  Co llins 

(2000), Pa ttiso n’ s a rg ume nt is tha t the  ma na g e me nt g uru, like  the  re lig io us 

p ro p he t, c o njure s up  a  d ua listic , p o la rize d  wo rld . This p o la rize d  wo rld  is o ne  

in whic h the re  is g o o d  ve rsus e vil, lig ht ve rsus d a rkne ss, a nd  he a ve n ve rsus 

he ll. Fo r the  ma na g e me nt a lle g o ry, this re p re se nts the  p o la riza tio n b e twe e n 

c o nsp ic uo us suc c e sse s a nd  c o nsp ic uo us flo p s (Pa ttiso n, c ite d  in Co llins, 

2000, p . 81). To  q ua lify a s a  g uru wo rk, the  p re sc rip tio n must o ffe r e a sy-to -
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g ra sp  p rinc ip le s fo r sa lva tio n. Co llins (2000) re c o unts Pa ttiso n’ s  a na lysis o f 

To m Pe te rs’  Thriving  o n Cha o s, summa rise d  a s fo llo ws: 

• The  ‘ p ro mise d  la nd ’  is und e r thre a t. Fie rc e  c o mp e tito rs fro m 

fo re ig n sho re s thre a te n the  ‘ g o o d  life ’  e njo ye d  b y Ame ric a ns. 

• This fo re ig n c ha lle ng e  ha s a rise n b e c a use  tho se  in c ha rg e  o f 

Ame ric a n ind ustry ha ve  fa ile d  to  re a lise  tha t the  ‘ o ld  o rd e r’  is 

p a ssing  a wa y. This o ld  o rd e r wa s b uild  up o n ra tio na list p la nning . 

Ho we ve r, the  e me rg e nt, ‘ ne w o rd e r’ , re sists ra tio na lism. The  

future , the re fo re , c a n no  lo ng e r b e  ma p p e d , p la nne d  fo r, o r 

g ue sse d  a t b y e xtra p o la ting  fro m the  p a st, b e c a use  the  ne w 

o rd e r is ‘ c ha o tic ’ . 

• Sa lva tio n is a t ha nd . Tho se  who  wo uld  p ro te c t the  ‘ p ro mise d  

la nd ’ , rising  up  to  me e t fo re ig n inva d e rs ne e d  to  e mb ra c e  the  

‘ ne w o rd e r’ . To  e mb ra c e  the  ‘ ne w o rd e r’  ind ivid ua ls must 

‘ c o nve rt’  fro m ra tio na lism with a ll the  ze a l tha t c a n b e  

muste re d , in o rd e r to  me e t the  c ha lle ng e s whic h ‘ c ha o s’  b ring s. 

• Do  no t d e la y! To mo rro w it ma y b e  to o  la te  to  c ha ng e . ‘ Co nve rt’  

no w! 

• G re a t re wa rd s a wa it tho se  with the  ‘ fa ith’ , a nd  who  ke e p  the  

‘ fa ith’ . Tho se  who  ‘ c o nve rt’  to  ‘ c ha o s’  sha ll b e  a b le  to  re a p  a nd  

ma nipula te  the  te rrib le  fo rc e s o f ‘ c ha o s’ . 

• Onc e  time  in the  wild e rne ss is se rve d , a nd  the  sc a le s fa ll fro m a ll 

e ye s, simple  so lutio ns a re  a t ha nd . The  fla sh o f a  d ivine ly insp ire d  

wa nd  to  fe e d  the  ma sse s, he a l the  sic k a nd  re p a ir p a st 

tra nsg re ssio ns; the  fo llo wing  o f te n simp le  rule s e tc he d  in sto ne ; 

the  p a rting  o f d isp a ra te  d ic ho to mie s (e .g ., the  se a  o f c o rp o ra te  

a nd  c o mme rc ia l re a litie s) c a n o c c ur fo r tho se  willing  to  c o nve rt. 

• Tho se  who  fa il to  ‘ c o nve rt’  will sure ly d ie  (o r e lse  b e  p ub lic ly 

a c c use d  o f b e ing  p a ssé , unsuc c e ssful, ye ste rd a y's he ro e s). 

(Ad a p te d  fro m Co llins, 2000, p . 81.) 

This a lle g o ric a l a c c o unt p ro vid e s the  b a sis fo r und e rsta nd ing  Co llins’  (2000) 

no tio n o f ha g io lo g ic  c ritic ism, a nd  p re se nts a  use ful fra me wo rk fo r c ritiq uing  

g uru te xts. The  c o ntinuum in Fig ure  6.3 re p re se nts Co llins’  (2000) vie w o f 

c ritic a l p e rsp e c tive s within the  g uru ind ustry. On the  fa r rig ht, ho ma g e s a nd  

ha g io lo g ie s o ffe r e va ng e lic a l re ve re nc e  to  tho se  a lre a d y p a rt o f the  g uru 

ind ustry. The  fa r le ft, a c c o rd ing  to  Co llins (2000), re p re se nts the  true  

unb e lie ve rs – e sp e c ia lly tho se  fro m the  a c a d e mic  fring e s – tho se  who  

wo uld  ro und ly c o nd e mn the  g uru wo rks if ind e e d  the y b o the re d  to  write  

a b o ut the m. Fo r the  mo st p a rt, the o rists fro m the  fa r le ft c a te g o ry c o nc e rn 

the mse lve s with p hilo so p hic a l c o mme nta ry o n mo re  e le va te d  sub je c ts like  
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wo rld  p e a c e , the  so c io c ultura l e ffe c ts o f c rime  a nd  p unishme nt, a nd  wha t 

it me a ns to  b e  just. Ho we ve r, we  will c o nsid e r Co llins’  (2000) the sis in te rms 

o f a  use ful inte rp re ta tio n o f the  g e nre  o f g uru wo rks. Sinc e  Co llins’  (2000) 

la te st wo rk re p re se nts a n imp o rta nt a na lysis o f c ritiq ue  o f the  g uru ind ustry, 

it is b e lie ve d  wo rthwhile  to  sp e nd  time  b rie fly d isc ussing  e a c h o f his thre e  

c a te g o rie s. 

 

 

 

               

                          

 

        Source: Collins ( 2000, p. 82) 

Fig ure  6.3: Collins’ c ritic a l pe rspe c tive s within the  g uru industry 

 

Homages and hagiologies 

Co llins (2000) d isp a ra g ing ly e xp lo its Ke nne d y’ s (1996) b o o k Guide  to  the  

Ma na g e me nt Gurus a nd  Cra ine r’ s (1998) te xt The  Ultima te  Busine ss Lib ra ry: 

50 Bo o ks Tha t Ma de  Ma na g e me nt to  d e mo nstra te  the  ha g io g ra p hic  

na ture  o f wo rks whic h p ro vid e  a  p o tte d  ve rsio n o f ‘ e ffe c tive  te c hniq ue s fo r 

the  time -stre tc he d , b usy ma na g e r’ . On c lo se r insp e c tio n, Ke nne d y’ s (1996) 

te xt re ve a ls a  c o lle c tio n o f sho rt syno p se s o f 43 ma na g e me nt g urus she  

b e lie ve s “a ll ha ve  o ne  thing  in c o mmo n: the y b uild  o n e a c h o the r’ s id e a s 

a nd  o n the ir o wn”  (p . xiv). Ke nne d y’ s a p o lo g e tic s e xte nd  furthe r a s she  

fo rg ive s the m (the  g urus) a s “ it is o nly wha t histo ria ns a nd  p hilo so p he rs ha ve  

d o ne  d o wn the  a g e s”  (p . xiv). Druc ke r she  d e sc rib e s a s “ tha t mo nume nta l 

q ua rry o f ma na g e me nt wisd o m a nd  o rig ina l tho ug ht”  (p . xv). Ke nne d y’ s 

(1996) re c ip e  fo r g uru-d o m is re ma rka b ly simp le : “ timing ; o rig ina lity; 

fo rc e fulne ss; a  g ift fo r se lf-p ro mo tio n a nd  p e rha p s a b o ve  a ll e lse , the  a b ility 

to  e nc a p sula te  me mo ra b ly wha t o the rs imme d ia te ly re c o g nize  a s true  – 

the se  a re  the  ma rks o f the  mo d e rn ma na g e me nt g uru”  (p . xviii).  

Co llins’  (2000) le ng thy d isc ussio n o f b o th te xts ro und ly c o nd e mns the m fo r 

b e a ring  simp listic  simila ritie s to  tra d itio na l re lig io us ma rtyro lo g ie s. He  

c ritic ize s the  se le c tio n me tho d o lo g y a nd  no te s tha t la te r e d itio ns o f 

Ke nne d y’ s te xt b ra ze nly o mit ma ny g urus tha t we re  inc lud e d  in e a rlie r 

ve rsio ns. Co llins’  (2000) fina l a c c usa tio n is ra the r d a mning  a s he  c o nc lud e s: 

Ke nne d y’ s a im is to  imp ro ve  the  p ra c tic e  o f ma na g e me nt b y ma king  the  

(sa intly) wit a nd  wisd o m o f the  ‘ g urus’  mo re  g e ne ra lly a c c e ssib le . Ye t while  

ma ny o f us mig ht a c c e p t this d e sire  to  e d uc a te  a nd  to  info rm, a s la ud a to ry 

a nd  wo uld  wish to  c o mme nd  Ke nne d y, I find  tha t I c a nno t o ffe r p ra ise  

halla
This figure is not available online.  Please consult the hardcopy thesis available from the QUT Library
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sinc e , o n c lo se  insp e c tio n he r te xt a p p e a rs fla we d  a nd  ma rre d  b y o ve r-

simp lific a tio n. (p . 83) 

 

Altho ug h a  d isc ussio n o f Co llins’  ind ic tme nts a g a inst b o th Cra ine r a nd  

Ke nne d y is no t ne c e ssa ry fo r the  p urp o se s o f this a rg ume nt, a  b rie f o utline  is 

re le va nt a s it se rve s to  c a p ture  the  e sse nc e  o f Co llins’  the o ry o f ha g io lo g y. 

Co llins’  (2000) c ritiq ue  o f Cra ine r is simila r a s he  c o nc lud e s: 

It se e ms c le a r, the re fo re , tha t Cra ine r’ s d e vo tio n to  his ‘ g urus’ , a nd  the  

id e o lo g y the y re p re se nt, a c tua lly limits his a b ility to  und e rsta nd  

ma na g e me nt, a nd  the  ro le  whic h ‘ g urus’  p la y in sha p ing  the  thinking  a nd  

p ra c tic e s o f ma na g e me nt… Ke nne d y … is ha p p y to  sit a t the  fe e t o f the  

‘ g urus’  while  Cra ine r p ro te sts, initia lly, b e fo re  ta king  his p la c e  in the  

wo rship ful c o ng re g a tio n. Ind e e d , o ne  mig ht sp e c ula te  tha t, ra the r tha n 

c ritiq ue  the  ‘ g urus’  in a ny me a ning ful wa y, Cra ine r wo uld  muc h p re fe r to  

ste p  o ut o f the ir sha d o ws. Afte r a ll he  is, a c c o rd ing  to  his d ustja c ke t, the  

“ wo rld ’ s le a d ing  c o mme nta to r o n b usine ss ‘ g urus’ ” , so  it c a n o nly b e  a  

sho rt ho p  to  ‘ g uru’  sta tus! (p . 92) 

This me a ns tha t te xts d e fine d , in Co llins’  te rms, a s ho ma g e s d ire c tly b e ne fit 

a nd  p ro fit fro m the  g uru ind ustry, e ve n tho ug h the y mig ht o ffe r so me  

o b liq ue  c ritic ism o f it. 

Redemptive texts 

Co llins (2000) id e ntifie s re d e mp tive  te xts a s tho se  whic h d e mo nstra te  a  

c le a r ma na g e ria l o rie nta tio n, ye t re p re se nt c e le b ra tio ns o f ma na g e me nt. 

He  c la sse s write rs suc h a s Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n (1996) a nd  Mic kle thwa ite  

a nd  Wo o ld rid g e  (1997) a s b e lo ng ing  in the  re d e mp tive  g uru wo rk 

c a te g o ry, sinc e  the ir wo rks a re  no t simp le  ho ma g e s. The se  te xts, a c c o rd ing  

to  Co llins, a re  c ha ra c te rise d  b y a  se nse  o f frustra tio n a nd  d issa tisfa c tio n 

with g urus a nd  the ir simp listic  a na lyse s o f ma na g e me nt the o ry. Hilme r a nd  

Do na ld so n (1996) o p e nly a d mit to  a ng e r, b e c a use  o f wha t the y se e  

“ ha p p e ning  to  the  p ra c tic e  o f a nd  writing  o n ma na g e me nt, na me ly, the  

sub stitutio n o f d o g ma  – p la titud e s, ho milie s a nd  fa d s – fo r c a re ful, susta ine d  

p ro fe ssio na l ma na g e me nt”  (p p . ix-x). 

As we  ha ve  se e n, Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e ’ s (1997) c ritic ism o f g uru 

p re sc rip tio ns o ffe r a  numb e r o f a c e rb ic  o b se rva tio ns: 

• Guru mo d e ls a re  “ c o nstitutio na lly inc a p a b le  o f se lf-c ritic ism” (p . 15). 

• G uru a c c o unts la c k a  c la rity o f tho ug ht a nd  a  c la rity o f e xp re ssio n, 

o fte n re lying  o n a c ro nyms to  simp lify c o nc e p ts. 

• G uru a c c o unts p re se nt a  c o mmo n se nse  vie w a s if the se  re p re se nt 

ne w a nd  a sto und ing  d isc o ve rie s o r ne w tra je c to rie s fo r o rg a nising  

p e o p le  a nd  re so urc e s. 
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• G uru id e a s a re  fa d d ish, inte rna lly inc o nsiste nt a nd  c o ntra d ic to ry. 

• G uru id e a s a nd  the  te mp la te s fo r a c tio n whic h the y p ro mo te  o fte n 

p ro d uc e  d isa p p o inting  re sults. 

Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n (1996) la me nt tha t the  g uru p he no me no n o ve r-

simp lifie s a nd  d isto rts the  ve ry re a l p ro b le ms o f ma na g e me nt. Altho ug h 

the y ne ve r use  the  te rm ma na g e me nt g uru, Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n te ll us 

the y wro te  the ir b o o k to  b e tte r e xp la in the  re a l c ha lle ng e s o f 

ma na g e me nt. As p a rt o f the ir a na lysis a b o ut the  a rt o f ma na g e me nt, the ir 

te xt wa rns a b o ut the  d a ng e rs o f fa d s, tha t “ ra the r tha n o ffe r a  p a thwa y to  

suc c e ss, p re va iling  fa d s ha ve  the  p o te ntia l to  le a d  ma na g e rs d o wn fa lse  

tra ils…” (Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n, 1996, p . xii). Furthe r, the y a lso  b e lie ve  tha t 

inste a d  o f a p p la ud ing  q uic k fixe s a nd  sta nd a rd ise d  me tho d s, 

ma na g e me nt sho uld  b e  b a se d  o n ha rd , c le a r thinking . The ir te xt, ho we ve r, 

wa s writte n mo re  to  c e le b ra te  ma na g e me nt tha n to  c o nd e mn fa d s. This, in 

Co llins’  e ye s, re p re se nts a  d e nunc ia tio n o f fa d s thro ug h the  re d e mp tio n o f 

ma na g e me nt a s a  c ra ft. 

Co llins (2000) a lso  id e ntifie s Sha p iro ’ s (1998), Fa d Surfing  in the  Bo a rdro o m  

a s a  re d e mp tive  te xt. Co llins’  (2000) c ritic ism is tha t e ve n tho ug h Sha p iro  

o ffe rs “ d e live ra nc e  to  g a lva nize  ma na g e rs with the  c o ura g e  to , ‘ just sa y 

no ’  to  fa d s”  (p . 71 ), she  o ffe rs no  re a l insig hts a b o ut ho w to  d e te c t fa d s, 

no r d e finitio ns a b o ut wha t mig ht b e  a  fa d  a nd  wha t mig ht b e  p a rt o f a  

g o o d  ma na g e me nt id e a . Co llins (2000) a lso  ra ise s susp ic io ns a b o ut the  

mo tive s fo r suc h a  te xt, sp e c ula ting  tha t it is d iffic ult fo r a  c o nsulta nt to  

d e live r ma na g e me nt fro m fa d s a s the y ma ke  a  living  fro m p ro p a g a ting  

the m (p . 98). Ye t the  hyp e  a nd  the  d ust ja c ke ts o fte n te ll us so me thing  

d iffe re nt, fo r e xa mp le , with c la ims o f ma ny tho usa nd s a lre a d y so ld . 

Fo r the  p urp o se s o f und e rsta nd ing  Co llins’  (2000) hyp o the sis, it is wo rth 

no ting  his furthe r c ritic isms o f Sha p rio ’ s (1998) wo rk, summa rise d  a s fo llo ws: 

• It d o e s no t ‘ unp a c k’  the  na ture  o f re a d y-ma d e  ma na g e me nt 

so lutio ns a s p ut fo rwa rd  b y g urus. In fa c t it d o e s little  to  c o nve y 

insig ht, b e c a use  its ‘ g ra mma r’  a nd  style  a re  a lmo st id e ntic a l to  tha t 

o f the  g urus the mse lve s. 

• Altho ug h Sha p iro  (1998) sug g e sts fa d s a re  b a d  fo r b usine ss, she  

o p e ra te s with a  mo d e l o f ma na g e me nt a nd  o rg a nisa tio n whic h is 

id e ntic a l to  tha t e mp lo ye d  b y g urus: 

He r wo rk is ma na g e ria list. It is a  unita ry (Fo x 1985) a p p ro a c h to  

mo d e lling  o rg a niza tio ns. As suc h it ta ke s the  o rg a nisa tio n (a nd  its 

sup p o se d  ne e d s) a s the  unit o f a na lysis, a nd  so  invo ke s a  
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‘ g ra mma tic a l a c c o unt’  o f ma na g e me nt, whic h p re se nts a  to p -

d o wn, c lo se d -syste m, a so c ia l a nd  a c o nte xtua l vie w o f the  

wo rkp la c e . (C o llins, 2000, p . 99) 

• In c o mmo n with the  o the r ‘ re d e e me rs’  o f ma na g e me nt, Sha p iro  

misre p re se nts the  na ture  o f ma na g e me nt, a nd  so  fa ils to  c o nstruc t 

the  ‘ c ritic a l-p ra c tic a l’  a c c o unt o f ma na g e me nt a nd  ma na g ing  

whic h is ne c e ssa ry in o rd e r to  ma ke  se nse  o f the  g urus. 

Thus, a c c o rd ing  to  Co llins (2000), mo st re d e mp tive  te xts d o  no t o ffe r 

a d e q ua te  e xp la na tio ns fo r why ma na g e rs sho uld  b e  a ttra c te d  to  fa d s, a nd  

why ma na g e rs mig ht b e  p re p a re d  to  imp le me nt the  c ha ng e s sug g e ste d  

b y the se  fa d s. Bo th Sha p iro ’ s a nd  Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n’ s te xts, a c c o rd ing  

to  Co llins (2000), a re  b uilt up o n the  sub te xt a rg ume nt tha t ma na g e rs a re  

d im, ye t o p p o rtunistic , e ve n tho ug h the y d e c ry the  o p p o site . Tho ug h 

Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e ’ s (1996) la mb a sting  o f g urus o ffe rs a  little  

mo re  rig o ur to  the  e xp la na tio n, a c c o rd ing  to  Co llins (2000), its imp lic a tio n is 

tha t ma na g e me nt is a n imma ture  d isc ip line , a nd  the re fo re  e a sy p re y fo r 

c ha rla ta n c o nsulta nts. Te xts fro m this g ro up ing  inc lud e :  

The  Witc hdo c to rs (Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 1996) 

Fa d Surfing  in the  Bo a rdro o m  (Sha p iro , 1995) 

Da ng e ro us Co mp a ny (O ’ She a  a nd  Ma d ig a n, 1997) 

Ma na g e me nt Re de e me d  (Hilme r a nd  Do na ld so n, 1996) 

Co nsulting  De mo ns (Pina ult, 2000) 

The  Bo o k tha t is Swe e p ing  Ame ric a  (Butma n, 1997) 

The  Dilb e rt suite  (Sc o tt Ad a ms)  
 

Agnostics and atheists 

Co llins’  (2000) fina l c a te g o ry is p ro b le ma tic . While  Co llins’  fra me wo rk o ffe rs 

a  use ful d ia g no stic  fo r c la ssifying  a nd  und e rsta nd ing  the  wo rk o f g urus a nd  

the  ind ustry to  whic h the y b e lo ng , it g ro up s Burre ll a nd  Mo rg a n’ s (1979) 

p a ra d ig ma tic  g rid  te xt, to g e the r with Fo uc a ult’ s (1991) wo rk o n d isc ip line  

a nd  G ra msc i’ s (1976) wo rk o n c a p ita list id e o lo g y, und e r a n ‘ a the ist’  

b a nne r. Co llins no mina te s Huc zynski’ s wo rk a s typ ifying  the  a g no stic  g e nre  

o f c ritiq ue , a nd  b e lo ng ing  in the  ra tio na l/ p ra c tic a l c ritiq ue . It ma y b e , a s 

Ja c kso n (2001) no te s, tha t: 

… a c a d e mic s a re  b e g inning  to  re c o g nise  tha t the  c o nve ntio na l wisd o m 

tha t he ld  tha t sig nific a nt ne w ma na g e me nt kno wle d g e  wa s c re a te d  

e xc lusive ly within a c a d e me  a nd  the n d isse mina te d  to  the  la rg e r p ub lic  

thro ug h ma na g e me nt g urus a nd  c o nsulta nts is no  lo ng e r a n a c c ura te  

re fle c tio n o f re a lity a nd  ma y ne e d  to  b e  turne d  o n its he a d . (p . 4). 
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Eve n tho ug h Co llins (2000) a d mits the se  te xts a re  no t c o nc e rne d  with 

ma na g e me nt p e r se , he  b e lie ve s the y o ffe r a  c ha lle ng e  in tha t the y 

d e c o nstruc t the  d isc o urse  o f ma na g e me nt, while  no t using  the  ‘ g ra mma r’  

o f ma na g e me nt itse lf.  

Some problems with Collins’ hypothesis 

The re  a re  a  numb e r o f p ro b le ms with Co llins’  (2000) c a te g o ry o f ha g io lo g ic  

c ritic ism. First, Co llins’  le ss tha n two  p a g e  a c c o unt o f this g e nre  is e xtre me ly 

limite d  in c o mp a riso n to  the  c ritiq ue  he  o ffe rs o f o the r c a te g o rie s o n the  

p he no me na  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. This d o e s no t suffic ie ntly e xp lo re  

und e rlying  d isc o urse s a nd  d o ma ins o f kno wle d g e  fo r a  b e tte r e xp la na tio n 

a s to  why c o nte mp o ra ry ma na g e me nt is me sme rize d  b y g uru p ro te sta tio ns. 

In fa c t, it is write rs b o ld  e no ug h to  ho ne stly c ritiq ue  g uru wo rks tha t o ffe r the  

o nly ho p e  fo r a  truly o b je c tive  a p p ro a c h to  the  und e rsta nd ing  o f the  

p he no me na  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. Co mme nting  fro m within the  g uru 

ind ustry itse lf, a nd  ind e e d  fro m the  sid e line s o f c o nte mp o ra ry ma na g e me nt 

the o ry, is c e rta inly no t suffic ie nt to  c ritiq ue  the  p he no me na  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s.  

Se c o nd , a ltho ug h Co llins’  (2000) ha g io lo g ic  c a te g o ry is use ful to  c ritiq ue  

the  g uru wo rks fro m within the  g uru ind ustry, it sho uld  b e  limite d  to  just tha t. 

Ha g io lo g ic  te xts a re  tho se  whic h d ire c tly b e ne fit fro m d isc ussing  a nd  

c ritiq uing  g uru wo rks. Eve n tho ug h ma ny c o nd e mn a nd  re b uke  the  g uru 

wo rks, the y d ire c tly b e ne fit fro m the  na me -d ro p p ing  whic h a c c o mp a nie s 

suc h a  c ritiq ue . This is why the re  a re  so me  struc tura l p ro b le ms with Co llins 

(2000) fina l c a te g o ry – a the ists a nd  a g no stic s. Tha t ha g io lo g ic  te xts b e ne fit 

fro m the  ind ustry the y a re  c ritiq uing  sho uld  b e  the  fo c us. Inste a d , Co llins 

a ma lg a ma te s tho se  tha t c ritiq ue  in a n ha g io lo g ic  (sub je c tivist) ma nne r with 

tho se  who  wo uld  c ritiq ue  the  ma na g e me nt g uru p he no me no n in a  mo re  

o b je c tive  ma nne r. Suc h a  c ritiq ue  d e se rve s its o wn c a te g o ry, a nd  is wo rthy 

o f g re a te r a tte ntio n. The re fo re  it is p o site d  tha t the re  a re  c o nc e p tua l a nd  

c o nte xtua l d iffic ultie s in e xa mining  the o rists fro m so c io c ultura l d isc ip line s 

a nd  ma na g e me nt the o rists using  the  sa me  c rite ria , a s Co llins d o e s. The  

fo llo wing  d ia g ra ms (Fig ure  6.4) illustra te  b o th p e rsp e c tive s. The  first 

re p re se nts Co llins’  hyp o the sis, a nd  the  se c o nd , tha t o f this the sis. 
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Fig ure  6.4:  Ha g iolog ic  c ritic ism 

 

 

 6.3.3 Rhe to ric a l c ritiq ue  

In Ja c kso n’ s (2001) o wn wo rd s, he  use s the  fa nta sy the me  a na lysis me tho d  

o f rhe to ric a l c ritic ism b e c a use : 
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e xp la na to ry fra me wo rk fo r c ritic a lly e xa mining  the  ma in e le me nts o f the  

ma na g e me nt fa shio n-se tting  p ro c e ss – i.e . g urus, c o nsulta nts, ma na g e rs, 

p ro g ra m, c o nte xt, e tc . – within a n inte g ra te d  rhe to ric a l fra me . Fa nta sy 

the me  a na lysis is a  d ra ma tistic a lly b a se d  me tho d  o f rhe to ric a l c ritic ism 

ro o te d  in Erne st Bo rma nn’ s Symb o lic  Co nve rg e nc e  The o ry… (p . 5) 
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Ja c kso n (2001) a lso  d ra ws up o n C la rk a nd  Sa la ma n’ s (1998) 

“ ma rke ting  stra te g y”  a rg ume nt to  e xp la in tha t the  p o we r a nd  imp a c t 

o f g urus is a  “ p e rfo rma nc e ” . C la rk a nd  Sa la ma n (1996) p ro p o se  tha t 

the  g uru’ s p e rfo rma nc e  sho uld  b e  vie we d  a s the  func tio na l e q uiva le nt 

o f tha t o f the  witc h d o c to r in trib a l so c ie tie s. C la rk a nd  Sa la ma n use  

a n inte re sting  juxta po sitio n to  c o mp a re  the  p e rfo rma nc e s o f g urus 

with tha t o f witc h d o c to rs. The y sug g e st tha t the  kno wle d g e  tha t g urus 

a nd  witc h d o c to rs use  sha re s p ro p e rtie s with ma g ic a l kno wle d g e  – it is 

d e ve lo p e d  in o rd e r to  c o ntro l the  c ritic a l unc e rta intie s o f the  wo rld  

thro ug h the  ma nip ula tio n o f te mp o ra l p he no me na . Mo re o ve r, 

Ja c kso n b uild s o n the  imp o rta nt wo rk o f re se a rc he rs suc h a s 

Ab ra ha mso n a nd  C la rk a nd  Sa la ma n to  inc re a se  a wa re ne ss o f 

rhe to ric  in the  d isc ip line  o f ma na g e me nt a nd  o rg a nisa tio na l re se a rc h.  

Mo st sig nific a ntly, Ja c kso n a p p lie s Bo rma nn’ s symb o lic  c o nve rg e nc e  

the o ry to  p ro vid e  a n e xp la na to ry fra me wo rk fo r the  a na lysis o f g ro up  

a nd  ma ss c o mmunic a tio n p ro c e sse s within the  o rg a nisa tio na l re a lm. 

Using  Bo rma nn’ s id e a  o f ‘ rhe to ric a l visio ns’ , Ja c kso n c o nstruc ts a  

fra me wo rk fo r the  a na lysis o f the  ma na g e me nt g uru p he no me no n. He  

d e fine s a  rhe to ric a l visio n a s o ne  whic h e me rg e s fro m “ fa nta sy 

the me s” , whic h a re  the  me a ns thro ug h whic h inte rp re ta tio n is 

a c c o mp lishe d  in c o mmunic a tio n. As Ja c kso n e xp la ins: 

… a  fa nta sy the me  is ma nife ste d  in the  fo rm o f a  wo rd , a  p hra se  o r a  

sta te me nt tha t inte rp re ts e ve nts in the  p a st, e nvisio ns e ve nts in the  future , 

o r d e p ic ts c urre nt e ve nts tha t a re  re mo ve d  in time  a nd / o r sp a c e  fro m the  

a c tua l a c tivitie s o f the  g ro up . (p . 48) 

Ja c kso n sub mits thre e  we ll-kno wn ma na g e me nt fa d s (re e ng ine e ring , 

e ffe c tive ne ss a nd  le a rning  o rg a nisa tio n) to  a  c a se  stud y a p p ro a c h in 

his a tte mpt to  rhe to ric a lly a na lyse  the  p he no me no n. Ja c kso n (2001) 

b e lie ve s tha t the  fa nta sy the me  a na lysis is a n e ffe c tive  me tho d  fo r 

a na lysing  ma na g e me nt g urus a nd  ma na g e me nt fa shio ns fo r the  

fo llo wing  re a so ns: 

• The  te c hniq ue  is ro o te d  in a  p o we rful e xp la na to ry me ta p ho r – the  

the a tre , whic h ha s a lre a d y b e e n use d  to  g o o d  e ffe c t to  illumina te  

a nd  e xp lic a te  the  p e rfo rma nc e  a sp e c ts o f the  ma na g e me nt g uru-

ma na g e r re la tio nship . 

• This me tho d  is e mb e d d e d  in a  g e ne ra l a nd  d yna mic  the o re tic a l 

fra me wo rk (i.e . symb o lic  c o nve rg e nc e  the o ry) whic h illumina te s the  

linka g e s b e twe e n sma ll g ro up  a nd  ma ss-me d ia te d  c o mmunic a tio n 

p ro c e sse s tha t a re  c ritic a l in the  c re a tio n, d isse mina tio n a nd  ta ke -up  

o f ma na g e me nt fa shio ns. 
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• The  te c hniq ue  ha s sho wn itse lf to  b e  we ll a ttune d  to  b o th the  

a e sthe tic  a nd  te c hnic a l q ua litie s o f rhe to ric  tha t a re  c ritic a l to  

und e rsta nd ing  the  ma na g e me nt g uru a nd  fa shio n p he no me no n. 

• The  me tho d  c o mb ine s the  c a p a c ity fo r g e ne ra lisa tio n with a  fine ly-

tune d  se nsitivity to  the  uniq ue  e xp e rie nc e s a nd  insig hts o f the  c ritic . 

• Fa nta sy the me  a na lysis ha s a  p ro ve n tra c k re c o rd  o f p ro vid ing  

the o re tic a l insig hts into  c o mmunic a tio n p he no me na  in d ive rse  

e mpiric a l se tting s tha t a re  a na lo g o us to  the  d o ma in o f ma na g e me nt 

fa shio ns. 

• The  me tho d  c a n ta ke  into  a c c o unt a ll o f the  c o mp o ne nts a sso c ia te d  

with ma na g e me nt fa shio ns witho ut p rivile g ing  a ny o ne  c o mp o ne nt 

o ve r a no the r. 

• Its p re o c c up a tio n with the  p e rsua sive  p ro p e rtie s o f la ng ua g e  o r 

rhe to ric  me a ns tha t the  d ra ma ta stic  me tho d  o f rhe to ric a l c ritic ism is 

id e a lly suite d  to  a n a na lysis o f a c to rs who  d e rive  the ir a utho rity 

c ha risma tic a lly.  

(a d a p te d  fro m Ja c kso n, 2001, p . 47 a nd  68) 

 

6.4 Effe c ts of the  g rowing  c ritique  of ma na g e me nt fa ds 

It is d iffic ult to  ma ke  se nse  o f the  se e ming  p a ra d o x o f the  c o ntinue d  

e xp a nsio n a nd  suc c e ss o f ma na g e me nt g urus a nd  ma na g e me nt fa shio ns 

in the  fa c e  o f sub sta ntia l a nd  susta ine d  wa ve s o f c ritic ism. As Ca ulkin (1997) 

o b se rve s, “ o f a ll the  p a ra d o xe s o f the  mo d e rn b usine ss wo rld , p e rha p s the  

mo st re ma rka b le  a nd  le a st sa tisfa c to rily e xp la ine d  is the  ma na g e me nt 

c o nsulta nt”  (p . 32). Ja c kso n b e lie ve s Burg o yne  a nd  Re yno ld s ha ve  c o me  

c lo se st to  a d va nc ing  a  sa tisfa c to ry e xp la na tio n: 

It is a  p ro b le m-b a se d  a re a  o f a c tivity, ra the r tha n a  so lutio n-b a se d  o ne . 

So me  a c tivitie s, suc h a s AIDS re se a rc h a nd  tre a tme nt, e xist b e c a use  the re  

is a  p ro b le m. Othe rs, p e rha p s like  the  mo b ile  p ho ne  a nd  fa x ma c hine  

ind ustrie s a nd  ma rke ts, e xist b e c a use  the re  is a  so lutio n. The re  is muc h to  

b e  sa id  fo r the  a rg ume nt tha t ma na g e me nt le a rning  is a  p ro b le m-

g e ne ra te d  (ra the r tha n a  so lutio n-g e ne ra te d ) a re a  o f a c tivity. This ma ke s 

se nse  no t o nly o f the  c o e xiste nc e  o f g ro wth a nd  c ritic ism in the  fie ld , b ut 

a lso  o f the  g re a t va rie ty o f a p p ro a c he s a nd  me tho d s use d  in 

ma na g e me nt e d uc a tio n a nd  d e ve lo p me nt. (Burg o yne  a nd  Re yno ld s, 

c ite d  in Ja c kso n, 2001, p . 21) 

Co llins (1996) a d vise s tha t b y a d o p ting  a  mo re  c ritic a l, the o re tic a l a nd  

c o nte xtua l a p p ro a c h, stud e nts o f ma na g e me nt c o uld  p o se  imp o rta nt 

q ue stio ns whic h wo uld  he lp  the m to  ma ke  se nse  o f issue s o f re a l 
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imp o rta nc e . Ma na g e rs a nd  stud e nts o f ma na g e me nt ma y find  the  insig ht 

to  a sk q ue stio ns o f so me  re a l p ra c tic a l sig nific a nc e . Fo r e xa mp le , the y 

mig ht a sk:  

• Ho w mig ht the  inte llig e nc e  within the  o rg a nisa tio n b e  b e st utilise d ?   

• Just wha t is the  b a sis fo r c re d ib le  a nd  suc c e ssful ma na g e me nt?   

• Wha t a re  the  c o nne c tio ns o f the  o rg a nisa tio n to  the  wid e r 

so c io c ultura l c o mmunity?  

• Who  a re  the  c lie nts, a nd  ho w b e st c a n the  o rg a nisa tio n me e t the ir 

ne e d s?  

• Wha t re la tio nship  d o  sha re ho ld e rs a nd  e mp lo ye e  unio ns ha ve  with 

ma na g e me nt o f the  o rg a nisa tio n?  

Whe n the y c a n p o se  q ue stio ns suc h a s the se , ma na g e rs a nd  stud e nts o f 

ma na g e me nt will truly b e  p re p a re d  to  d e a l with p ra c tic a l ma na g e me nt 

issue s, sinc e  the y sho uld  b e  b e tte r p la c e d  to  q ue stio n c urre nt fa shio ns a nd  

to  e va lua te  g uru id e a s, a nd  he nc e  b e  a b le  to  p ro te c t the mse lve s fro m 

c o nsulta nts a nd  g urus. ‘ Pra c tic a l’  ma tte rs a re  o fte n thinly d isg uise d  

the o re tic a l issue s, a nd  it wo uld  b e  q uite  wro ng  to  a rg ue  tha t p ra c tic a l a nd  

the o re tic a l ma tte rs b e  c o nsid e re d  a s se p a ra te  sp he re s. Ma na g e me nt 

thinking  re q uire s so me  d e g re e  o f re sha p ing  to  a llo w fo r the  d e ve lo p me nt o f 

a  ric he r a nd  mo re  the o re tic a l a p p ro a c h. We  c a n, if we  c ho o se , d e ve lo p  

re a l insig hts into  ma na g e me nt whic h wo uld  he lp  us to  d e ve lo p  susta ina b le  

a nd  truly p ra c tic a l a p p ro a c he s to  imp o rta nt p ro b le ms a nd  issue s. 

Wha te ve r re c ip e  fo r ma na g e me nt is use d , g e ne ra lly p e o p le  will d e rive  

wha te ve r fo rma lly fra me d  insig ht the y ha ve  into  the  na ture  o f mo d e rn 

o rg a nisa tio n life  fro m re a d ing  p o p ula r a c c o unts o f ma na g e me nt (C le g g  

a nd  Pa lme r, 1996, p . 6). C le g g  a nd  Pa lme r furthe r b e lie ve  tha t ma ny mo re  

p e o p le  will d e rive  the ir und e rsta nd ing  o f ma na g e me nt fro m the se  tha n will 

e ve r b e  like ly to  se e  the  insid e  o f a  b usine ss sc ho o l o r stud y the  fo rma l 

kno wle d g e  o f a  ma na g e me nt c urric ulum. Suc h sto rie s c o me  la rg e ly fro m 

fic tio na lise d  a c c o unts o f the  suc c e ssful g urus Ame ric a n b usine ss wo rld . 

C le g g  a nd  Pa lme r (1996) p o sit tha t muc h o f the  p o p ula r ma na g e me nt 

kno wle d g e  d e rive d  fro m the se  so urc e s is a  re fle c tio n a nd  a  re info rc e me nt 

o f Ame ric a n ind ivid ua list va lue s tha t “ lio nize  he ro ic , ma le , a nd  ‘ to ug h 

d e c isio n ma king  a s e ntre p re ne urship ’  … to p  ma na g e me nt e xp e rie nc e  

se lls”  (p p . 6-7). 

Fina lly, it is wo rth me ntio ning  Rig b y’ s (1993) o b se rva tio n tha t ma na g e me nt 

fa d s o ve rsta te  the ir p o te ntia l e ffe c tive ne ss, p ro vo king  his c o nc e rns tha t 

the y d o  a c tua lly c a use  ha rm to  o rg a nisa tio ns. Rig b y’ s (1993) c ritiq ue  

id e ntifie s five  ma jo r o b je c tio ns to  ma na g e me nt fa d s: 
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1. the y c re a te  unre a listic  e xp e c ta tio ns tha t ine vita b ly le a d  to  

d isa p p o intme nt a nd  the  lo we ring  o f mo ra le ; 

2. fa d s c re a te  d a ng e ro us sho rta g e s o f so me  stra te g ic  e le me nts a nd  

to xic  o ve rd o se s o f o the rs; 

3. the y c a n b e  inte rna lly d ivisive ; 

4. b e c a use  fa d s te nd  to  b e  p ro g ra mma tic  a nd  imp o se d  e xte rna lly a nd  

fro m the  to p -d o wn, the y ha ve  a n in-b uilt te nd e nc y to  ro b  e mp lo ye e s 

o f the ir o wn initia tive ; a nd  

5. fa d s und e rmine  the  b a sic  te ne t o f stra te g y – b y c o p ying  wha t o the r 

o rg a nisa tio ns a re  d o ing , o rg a nisa tio ns lo se  a  b a sic  so urc e  o f 

d istinc tio n a nd , the re fo re , we a ke n the ir c o mp e titive  a d va nta g e  

within the ir ma rke tp la c e . 

It ha s a lre a d y b e e n sta te d  tha t the  c ritic a l lite ra ture  c o nc e rning  

ma na g e me nt fa d s is o ve rwhe lming ly ne g a tive . Ho we ve r, the re  a re  a  fe w 

p o sitive s tha t so me  c o mme nta to rs ha ve  fo und . Ma id iq ue  (1983), a ltho ug h 

c ritic a l o f the  Pe te rs a nd  Wa te rma n te xt In Se a rc h o f Exc e lle nc e , a lso  po ints 

o ut tha t a c a d e mic s c o uld  le a rn fro m suc h te xts b e c a use  the y a re  in ma ny 

wa ys in to uc h with b usine ss re a litie s, p rio ritie s a nd  the  ma rke t p la c e . 

Mo re o ve r, he  a rg ue s tha t te xts o f the  One  Minute  Ma na g e r-va rie ty sho uld  

no t b e  ig no re d  b y a c a d e mia , b ut ra the r synthe sise d  into  a  re vita lise d  thrust. 

Also , Ne wstro m a nd  Pie rc e  (1989) se e  tha t ma na g e me nt g urus c re a te  

e nthusia sm a nd  e xc ite me nt fo r ne w id e a s a nd  wa ys o f ma na g ing  

o rg a nisa tio ns. As Ja c kso n (2001) p o ints o ut, a c a d e mic s sho uld  b e  

inte re ste d  in the  ro le  tha t g urus p la y a s ‘ c a ta lysts’  in the  furthe r 

d e ve lo p me nt o f so und  ma na g e me nt p ra c tic e s a nd  p hilo so p hie s. Also , 

c a re  sho uld  b e  ta ke n no t to  c re a te  the  re ve rse  situa tio n: to  o ve r-the o rise  

a nd  c o mp le xify the  simp le . 

Ca me re r a nd  Kne z (1996), in the ir c ritiq ue  o f TQM, a lso  se e  so me  b ro a d e r 

b e ne fits o f ma na g e me nt fa d s in tha t the y p o te ntia lly so lve  “ c o o rd ina tio n 

p ro b le ms, mo ving  a  firm stuc k a t a  ma rg ina lly p ro fita b le  e q uilib rium to  a  

b e tte r e q uilib rium” (p . 108). Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e  (1996) a lso  ta ke  

the  a p p ro a c h tha t thing s c o uld  b e  wo rse , p o inting  o ut tha t ma na g e me nt 

the o ry itse lf is a  re la tive ly yo ung  d isc ip line  a nd  “ ra the r tha n fre tting  a b o ut 

ma na g e me nt the o ry’ s e xc e sse s, we  sho uld  b e  g ra te ful tha t its 

a d o le sc e nc e  ha s no t b e e n mo re  ha rmful”  (p . 369). Altho ug h the re  a re  

re la tive ly fe w c ritic a l te xts – in c o mp a riso n to  the  a b und a nc e  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  q uic k fixe s the mse lve s - the  a nti-g uru b e st-se lle r list 

is g ro wing , a s Ja c kso n (2001) p o ints o ut. Sta rting  with Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  

Wo o ld rid g e ’ s b a c kla sh in 1997, the  g ro wing  p o p ula rity o f Sc o tt Ad a m’ s 

sa tiric a l c a rto o n “ Dilb e rt” , la unc he d  in 1989, a nd  the  sp a wning  o f we b site s 
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suc h a s b uzzwha c k.c o m, the  b o d y o f c ritiq ue  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s is 

e me rg ing  a s a  le g itima te  d isc o urse , a lb e it o ne  tha t is no t stric tly a p p lie d  in 

the  se nse  tha t the y a re  fa d s the mse lve s. Ne ve rthe le ss, the y sq ua re ly fit into  

Co llins’  (2000) d e finitio n o f ha g io lo g ic  te xts b e c a use  the y d ire c tly b e ne fit 

fro m d isc ussing  a nd  c ritiq uing  g uru wo rks. 

  

6.5 Conc lusion 

As C le g g  a nd  Pa lme r (1996) p o int o ut, "… ma na g e me nt the o ry, a s a  b o d y 

o f kno wle d g e , is … a  p o litic a l d isc o urse  p a r e xc e lle nc e " (p . 3). The y g o  o n 

to  sa y tha t "… ma na g e me nt is le ss a  sc ie nc e  a nd  mo re  like  c o o kb o o k 

kno wle d g e : it is kno wle d g e  o f re c ip e s a nd  the ir a p p lic a tio n … ma ny o f the  

b e st-se lling  te xts p re se nt ma na g e me nt a s a  fo rm o f re c ip e  kno wle d g e " (p . 

4). This me a ns tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s must c a te r to  a nd  a d d re ss the  

c o mp le xitie s surro und ing  suc h thing s a s re la tio nship s b e twe e n ind ivid ua ls, 

the  synthe sis b e twe e n ind ivid ua ls a nd  the  o rg a nisa tio n, re la tio nships 

b e twe e n d iffe re nt o rg a nisa tio ns, re la tio nship  to  the  ma rke tp la c e , 

re la tio nship s to  c lie nts, a nd  c usto me rs re la tio nship  to  the  wid e r e c o no mic , 

p o litic a l a nd  so c ia l c o mmunity a nd  so  o n. Ma na g e me nt fa d s re d uc e  the  

c a p a c ity fo r d isc re tio n, b e c a use  the  p re sc rip tio ns g e ne ra lly o ffe r stra te g ie s 

fo r a c tio n b a se d  o n suc c e sse s in o the r o rg a nisa tio ns. The  p e rva sive ne ss o f 

b ure a uc ra tic  ma na g e me nt ha d , until re c e ntly, p ro vid e d  the  mo d e l fo r 

o rg a nisa tio ns to  e xa c t c o ntro l, ma na g e  a nd  me a sure  the ir p e o p le , 

p ro c e sse s a nd  p ro fits. Sinc e  the  g ro wth o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, b e g inning  

with the  Pe te rs a nd  Wa te rma n (1982) te xt In Se a rc h o f Exc e lle nc e , 

b ure a uc ra tic  ma na g e me nt ha s b e e n so und ly c ritic ize d  fo r b e ing  

c o ntro lling , sup p o rting  the  d o mina nt c ulture s o f o rg a nisa tio ns, a nd  e ve n fo r 

vio la ting  b a sic  huma n rig hts. This "d isc o urse  o f e xc e lle nc e  ha s re p la c e d  the  

p la nning  fo c us o f the  1979-88 a nd  the  e q ua l o p p o rtunity fo c us o f the  1970-

8 p e rio d . Sta te  re g ula tio n ha s mo ve d  fro m la isse z-fa ire , thro ug h p la nning , to  

g re a te r surve illa nc e  using  e va lua tive  a nd  fina nc ia l te c hniq ue s" (C le g g  a nd  

Pa lme r, 1996, p . 10). Bure a uc ra c y is re p re se nte d  a s a  fla we d  me a ns 

b e c a use  it is d e e me d  to  b e  inimic a l to  ind ivid ua l se lf-re a lisa tio n, p e rso na l 

re sp o nsib ility a nd  o the r e nte rp rising  virtue s (d u G a y, 1996, p . 23). It is p o site d  

tha t this c ritic ism o f b ure a uc ra tic  fo rms wa s the  b re e d ing  g ro und  fo r ma ny 

ma na g e me nt fa d s ke e n to  usurp  the  ho ld  o f fo rma l ma na g e me nt style s 

c ritic ize d  fo r the ir e xc lusio nism, re p re ssio n a nd  ma rg ina liza tio n. Thus, the  

e me rg e nc e  o f the  e nte rp rise , the  e ntre p re ne ur a nd  the  e xc e lle nt c o mp a ny 

is c a p ture d  b y ma ny ma na g e me nt fa d s ke e n to  c a p ita lize  o n the  
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b a nd wa g o n fo r o rg a nisa tio na l re fo rm. Critic ism o f tho se  fa d d ish 

p re sc rip tio ns is thus se e n a s a  typ e  o f 'c o mmunity se rvic e '. 

C le g g 's (1990) p o stmo d e rn o rg a nisa tio n is ma rke d  b y a  ne w p a ra d ig m in 

whic h o rg a nisa tio ns se e k va lue  thro ug h the  stre ng th o f the ir tie s to  a nd  

ne two rks with o the r o rg a nisa tio ns. The  p a rt tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s p la y in 

this symb io tic  re la tio nship  is tha t the  o ld  p a ra d ig m, c ha ra c te rize d  b y a  

b ure a uc ra tic  struc ture , is o ve rturne d  b y ne w a p p ro a c he s to  le a rning , 

le a d e rship , c o mmunic a tio ns, c o mp e te nc ie s, p e o p le  a nd  kno wle d g e  itse lf. 

This me a ns tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  a b le  to  e xp lo it the  "inc ip ie nt 

fe miniza tio n" (C le g g  & Pa lme r, 1996, p . 204) o f the  ne w p a ra d ig m o f 

ma na g e me nt in o rg a nisa tio ns a nd  c ha lle ng e  the  a ssump tio n tha t suc h 

thing s a s vic io us c irc le s, o rg a nisa tio na l d isc ip line , hie ra rc hie s, 

d ise mp o we re d  e mp lo ye e s, a nd  d isto rte d  c o mmunic a tio n c ha nne ls a re  

p a rt o f the  ma na g e me nt la nd sc a p e . The re  a re  ma na g e me nt fa d s tha t 

a d d re ss e a c h o f the se  a sp e c ts, e ithe r sing ly o r a s a  c o lle c tive . Altho ug h it is 

the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s tha t is the  fo c us o f this the sis, it is 

imp o rta nt to  c a nva ss so me  p o te ntia l vulne ra b ilitie s whe re  fa d s se e k to  

o p e ra te . 

He nc e , fro m d isc ussio ns in this c ha p te r a nd  the  p re vio us c ha p te r, so me  

g e ne ra l o b se rva tio ns a nd  a ssump tio ns c a n b e  ma d e  a b o ut ma na g e me nt 

fa d s:  

• Ma na g e me nt fa d s le g itima te  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

• Ma na g e me nt g uru sta tus is a  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n. 

• The  p he no me no n o f fa d s is no t ne c e ssa rily c o nfine d  to  the  fie ld  o f 

ma na g e me nt, b ut symp to ma tic  o f muc h wid e r so c ia l, c ultura l a nd  

p o litic a l c ha ng e s (Ja c kso n, 2001, p p . 2-3).  

• Burre ll’ s (1989) p re d ic tio n tha t g urus will mo ve  c o nte mp o ra ry 

ma na g e me nt the o ry fro m a  p re mo d e rnist p ha se  to  a  p o stmo d e rnist 

p ha se  furthe r d e mo nstra te s the  c o nne c tio ns b e twe e n o rg a nisa tio na l 

b e ha vio ur a nd  the  wid e r so c ia l wo rld . 

The se  fo ur p o ints will b e  p ic ke d  up  a s the  d isc ussio n c o ntinue s to  the  ne xt 

p a rt o f the  the sis. The  fina l two  c ha p te rs will synthe sise  the  thre a d s o f 

e p iste mo lo g ic a l, o nto lo g ic a l a nd  a xio lo g ic a l fra me wo rks ra ise d  in the  first 

p a rt o f the  the sis with a  syste ms p e rsp e c tive  intro d uc e d  in Cha p te r 3.  The  

c o nc lusio n (Cha p te rs 8) will a p p ly the  insig hts fro m the  first two  p a rts o f the  

the sis a nd  will re fle c t up o n the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s within 

the  c o nte xt o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms. 
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Cha pte r 7: Applying  Comple x Syste ms Thinking  to  Expla in 

the  Phe nome non of Ma na g e me nt Fa ds  

I ha ve  de sc rib e d wha t a  fa d is, ho w so me  fa ds diffe r fro m o the rs, ho w the y 

e me rg e  a nd a re  a b a ndo ne d. A disc ussio n a b o ut the  c ritic a l a na lysis o f fa ds a lso  

a ppe a re d in the  pre vio us c hap te r.  This c ha p te r will a tte mpt to  e xp la in 

ma nag e me nt fa ds a s ‘ c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms’ . In this wa y, the  the o ry 

de ve lo pme nt in Pa rt 1 o f the  the sis is put to  the  te st. In the  fina l c ha p te r I will 

e va lua te  the  re sults o f this a na lytic a l e xpe rime nt, c ritiq ue  the  a pp lic a tio n o f 

c o mp le x syste ms c o nc e p ts to  fa ds, a nd ma ke  so me  g e ne ra lisa tio ns a b o ut 

a pp lying  it to  o the r so c io c ultura l phe no me na . 

 

7.1 Introduc tion 

This c ha p te r e xp a nd s o n the  six-p ha se  mo d e l first ra ise d  in Cha p te r 1 a nd  

a p p lie s it to  ma na g e me nt fa d s, d isc ussing  the  fo llo wing  p ha se s in te rms o f the  

b e ha vio ur o f fa d s;  Pha se  1 – Cha o s, Pha se  2 – Co mp le xity, Pha se  3 – 

Co nting e nt c o mp le xity, Pha se  4 – Situa tio na l o r c o nte xtua l c o mp le xity, Pha se  5 – 

Diffusio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e , Pha se  6 – Eme rg ing  unc e rta inty.  

 

7.2 Ke y e le me nts of c omple x syste ms a nd me a ning  syste ms e xe mplifie d in 

ma na g e me nt fa ds  

 

7.2.1 Cha ra c te rising  ma na g e me nt fa d s a s c o mp le x syste ms 

To  re ite ra te  the  summa ry p ro vid e d  in Cha p te r 3 (se c tio n 3.2), c o mp le x syste ms 

a re  c ha ra c te rise d  b y the  fo llo wing : 

1. La rg e  numb e r o f inte rc o nne c ting  c o mp o ne nts. 

2. Co mp o ne nts a re  no n-d e te rministic  a nd  no n-tra c ta b le . 

3. Inte ra c tio n-ric h re la tio nships b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts. 

4. Inte ra c tio ns e xhib it no nline a r b e ha vio ur. 

5. Inte ra c tio ns mo stly e xhib it sho rt ra ng e  info rma tio n, b ut c a n 

p re c ip ita te  lo ng -ra ng e  influe nc e  (se nsitivity to  initia l c o nd itio ns). 

6. Fe e d b a c k lo o p s c a use  c ha ng e s to  the  syste m. 

7. Exhib it p ro p e rtie s o f e me rg e nc e  a nd  se lf-o rg a nisa tio n b e c a use  

the  syste m a lso  inte ra c ts with its e nviro nme nt. 

8. Op e ra te  und e r fa r-fro m-e q uilib rium c o nd itio ns. 

9. Ca nno t e xc lud e  histo ry (p re -p ro g ra mme d  e le me nts e xist). 
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10. Ea c h e le me nt in the  syste m is ig no ra nt o f the  b e ha vio ur o f the  

syste m a s a  who le , a nd  ma y o nly re sp o nd  to  lo c a lise d  

info rma tio n. 

 

I will ta ke  e a c h o f the  a b o ve  p o ints in turn a nd  e la b o ra te  ho w ma na g e me nt 

fa d s c a n b e  d e sc rib e d  b ro a d ly in te rms o f a  c o mp le x syste m. 

Large number of interconnecting components 

Ma na g e me nt fa d s fit the  id e a  o f a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m b e c a use  o f the  

la rg e  numb e r o f ne ste d , inte rc o nne c ting  c o mp o ne nts. The  wo rld  o f 

ma na g e me nt 'fa d d o m' o p e ra te s o n ma ny le ve ls, a ll o f whic h inte rc o nne c t, a nd  

whe re  se le c tive  fo rc e s se lf-o rg a nise  a c ro ss the m to  ma inta in the  se mb la nc e  o r 

p a tte rns o f sta b ility. Fo r e xa mp le , we  c a n inte rro g a te  the  p he no me no n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s a t the  le ve l o f: 

• fa d s the mse lve s (p le tho ra  o f c urre nt p o p ula r fa d s, e no rmo us vo lume  o f 

te xts); 

• the  o rg a nisa tio n (c a rrie rs, lo c a l p o lic ie s a nd  stra te g ie s, typ e  o f 

o rg a nisa tio n);  

• b usine ss o r e c o no mic  influe nc e  (fisc a l po lic ie s, g lo b a lisa tio n, tra d e  

d e fic its, c o rp o ra te  g o ve rna nc e ); 

• so c ia l c o nstruc tio n (so c ia l a c c e p ta nc e  b y d o mina nt g ro ups, inte g ra tio n 

o f c o mmo n fe a ture s o f fa d s – la ng ua g e  g a me s a nd  so  o n – inc lud ing  the  

la c k o f a n a g re e d  d e finitio n);  

• me a ning  o r b e lie f (a ssump tio ns, a ttitud e s a nd  va lue s o f ind ivid ua ls); a nd  

• the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 
 

Whe n we  think o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  wha t the y a re  c o mp rise d  o f, the se  

le ve ls c a n b e  use ful fo r unp a c king  sp e c ific  a g e nts within the m. 

Components are non-deterministic and non-tractable 

If we  we re  a ske d  to  d e sc rib e  a  d e te rministic  syste m, we  wo uld  d e sc rib e  

so me thing  we  und e rsta nd , tha t is fa milia r to  us. We  c o uld  a lso  p re d ic t, with a  

re la tive  d e g re e  o f a c c ura c y, the  b e ha vio ur o f the  syste m b a se d  o n o ur p rio r 

e xp e rie nc e  o f it. In this c a usa l mo d e l, the  syste m p ro d uc e s re a c tio ns a nd  e ffe c ts 

whic h in turn b e c o me  the  c a use  o f re a c tio ns. De te rministic  o r c a usa l mo d e ls a re  

o fte n use d  fo r simp le , p re d ic ta b le  syste ms, like  a  p e nd ulum, o r the  b e ha vio ur o f 

two  g a se s in a  va c uum. De te rministic  syste ms a nd  c o mp o ne nts a re  p re d ic ta b le  

a nd  d o  no t d ra w up o n, no r a re  the y influe nc e d  b y the  e xte rna l e nviro nme nt. 

The  c o mp o ne nts tha t c o mp rise  ma na g e me nt fa d s (o rg a nisa tio ns, p e o p le  

e mp lo ye d  b y a n o rg a nisa tio n, g ro wth stra te g ie s, ma na g e me nt, ind ustria l 
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re la tio ns, la ws, p o litic s, b usine ss e thic s, fisc a l p o lic ie s, g lo b a lisa tio n, a nd  so  o n) 

a re  a nything  b ut d e te rministic : the y a re  no t p re d ic ta b le , no r a re  the y imp e rvio us 

to  the  e nviro nme nt in whic h the y o p e ra te . 

O fte n use d  to  d e sc rib e  c o mp le x ma the ma tic a l fra me wo rks, no n-tra c ta b le  

fe a ture s o f syste ms me a n the y (o r c o mp o ne nts within the m) a re  no t e a sily 

c o ntro lle d , sha p e d  o r p re d ic te d . No n-tra c ta b le  re fe rs to  p ro b le ms tha t c a nno t 

b e  so lve d  a na lytic a lly (whic h is why the re  is a  sub tle  d iffe re nc e  to  no n-

d e te rministic ); ho we ve r, the  te rm is usua lly c o nfine d  to  ma the ma tic s. The  

d iffic ulty o f a na lysing  so me  o f the  c o mp o ne nts o f ma na g e me nt fa d s (b o th 

within the  c o mp o ne nt, a nd  its re la tio nship  to  o the r c o mp o ne nts) is la rg e ly 

d e p e nd e nt up o n the  so c io c ultura l milie u, whic h is in a  c o nsta nt sta te  o f 

insta b ility. The re fo re  whe n c o mp o ne nts a re  d e sc rib e d  a s no n-d e te rministic  a nd  

no n-tra c ta b le , the  syste m to  whic h the y b e lo ng  must b e  c o mp le x a nd  

unp re d ic ta b le . 

Interaction-rich relationships between components  

Co mp le x syste ms a re  c ha ra c te rise d  a s suc h b e c a use  o f the  d yna mic  

re la tio nship s b e twe e n the  c o mp o ne nts. In the  c a se  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, 

inte ra c tio ns b e twe e n the  c o nsulta nt g urus, the ir inte rve ntio n a nd  the  

o rg a nisa tio n c o uld  b e  o ne  wa y o f c o nc e p tua lising  a  d yna mic  re la tio nship . 

Ano the r wa y wo uld  b e  re la tio nship s b e twe e n fa d s the mse lve s. Fo r e xa mp le , 

so me  fa d s e me rg e  fro m c o nd itio ns ma d e  p o ssib le  b y the  imp le me nta tio n o f 

p re vio us fa d s. This c a n b e  the  re sult o f e ithe r the  suc c e ss, o r fa ilure  o f the  fa d . 

Ye t a no the r c o uld  b e  the  re la tio nship s b e twe e n fa d s a nd  b ro a d e r 

so c io e c o no mic  struc ture s, fo r e xa mp le  p ub lishing  ho use s a nd  the  wo rld -wid e  

c o nsulta nc y e mp ire s sp a wne d  b y so me  fa d s (fo r e xa mp le , Mye rs-Brig g s Typ e  

Ind ic a to rs (MBTI) a nd  Ne uro ling uistic  Pro g ra mming  (NLP) stra te g ie s a pp lie d  in 

fa d d ish wa ys). The  re la tio nship  b e twe e n fa d s a nd  b usine ss sc ho o ls a t unive rsitie s 

ha s a lso  b e e n no te d  in the  p re vio us c ha p te r (Huc zynsiki, 1993; Co llins, 1998).  

All c o mp o ne nts o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms ha ve  the  c a p a c ity to  inte ra c t with 

e a c h o the r. The  d iffic ulty in d isc e rning  the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n ma na g e me nt 

fa d s a nd  le g itima te  ma na g e me nt the o ry is a n e xa mp le  o f this. Cha ng e  

ma na g e me nt c a ta lysts a re  a lso  ma nife ste d  in va rio us fa d s, a nd  p la ye d  o ut in 

the  wa ys tha t o rg a nisa tio ns a d o p t o r a d a p t p a rtic ula r fa d s to  the ir 

c irc umsta nc e s. It is c le a r, ho we ve r, tha t p a tte rns o f inte rc o nne c tio n d o  e xist 

b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts. Fo r e xa mp le  so me  o f the  ‘ stra ng e  a ttra c to rs’  a re  

c o nsiste nt in the  imp le me nta tio n o f c e rta in fa d s. Suc h a ttra c to rs a re  a lmo st 

a lwa ys linke d  to  the  c ha ng ing , turb ule nt e xte rna l e nviro nme nt o f o rg a nisa tio ns, 

fo r e xa mp le , te c hno lo g y-d rive n c ha ng e , o r g lo b a lisa tio n influe nc e s. So me  
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re la tio nship s re ma in sta b le ; fo r e xa mp le , the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n ma na g e me nt 

fa d  g urus a nd  the ir p ub lishe rs is re a so na b ly c le a r – a s lo ng  a s the  fa d  re ma ins 

suc c e ssful. So  to o , the  p o p ula rity o f c e rta in fa d s to  c e rta in o rg a nisa tio ns. 

Interactions exhibit nonlinear behaviour 

One  o f the  b y-p ro d uc ts o f d yna mic  re la tio nship s is wha t we  mig ht c ha ra c te rise  

a s no nline a r b e ha vio ur. The o rie s e xp la ining  no nline a r b e ha vio ur a re  mo re  fully 

e xp la ine d  in Ap p e nd ix A. Ho we ve r fo r the  p urp o se s o f this a na lysis, no nline a r 

b e ha vio ur o f a  ma na g e me nt fa d  c a n b e  d e sc rib e d  a s the  une xp e c te d  re sults 

o f a n inte rve ntio n. Fo r e xa mp le , whe n ma na g e me nt fa d s p ro mise  b e tte r wa ys 

to  d e a l with the  c ha ng ing  b usine ss o r e c o no mic  e nviro nme nt, a nd  d e live r 

so me thing  unp re d ic te d  (mo re  c ynic ism, inc re a se d  sta ff turno ve r o r fla g g ing  

p ro fits) b e c a use  o f a n une xp e c te d  influe nc e  (a no the r inc o ming  fa d ), suc h 

re sults c a n b e  c ha ra c te rise d  a s no nline a r. Be c a use  o f the  inte ra c tio n-ric h 

re la tio nship s b e twe e n a ll c o mp o ne nts, the  c a use -e ffe c t re la tio nship  b e twe e n 

wha t a  fa d  p ro mise s a nd  wha t it d e live rs is c le a rly no t line a r. This is b e c a use  

ma ny fa d s p ro mise  simp le  line a r so lutio ns to  a d d re ss c o mp le x o rg a nisa tio na l 

c ha ng e  ma na g e me nt issue s. 

Interactions mostly exhibit short range information, but can precipitate long-

range influence (sensitivity to initial conditions) 

The  unp re d ic ta b ility o f the  b e ha vio ur o f ma na g e me nt fa d s b e g ins with 

se e ming ly insig nific a nt initia l c o nd itio ns whic h ma y turn o ut to  ha ve  c ritic a l 

e ffe c ts o n the  e ntire  o rg a nisa tio n. In te rms o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  

p he no me no n, suc h thing s a s b a d  p ub lic ity b y a  p a rtic ula r p ro mo te r a lso  a ffe c ts 

the  up ta ke  o f a  p a rtic ula r fa d . G e ne ra lly, the  ma na g e me nt fa d  influe nc e s the  

suc c e ss o f the  o rg a nisa tio n o nly fo r the  time  the  fa d  is a p p lie d , b e c a use  the  

to o ls use d  to  e va lua te  the  fa d  a re  d e rive d  fro m the  fa d  itse lf. If the  re sults a re  

ne g a tive , the  fa d  will b e  a b a nd o ne d ; if suc c e ssful, the  fa d  will b e  re ta ine d , a t 

le a st fo r a  time , o r e ve n mo d ifie d . The  ne xt fa d  will g e ne ra lly b uild  o n the  

suc c e sse s o r fa ilure s o f e a rlie r fa d s, inc lud ing  its g urus o r p ro mo te rs. Suc c e ssive  

fa d s ma y e ve n try to  sub ve rt p re vio usly suc c e ssful c o nc e p ts a nd  te rmino lo g y in 

a n a tte mp t to  b e c o me  e ve n mo re  suc c e ssful. In a d d itio n, fa d s o nly a d d re ss 

issue s tha t a re  c urre ntly p re se nt, o r a t le a st p re d ic te d  in the  sho rt-te rm. Be c a use  

fa d s a re  p ro mo te d  to  a d d re ss e xte rna l turb ule nc e  a nd  c ha ng ing  o rg a nisa tio na l 

e nviro nme nts in the  mo me nt, a c c o rd ing  to  a ll tho se  who  ha ve  writte n a b o ut 

lo ng itud ina l re se a rc h o f fa d s, it is unlike ly the y a re  c a p a b le  o f a d d re ssing  lo ng -

te rm p ro b le ms tha t c o ntinue  to  b e se t ma ny o rg a nisa tio ns (Huc zynski, 1997; 

Rig b y, 1998; Ja c kso n, 2001; Co llins, 2001; Mille r e t a l, 2004). 
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Feedback loops cause changes to the system 

Fe e d b a c k lo o p s c a n b e  se e n a s the  struc ture  und e rlying  d yna mic  b e ha vio ur. 

The y a re  re sp o nsib le  fo r c o unte rintuitive  b e ha vio ur a nd  p o lic y re sista nc e , fo r 

e xa mp le , c ha ng ing  re c ruitme nt p ra c tic e s in o rg a nisa tio ns. The  mo re  suc c e ssful 

fa d s a re  a b le  to  lo c k into  the se  fe e d b a c k lo o p s, c a p ita lising  o n the  tre nd s 

p re se nt in the  wid e r so c io c ultura l syste m, p a rtic ula rly e c o no mic  tre nd s o r shifting  

p o litic a l a llia nc e s. Simila rly, ma na g e me nt fa d s a lso  influe nc e  the  syste m the y 

a re  p a rt o f thro ug h inte rve ntio ns tha t a re  ta ke n up , p ro mo te d , a nd  

re c o mme nd e d  b y suc c e ssful o rg a nisa tio ns. Fo r e xa mp le , suc c e ssful g urus a re  

e nvie d  a nd  c o p ie d  b y tho se  who  a re  le ss suc c e ssful. But g e ne ra lly, b e c a use  the  

e xte rna l e nviro nme nt ra re ly re ma ins c o nsta nt in a ny o f the se  a re a s, fa d d ish 

inte rve ntio ns, b y d e finitio n o f fe e d b a c k, will o nly wo rk fo r the  time  tha t the  

situa tio n the y p urp o rt to  a d d re ss is in sta sis. This is o ne  e xp la na tio n fo r why 

ma na g e me nt fa d s o p e ra te  in a  fitne ss la nd sc a p e ; if the  fitne ss o f the  

o rg a nisa tio n d e c re a se s, the  fa d  will b e  b la me d , thus g e ne ra ting  the  ne e d  to  

re p la c e  it with a no the r (ho p e fully) mo re  suc c e ssful o ne . 

Exhibit properties of emergence and self-organisation because the system 

also interacts with its environment  

Sinc e  o rg a nisa tio ns a re  ine xo ra b ly linke d  to  the  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l syste m, 

the y c a n ne ve r b e  in a  sta te  o f e q uilib rium. Imme d ia te ly a fte r fa d  a d o p tio n, 

whe n p e rio d s o f sta b ility a re  a t the ir hig he st in the  o rg a nisa tio n, the  fa d  is mo st 

sta b le . Whe n e xte rna l c o nd itio ns c ha ng e , the  inte rve ntio ns imp le me nte d  b y the  

fa d  a re  a lso  re q uire d  to  a d a p t to  the  c ha ng ing  e xte rna l e nviro nme nt, ta king  o n 

ne w a nd  mo re  d yna mic  re la tio nship s tha n e xiste d  b e fo re  the  fa d  wa s 

intro d uc e d . Eme rg e nc e , whic h is “ the  a p p e a ra nc e  o f unp re d ic ta b le  o r 

inc a lc ula b le  b e ha vio ur fro m the  inte ra c tio n o f simp le  c o mp o ne nts”  (Lissa c k, 

1999, p . 27), is a  fe a ture  o f fa d  imp le me nta tio n, b e c a use  o fte n it is unkno wn a t 

the  time  o f the  fa d ’ s imp le me nta tio n whe the r it will b e  suc c e ssful o r no t. The  

numb e r o f fa d s c urre ntly e njo ying  suc c e ss will a lso  b e  a s a  re sult o f se lf-

o rg a nisa tio n a ro und  p a rtic ula r the me s, ultima te ly c o nne c te d  to  the  b ro a d e r 

so c io c ultura l syste m. Ce rta in stra te g ie s o f a  fa d  will, fo r a t le a st a  time , e njo y 

suc c e ss b e c a use  c o mp o ne nts o f the  fa d  will se lf-o rg a nise  a ro und  the  mo st 

c ritic a l a re a s.  Fo r e xa mp le , stra te g ie s within Busine ss Pro c e ss Re e ng ine e ring  

(BPR) will a d d re ss wo rkflo w p a tte rns b e c a use  tha t is the  initia l fo c us o f tha t 

pa rtic ula r inte rve ntio n. 
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Have a history and memory (pre-programmed elements exist) 

Suc c e ssful ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  a d e p t a t c o -o p ting  a c c e p te d  fe a ture s o f 

p re vio us fa d s tha t a lso  a c hie ve d  a  me a sure  o f suc c e ss. The  typ e s o f 

inte rve ntio ns sug g e ste d  b y fa d s a re  g e ne ra lly fa milia r to  o rg a nisa tio ns, a nd  the ir 

e mp lo ye e s. Whe the r o r no t fa d s a re  se e n a s use ful o r a  sc o urg e , the y ha ve  

b e c o me  a n a c c e p te d  p a rt o f the  b usine ss la nd sc a p e . This me a ns tha t 

ma na g e me nt in o rg a nisa tio ns will b e  g e ne ra lly a c c e p ting  o f fa d s tha t 

inc o rp o ra te  the  tra d itio ns a nd  o p e ra ting  e nviro nme nt o f the  o rg a nisa tio n. One  

o f the  fe a ture s o f the  mo re  suc c e ssful ma na g e me nt fa d s is tha t the y a re  

c a p a b le  o f p ro mo ting  fa milia r a nd  e a sily-und e rsto o d  c o nc e p ts tha t re so na te  

with the  o rg a nisa tio n’ s a ims a nd  o b je c tive s. Be c a use  suc c e ssful ma na g e me nt 

fa d s ha ve  a n a b ility to  inc o rp o ra te  the se  p re -p ro g ra mme d  fe a ture s, a nd  

inc lud e  wha t c o uld  b e  d e sc rib e d  a s me mo ry in the  inte rve ntio n, the y a re , a t 

le a st in the  first insta nc e , re a d ily e mb ra c e d  b y o rg a nisa tio ns a nd  so me  o f the ir 

sta ff. Lo ng e r-se rving  e mp lo ye e s, ho we ve r, o fte n d isp la y inc re a sing  le ve ls o f 

c ynic ism (Gib so n & Te so ne , 2001), o r e ve n re sista nc e , b e c a use  ne w fa d s a re  

o fte n re p a c ka g e d , o r a t le a st b uild  upo n the  suc c e sse s o f p re c e d ing  o ne s.  

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

This is no t c o ntra ry to  the  p re vio us p ro p e rty, a s it is usua lly the  c a se  tha t 

ma na g e me nt fa d s o p e ra te  o n o ne  c o mp o ne nt o f the  o rg a nisa tio n a t a  time  

(e .g ., c o mmunic a tio n c ha nne ls, fina nc ia l ma na g e me nt, re struc turing ). Eve n 

suc h inte rve ntio ns a s re struc ture s o r la rg e -sc a le  re d und a nc ie s ma y no t a d d re ss 

the  und e rlying  c a use s; suc h a c tio ns re p re se nt a  re a c tio n, ra the r tha n a  so lutio n. 

The  ina b ility o f fa d s to  inte g ra te  info rma tio n a b o ut o the r p a rts o f the  

o rg a nisa tio n c a n ma ke  the  b e ha vio ur o f the  who le  syste m unp re d ic ta b le , if no t 

c ha o tic . This is g e ne ra lly why the y a re  p o p ula rly d e sc rib e d  a s fa d s in the  first 

insta nc e , b e c a use  o f the  p e rc e p tio n tha t the y a c t in iso la tio n o f the  ne e d s o f 

the  o rg a nisa tio n. The  suc c e ss o f the  fa d , the n, d e p e nd s up o n info rma tio n fro m 

the  o rg a nisa tio n tha t is fe d  into  it. Altho ug h o the r re mo te  fa c to rs c a n influe nc e  

the  suc c e ss o f the  fa d , o fte n the re  is no  p e rc e iva b le  c o nne c tio n b e twe e n the se  

e ve nts. The  fa d  c a n re p re se nt the  linking  a g e nt b e twe e n the se  influe nc e s. 

The  e xp lic a tio n o f the se  te n syste ms the o ry fa c to rs in te rms o f ma na g e me nt fa d s 

re p re se nts a  c o mp ila tio n o f the  vie ws o f o the r p rima ry re se a rc he rs o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s (Huc zynski, 1997; Rig b y, 1998; Co llins, 2000; G ib so n & Te so ne , 

2001;Ja c kso n, 2001; Mille r e t a l, 2004). 
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7.2.2  Cha ra c te rising  ma na g e me nt fa d s a s me a ning  syste ms 

The  a b o ve  d isc ussio n ind ic a te s tha t fa d s a re  a  p he no me no n suita b le  to  a n 

a na lysis in c o mp le x syste ms te rms. Ta king  this o ne  ste p  furthe r, we  c a n a na lyse  

ma na g e me nt fa d s a s me a ning  syste ms. It will b e  re c a lle d  tha t the  te rm 

me a ning  syste m c a n b e  re a d  in two  wa ys in this the sis. Firstly, the  te rm is a  

g e ne ric  wa y to  d e sc rib e  a  ra ng e  o f so c io c ultura l p he no me na  o p e ra ting  a s 

inte rp re tive  fra me wo rks, (fo r e xa mp le , sup e rstitio ns, c ultura l c o d e s, re lig io ns o r 

the o re tic a l syste ms). Se c o nd ly, the  te rm itse lf is a  the o re tic a l c o nstruc t a nd , 

d e riving  fro m syste ms the o ry, ha s sp e c ific  fo rma l c o nc e p tua l c o mp o ne nts.  

Distilling  the  ma in the me s fro m the  e a rlie r d isc ussio n, I p ro p o se  the re  a re  te n 

c ha ra c te ristic s o f me a ning  syste ms, a s fo llo ws: 

1. re p re se nta tio na l; 

2. no n-unive rsa l; 

3. sub je c tive ; 

4. a lwa ys d e p e nd a nt o n a n o b se rve r p e rsp e c tive ; 

5. c ha ra c te rise d  b y rule -b a se d  symb o l (la ng ua g e ) syste m;  

6. c ha ra c te rise d  b y p ro c e sse s fo r le g itima tio n o f kno wle d g e ;  

7. d isting uishe d  b y truth a nd  b e lie f e le me nts;  

8. c ritic a l to  sup p o rt a nd  susta in the  va lue s o f the  wid e r so c io c ultura l syste m;  

9. hie ra rc hic a l sinc e  c e rta in me a ning  syste ms c a n d o mina te , o r a t le a st 

influe nc e , o the rs; a nd  

10. ne two rke d  to  o the r me a ning  syste ms. 

Using  the se  te n c ha ra c te ristic s o f me a ning  syste ms, the  fe a ture s o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s tha t c o rre sp o nd  to  the se  c ha ra c te ristic s a re  id e ntifie d  a s 

fo llo ws: 

Representational 

All thing s, inc lud ing  syste ms, c o nta in info rma tio n, b ut just ho w this is inte rp re te d  

o r re p re se nte d  must b e  linke d  to  no tio ns o f me a ning , va lue  a nd  b e lie f. As C illie rs 

(1998) a sks: "Ho w d o e s the  b ra in re p re se nt the  wo rld ?  Wha t is the  re la tio nship  

b e twe e n ling uistic  c o mp o ne nts a nd  the  o b je c ts the y d e sc rib e ? " (p . 11). C illie rs' 

(1998) tre a tme nt o f re p re se nta tio na l mo d e ls thro ug h ne ura l ne two rks o b se rve s 

tha t in o rd e r to  c o mp ute  a ny va lue  o f the  ‘ ne two rk’ , e ve ry c o nne c tio n must b e  

a sc rib e d  a  c e rta in ‘ stre ng th’  o r ‘ we ig ht’ . Ac c o rd ing  to  C illie rs this a ssists with 

re p re se nta tio n b e c a use  re la tio nship s c a nno t b e  d e fine d  in d e te rmina te  te rms 

whe n d e a ling  with c o mp le x syste ms like  la ng ua g e  o r the  b ra in. The re fo re , 
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re p re se nta tio na l mo d e ls o f ma na g e me nt fa d s ne c e ssa rily invo lve  inte rp re ta tio n 

a nd  me a ning , b ut the se  mo d e ls will no t re p re se nt the  sa me  e xp e rie nc e  fo r e a c h 

o rg a nisa tio n, b ring ing  it b a c k to  the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r. Me a ning  is no t 

so me thing  c o nfe rre d  b y a  o ne -to -o ne  c o rre sp o nd e nc e  to  the  e xte rna l thing  

a nd  a  symb o l (o r la ng ua g e ) tha t re p re se nts it. Ra the r, me a ning  is c o nfe rre d  b y 

the  c o mp le x inte ra c tio n o f re la tio nships b e twe e n the  struc tura l c o mp o ne nts o f 

the  syste m itse lf. Thus, whe n we  ta lk o f re p re se nta tio n, the re  a re  c o mp le x 

syste ms tha t o ve rla y c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms in a  we b  o f intric a te  

inte rc o nne c ting  p a tte rns tha t ma y d e fy a tte mp ts to  mo d e l the m. No ne the le ss, 

va rio us the o rists ha ve  a tte mp te d  to  mo d e l c o mp le x syste ms, with the  re sult tha t 

suc h mo d e ls, whilst a c kno wle d g e d  to  b e  re p re se nta tio na l, d o  no t a c tua lly 

c o rre sp o nd  to  the  c o mp le x syste m the y p urp o rt to  mo d e l. Thus, a tte mp ts to  

mo d e l o rg a nisa tio ns b y fa d s fa il to  ta ke  the se  c o mp le xitie s into  a c c o unt. 

Non-universal 

Me a ning  syste ms a re  a n inte rp re tive  fra me wo rk fo r tho se  a p p lying  the  mo d e l – 

a nd  the  sub je c t o f the  mo d e l c a n find  d iffe re nt a p p lic a tio ns. The re fo re , the y a re  

no n-unive rsa l. Diffe re nt inte rp re ta tio ns b y o rg a nisa tio ns me a n tha t so me  fa d s will 

b e  a c c e p te d  a nd  imp le me nte d  d iffe re ntly. No  two  o rg a nisa tio ns c a n 

e xp e rie nc e  the  sa me  fa d  in the  sa me  wa y. This is b e c a use  suc h thing s a s 

a ttitud e s, o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture , b e lie fs a nd  va lue s tha t b ra nd  a  p a rtic ula r 

o rg a nisa tio n will ma ke  the  a p p lic a tio n o f the  inte rve ntio n a  d iffe re nt e xp e rie nc e  

fo r b o th the  o rg a nisa tio n (struc tura lly) a nd  the  e mp lo ye e s o f the  o rg a nisa tio n. 

The  no n-unive rsa l na ture  o f me a ning  syste ms me a ns tha t the  va ria tio n in 

imp le me nta tio n o f fa d s c a n o nly me a n lo ss o f sta b ility a nd  p e re nnia l, c o nsta nt 

c ha ng e  o n the  up sid e , a nd  c o nve rse ly c ha o s a nd  d ysfunc tio n whe re  a  fa d  is 

ina p p ro p ria te ly o r wro ng ly a p p lie d . 

Subjective 

In the  me c ha nistic  sc ie ntific  vie w o f kno wle d g e , la ws c o ntro l a ll mo ve me nt a nd  

und e rsta nd ing  o f struc ture , ma tte r a nd  fo rc e , inc lud ing  tho se  d e te rmining  the  

b e ha vio ur o f living  b e ing s a nd  the  la ng ua g e  a nd  ra tio na lity o f huma ns. 

‘ Sub je c tive ’  imp lie s tha t a ll this kno wle d g e  is, in the  Hume re a n se nse , fro m the  

p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r (d isc usse d  b e lo w). A me a ning  syste ms p e rsp e c tive  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s wo uld  se e  the m a s p ure ly sub je c tive . This is b e c a use  the  

inte rp re tive  fra me wo rk surro und ing  me a ning  syste ms is no t e a sily me a sure d , no r 

o b je c tive ly o b se rve d . O f c o urse , the  p o stmo d e rn vie w se e s sub je c tivity a s 

so c ia lly c o nstruc te d  a nd  ultima te ly influe nc e d  b y p o we r re la tio ns, whic h a lso  

a c c o rd s with the  p he no me no n o f fa d s. Also , a s C illie rs (1998) p o ints o ut, the  

p o st-struc tura l no tio n o f d e c o nstruc tio n o f the  rig id  b o rd e rs b e twe e n sc ie nc e  
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a nd  the o ry me a ns true  o b je c tivity is no  lo ng e r p o ssib le  a nd  the o ry sp ills o ve r into  

a ll le ve ls o f sc ie ntific  a c tivity (p . 87).  Altho ug h me a ning  syste ms a re  sub je c tive , 

wha t ma ke s the m so  is o ur e xp e rie nc e  o f the m. 

Depends on an observer perspective 

This fo llo ws fro m a nd  is c o nsiste nt with the  p re vio us e le me nt, in tha t the  p o sitio n 

o f the  o b se rve r is c ritic a l in a n und e rsta nd ing  o f a  p a rtic ula r me a ning  syste m. 

“ Ob se rving  is b o th the  ultima te  sta rting  p o int a nd  the  mo st fund a me nta l 

q ue stio n in a ny a tte mp t to  und e rsta nd  re a lity a nd  re a so n a s p he no me na  o f the  

huma n d o ma in”  (Ma tura na , 1988, p . 27). Q uite  o b vio usly, in te rms o f a  me a ning  

syste ms a p p ro a c h, ind ivid ua ls within o rg a nisa tio ns ma y re a c t d iffe re ntly to  the  

sa me  ma na g e me nt fa d , c a using  the  o rg a nisa tio n to  re a c t in no nline a r, no n-

sp e c ific  wa ys. The re fo re , the  a p p lic a tio n o f a  unive rsa l a p p ro a c h to  a d d re ssing  

o rg a nisa tio na l issue s, sinc e  suc h issue s invo lve  inte rp re ta tio n, a nd / o r the  p o sitio n 

o f the  o b se rve r, is the re fo re , no t fe a sib le . Mo re o ve r, "the  o b se rve r is the  so urc e  

o f a ll re a litie s a nd  e xiste nc e s a nd  c a n b ring  fo rth ma ny d iffe re nt le g itima te  

d o ma ins o f re a lity thro ug h the  o p e ra tio na l c o he re nc e s o f his p ra xis o f living " 

(Ke nny, 1985, a p p ro x. p . 12). Fo r e xa mp le , the re  a re  d iffe re nc e s in the  

p e rsp e c tive s a nd  the  p e rc e p tio n o f the  fa d  fro m the  c o nsulta nt g uru, e mp lo ye e  

a nd  mid d le  ma na g e me nt.  He nc e , the  inte rp la y b e twe e n the  fa d  a s a  c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste m a nd  its re la tio nship  with the  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l syste m a nd  its 

myria d  o f me a ning  syste ms is o f b e wild e ring  c o mp le xity.  Using  c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste ms thinking  to  unp a c k a nd  e ve n mo d e l the  b e ha vio ur o f a  fa d  will 

re q uire  the  c a p a c ity to  b ring  to g e the r e le me nts tha t wo uld  no t usua lly b e  

a sso c ia te d  in a n a na lysis. 

Rule-based symbol (language) system 

Ma na g e me nt fa d s d e p e nd  o n a  ra ng e  o f ling uistic  rule s in o rd e r fo r the m to  b e  

suc c e ssfully p ro mo te d . The se  rule s we re  d isc usse d  in p re vio us c ha p te rs 

(a llite ra tive  numb e r lists, c o mp le x c o nc e p ts re d uc e d  to  simple  c a tc hp hra se s, 

b uzzwo rd s, me mo ra b le  a nd  e a sily re p e a te d  slo g a ns, e tc .). This o f c o urse  is 

re la te d  to  the  d isc ussio n o f re p re se nta tio n, whic h a tte mp ts to  e xp la in ho w the  

wo rd s o f o ur la ng ua g e  o r the  struc ture s in o ur b ra in b e c o me  me a ning ful. As 

C illie rs (1998) p o ints o ut, “ p o st-struc tura lists d e ny the  tra nsp a re nc y o f la ng ua g e ”  

(p .15 ). This me a ns tha t De rrid a 's id e a  o f the  'me ta p hysic s o f p re se nc e ' c a n b e  

e ng a g e d  in suc h a na lysis b e c a use  the re  is no  o ne -to -o ne  c o rre sp o nd e nc e  

b e twe e n a  wo rd  a nd  its me a ning . The  te c hniq ue  o f ‘ d e c o nstruc tio n’  o ffe rs 

a no the r wa y o f und e rsta nd ing  re p re se nta tio na list fra me wo rks suc h a s 

ma na g e me nt fa d s, b ut the re  a re  limita tio ns to  this fra me wo rk a s it is a rg ua b le  
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whe the r the  e le me nts o f the  fra me wo rk a re  truly re p re se nta tio na l (to  a ll p la ye rs) 

in the  first p la c e . 

Legitimation of knowledge  

Fo r me a ning  syste ms to  e xist the re  must b e  c o lle c tive  a g re e me nt a b o ut wha t 

the y c o mp rise .  This a g re e me nt o r c o nse nsus the n must re fe r b a c k to  the  p o we r 

re la tio ns a nd  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n o f the  c o nc e p ts invo lve d .  Fo r e xa mp le , c e rta in 

kno wle d g e  is re q uire d  in o rd e r fo r the  ma na g e me nt fa d  to  b e  und e rsto o d , a nd  

ultima te ly b e  suc c e ssful. Kno wle d g e  o f suc h thing s a s the  b usine ss e nviro nme nt, 

ind ustria l re la tio ns, tra d itio na l wo rk p ra c tic e s o f a n o rg a nisa tio n, ho w the  

inte rve ntio n will wo rk with c urre nt o rg a nisa tio na l a rra ng e me nts, a nd  so  o n, is 

re q uire d  to  e nsure  the  fa d  c a n b e  a d o p te d  a nd  d iffuse d  a mo ng  o the r like  

o rg a nisa tio ns. Ho w c e rta in inte rve ntio ns wo rk the ir wa y thro ug h the  o rg a nisa tio n 

to  le g itima te  d o mina nt g ro ups (fo r e xa mp le , mid d le  ma na g e me nt), o r 

d ise nfra nc hise  o the r g ro up s (d isa d va nta g e d  g ro up s, unskille d  wo rke rs, e tc .) is 

a lso  p e rtine nt to  this d isc ussio n. Whe n c o nsulta nt g urus a tte mp t to  intro d uc e  

a no the r ma na g e me nt id e a  to  a n o rg a nisa tio n, it b e c o me s ve ry d iffic ult to  b le nd  

the  id e a s o f the  p re vio us fa d , a nd  inc o rp o ra te  the  inte rve ntio n o f the  ne w o ne . 

Thus, so me  ve ry fine -tune d  skills a re  re q uire d  to  b e g in the  p ro c e ss o f le g itima ting  

the  kno wle d g e .  

If we  se e  ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  me a ning  syste m, the re  a re  c e rta in thing s tha t 

we  just ‘ kno w’  will a ffe c t ho w suc c e ssful the  fa d  b e c o me s. This ma y me a n 

ma na g e me nt insisting  o n the  use  o f c e rta in la ng ua g e  p ro mo te d  b y the  fa d  in 

e ve ry d a y a p p lic a tio n, to  a ssure  the  fa d  d iffuse s thro ug ho ut the  o rg a nisa tio n. It 

ma y a lso  me a n p o ste rs a nd  o the r ma rke ting  ma te ria l a re  use d  to  p ro mo te  the  

fa d , se rving  a s c o nsta nt re mind e rs tha t fa d  a d o p tio n is no t o p tio na l a nd  c ha ng e  

is immine nt. This me a ns tha t so me  g ro up s will use  this kind  o f kno wle d g e  to  the ir 

a d va nta g e , a nd  o the rs will no t b e  a ffo rd e d  the  sa me  o p p o rtunity. In o the r 

wo rd s, use  o f la ng ua g e  a s a n instrume nt o f p o we r ha s the  a b ility to  imp ro ve  the  

p o sitio n o f tho se  who  a p p ly it suc c e ssfully, b ut d e trime nta lly a ffe c t tho se  who  

a re  e ithe r no t c a p a b le  o r a re  d e nie d  a c c e ss to  the  sa me  o p p o rtunitie s. Fo r 

e xa mp le , suc h inte rve ntio ns a s the  b a la nc e d  sc o re c a rd  will a ffo rd  mid d le  

ma na g e rs multip le  o p p o rtunitie s to  e ng a g e  the  la ng ua g e  o f ‘ trip le  b o tto m line  

re p o rting ’ , b ut a d ministra tive  sta ff, b y virtue  o f the ir func tio na l ta sks, a re  le ft o ut 

o f the  lo o p , simp ly b e c a use  the  la ng ua g e  is d iffic ult to  und e rsta nd  a nd  o fte n 

o b fusc a te s the  re a l issue s. The  re p o rting  re q uire me nts fo r trip le  b o tto m line  

a c c o unta b ility a re  sig nific a nt, le ng thy a nd  usua lly b a se d  o n a  fo rmula rise d  

a p p ro a c h. Sho uld  suc h a n inte rve ntio n b e  intro d uc e d , o nly tho se  with 

kno wle d g e  o f ho w to  p re p a re  a  sub missio n will b e  se e n a s 'e ffe c tive '; tho se  
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witho ut the  kno wle d g e  o r tho se  fro m who m kno wle d g e  is so ug ht to  c re a te  the  

ma in re p o rt wo uld  g e ne ra lly b e  se e n a s le ss imp o rta nt. 

Elements of truth and belief required to support  

Ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  me a ning  syste m re q uire  a ll p a rtic ipa nts to  e xe rc ise  

so me  d isc re tio n a b o ut the ir p e rso na l va lue  syste m. Mo st o fte n, ma na g e me nt 

fa d s a re  va lue s-d rive n, a nd  d e ma nd  tha t the ir sta ke ho ld e rs a d o p t so me  truth 

c la im; so me  e ve n re q uire  the  sta tus o f ‘ true  b e lie ve r’  (a n e xa mp le  is the  c a se  o f 

c o nsulta nt g uru To ny Ro b b ins who  c ha lle ng e s his fo llo we rs to  wa lk o n ho t c o a ls). 

This c a n link into  the  va lue s o f the  o rg a nisa tio n itse lf, p ro mo ting  its se rvic e s a nd  

p ro d uc ts a s the  fa d  re a c he s its d iffusio n p e a k. If the  e mp lo ye e 's b e lie f syste m 

d o e s no t a c c o rd  with the  va lue s o f the  ma na g e me nt fa d , the re  will b e  

d isturb a nc e s, a nd  if this p e rsists c o lle c tive ly o n a  la rg e -sc a le , fa ilure  o r c ha o s will 

e nsue  until the  fa d  is a b a nd o ne d . It is no t d iffic ult to  c o nc e ive  o f a n a ttitud ina l 

surve y to  c o nfirm this.  One  o f the  ke y sig ns tha t a  ma na g e me nt fa d  d o e s no t 

ha ve  wid e sp re a d  a c c o rd  with the  me a ning  syste ms o f e mp lo ye e s is inc re a sing  

a nd / o r hig h le ve ls o f c ynic ism. Alte rna tive ly, whe n the  fa d  is suc c e ssful, the  

va lue s e spo use d  b y the  fa d  will b e  c o nsiste nt (a t le a st fo r a  time ) with tha t o f the  

o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture . 

Values of the wider system supported and sustained 

The  p re vio us e le me nt a lso  o p e ra te s in re ve rse .  In o the r wo rd s, the  b ro a d e r 

so c io c ultura l syste m is le g itima te d  b y the  va lue s e spo use d  in the  ma na g e me nt 

fa d . Ma na g e me nt fa d s will no t fla unt the  rule s o f the  so c io c ultura l syste m tha t 

ma ke s the m suc c e ssful in the  first insta nc e . Ultima te ly the  suc c e ss o f the  fa d  a nd  

its g uru c o nsulta nts will d e p e nd  o n ho w a c c e p ting  the  wid e r so c ie ty is o f its 

te c hniq ue s. Altho ug h ma rke ting  stra te g ie s a c tive ly p ro mo te  fa d s, whe n b a d  

p ub lic ity sta rts the  c ha nc e  o f suc c e ss is no t o p timise d . Fa d s a lso  must sup p o rt 

the  c urre nt e c o no mic  a nd  p o litic a l milie u. Fo r e xa mp le , tho se  ma na g e me nt fa d  

g urus who  re g ula rly a p p e a r o n luc ra tive  US a nd  Euro p e a n c o rp o ra te  ta lk c irc uits 

so me time s witne ss so me  o f the ir b uzzp hra se s o r te c hniq ue s a p p lie d  to  o the r 

fie ld s o f e nd e a vo ur. A c o up le  o f e xa mp le s a re  wo rth me ntio ning . First, the  use  o f 

the  wo rd  ‘ le a rning ’ , d e rive d  fro m Pe te r Se ng e ’ s Le a rning  Org a nisa tio n. It se e ms 

fro m p a rtic ip a nt o b se rva tio n tha t the  wo rd  ‘ le a rning ’  ha s d iffuse d  to  inc lud e  

q uite  a  numb e r o f stra te g ie s d e a ling  with c o mmunic a tio n a nd / o r inte rp e rso na l 

issue s, to  the  e xte nt tha t the  wo rd  le a rning  ha s slipp e d  into  c o mmo n ve rna c ula r 

in so me  o rg a nisa tio ns – ‘ le a rning  c irc le s’ , ‘ le a rning  g ro up s’ , ‘ le a rning  te a ms’ , 

‘ le a d e rship  a nd  le a rning  c e ntre ’ , ‘ le a rning  stra te g ie s’  a nd  the  like . This o f c o urse  

g ive s the  wo rd  ‘ le a rning ’  sp e c ia l kud o s. Ano the r e xa mp le  is the  a c c e p ta nc e  o f 

so me  te c hniq ue s fro m o the r d isc ip line s (e sp e c ia lly fro m me d ic ine  o r 
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p syc ho lo g y) a s p a rt o f ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns in o rg a nisa tio ns. Ne uro  

ling uistic  p ro g ra mming  (NLP) te c hniq ue s, fo r e xa mp le , with the ir hig h fo c us o n 

p e rso na l g ro wth (using  suc h ‘ a c tivitie s’  a s hyp no sis,  wa lking  o n ho t c o a ls a nd  

milita ry-style  o rie nte e ring ), ha s d iffuse d  into  o rg a nisa tio ns, o fte n re p a c ka g e d  a s 

p ro g ra ms o r stra te g ie s fo r imp ro ve me nt o f suc h thing s a s se lf-e ste e m, 

inte rp e rso na l re la tio ns, b e tte r e xte rna l c lie nt-c usto me r re la tio nship s, a nd  so  o n. 

Suc h te c hniq ue s, o f c o urse , whilst p ro mo te d  a s so me thing  tha t imp ro ve s the  

o rg a nisa tio n’ s va lue s thro ug h sta ff e nric hme nt p ro g ra ms, d o  no t c a rry wa rning s 

a b o ut the  risks a sso c ia te d  with the ir a p p lic a tio n b y a ma te ur a rmc ha ir 

p syc ho lo g ists, who , a rg ua b ly, c a n p o te ntia lly use  c o nfid e ntia l info rma tio n in 

wa ys no t ne c e ssa rily inte nd e d  b y the  c re a to rs o f the  inte rve ntio n. G e ne ra lly, the  

fa d  will b e  sup p o rtive  o f a nd  e ve n p ro mo te  the  va lue s o f the  b ro a d e r 

so c io c ultura l syste m to  e nsure  its le g itima c y a nd  c urre nc y. 

Power-relations cause certain meaning systems to dominate others 

The  ma na g e me nt fa d  le g itima te s the  p o we r re la tio nship  b e twe e n the  

o rg a nisa tio n a nd  its e nviro nme nt, p a rtic ula rly o ve r its e mp lo ye e s. The  

re la tio nship s b e twe e n c e rta in c o mp o ne nts in the  me a ning  syste m a re  mo re  

ro b ust a nd  re silie nt tha n o the rs, re sulting  in p o we r shifts a nd  b ifurc a tio n p o ints a s 

the  syste m (ma na g e me nt fa d ) strug g le s fo r e q uilib rium. So me time s 

ma na g e me nt fa d s d isrup t the  e q uilib rium, d e lib e ra te ly shifting  the  b a la nc e  o f 

p o we r in a n o rg a nisa tio n. Eve n within the  fa d  itse lf, the re  c o uld  b e  o the r 

me a ning  syste ms c o mp e ting  fo r c o ntro l o f the  a g e nd a  fo r its imp le me nta tio n in 

a n o rg a nisa tio n. Fo r e xa mp le , re sista nc e  to  c e rta in inte rve ntio ns c o uld  o c c ur if 

the  o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture  is und e rmine d  o r b e little d  in so me  wa y. The re fo re , the  

mo re  suc c e ssful ma na g e me nt fa d s c a p ita lise  o n a nd  lo c k into  the  mo st 

d o mina nt me a ning  syste ms p re se nt in the  o rg a nisa tio n. The  re la tio nship  

b e twe e n me a ning  syste ms a nd  the  p o we r the y wie ld  is a  c o mp le x o ne , a nd  

mo st like ly o nly c a p a b le  o f b e ing  a na lyse d  b y p a insta king  d isc o urse  a na lysis o r 

suc h thing s a s mo d e lling  its imp a c ts thro ug h d istrib ute d  ne two rks. Po we r 

re la tio ns b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts o f the  me a ning  syste m o fte n ma nife st in c o nflic t, 

fo r e xa mp le , b e twe e n o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture  a nd  a  ne w struc ture  o r sup p ly 

c ha in a d justme nt. 

Networked to other meaning systems 

The  ma na g e me nt fa d  re q uire s c o nne c tio n to  the  o rg a nisa tio na l fra me wo rk a nd  

c a nno t e xist in a  va c uum. Altho ug h the  ma na g e me nt fa d  c o uld  re p re se nt o ne  

kind  o f me a ning  syste m (d isc ursive , va lue s, p o we r, e tc .), it is inva ria b ly 

c o nne c te d  to  o the r me a ning  syste ms fo r tho se  invo lve d  in its imp le me nta tio n. 

Fa d s a re  simp ly o ne  wa y o f p re se nting  a n id e a  o r stra te g y, o r g ro up  o f 
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stra te g ie s, fo r imp ro ve me nt to  a n o rg a nisa tio n. The  intric a te  p a tte rns o f 

c o nne c tio n tha t e xist in o rg a nisa tio ns wo uld  ind ic a te  tha t no  sing le  me tho d  is 

c a p a b le  o f a d d re ssing  future  unc e rta intie s; no  o ne  a p p ro a c h c o uld  b e  

c o nsid e re d  unive rsa lly a p p e a ling . Ho w the  fa d  mig ht b e  c o nne c te d  to  o the r 

c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms within so c ie ty a nd  a lso  ho w the y mig ht ha ve  e vo lve d  

is a lso  a n imp o rta nt p a rt o f a na lysing  the  suc c e ss o r o the rwise  o f the  fa d . 

Arg ua b ly, the  ne two rks a re  c e rta inly c a p a b le  o f b e ing  ma p p e d , a nd  in so me  

c a se s, e ve n mo d e lle d  (Ba ra b a si, 2003; Wa tts, 2003). 

 

7.3 Ma na g e me nt fa ds a s a  ne twork 

 

The  thinking  b e hind  the  sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks is re le va nt to  the  a na lysis o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s in tha t it o ffe rs a  ne a tly-p a c ka g e d  me tho d o lo g y fo r 

c ritiq ue . In e sse nc e , the  sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks se e s e a c h o f us a s p a rt o f 

la rg e  c luste rs, a  wo rld wid e  so c ia l ne t fo r whic h the re  a re  no  e xc e p tio ns. Fo r 

e xa mp le , a ltho ug h we  d o  no t kno w e ve ryo ne  o n the  p la ne t, a c c o rd ing  to  

the  p o p ula r the o ry, we  c a n b e  linke d  thro ug h o the rs, o r thro ug h so me thing  

we  a re  c o nne c te d  with, to  just a b o ut e ve ryo ne  e lse , tha t is, thro ug h the  'six 

d e g re e s o f se p a ra tio n'.   At the  ind ivid ua l le ve l, a c c o rd ing  to  Ba ra b á si 

(2003), the  ‘ six-d e g re e s o f se p a ra tio n’  linking  a  wo ma n fro m a  hill trib e  in 

the  Co ng o  to  the  Pre sid e nt o f the  Unite d  Sta te s, c a n in the  te c hno lo g ic a l 

a g e  b e  re d uc e d  to  fo ur. The  re a so n fo r the  re d uc tio n fro m six to  fo ur 

invo lve s the  c o nc e p ts o f 'hub s' a nd  'c o nne c to rs'. In a ny syste m, 

inte rlinka g e s b e twe e n no d e s c a n b e  ro b ust, a c c o unting  fo r the  a ttra c tio n 

to  'hub s': "Sp rinkle d  a mo ng  e ve ry wa lk o f life  … a re  a  ha nd ful o f p e o p le  

with a  truly e xtra o rd ina ry kna c k o f ma king  frie nd s a nd  a c q ua inta nc e s; the y 

a re  c o nne c to rs" (Ba ra b á si, 2003, p . 55). Co nne c to rs, Ba ra b á si (2003) se e s, 

p ro vid e  a n imp o rta nt so c ia l func tio n a s the y a re  re sp o nsib le  fo r tre nd -

se tting , fa d  d iffusing , re la tio nship  b uild ing  a nd  so  o n. On the  sc ie ntific  sid e , 

the  mo d e lling  tha t a c c o mp a nie s this the o ry d isp e ls the  vie w tha t so c ia l 

ne two rks a re  ra nd o m (Ba ra b á si, 2003, p p . 55-57).  

The  e a rlie r d isc ussio n o f G o ld ma n (1999) c a n a lso  b e  re c a lle d  who  p o sits 

tha t inste a d  o f ind ivid ua l ‘ kno we rs’  (a s with the  Ca rte sia n tra d itio n), the re  is 

a  g ro up  e ntity, o r so c io c ultura l ‘ c luste rs’ ). The  fo llo wing  g ra p hic  (Fig ure  5.6) 

re p re se nts the  inte ra c tio ns b e twe e n p ro te ins in ye a st.  Ba ra b á si (2003) use s 

this to  d e mo nstra te  the  no tio n o f c luste rs, no d e s a nd  hub s in o the r 

a p p lic a tio ns.  In this d ia g ra m, the  re d  no d e s a re  e sse ntia l p ro te ins, the ir 

surviva l c ritic a l fo r the  ne two rk, o ra ng e  a re  imp o rta nt, b ut no t e sse ntia l, 

g re e n a nd  ye llo w no d e s a re  o f le sse r imp o rta nc e . 
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This p ro vid e s a  use ful visua l ma p  o f ho w inte ra c tio ns mig ht wo rk b e twe e n 

p e o p le , whe re  c e rta in ind ivid ua ls a re  mo re  c o nne c te d  tha n o the rs, b e c a use  o f 

the ir la rg e  numb e r o f inte ra c tio ns.  In this g ra p hic , it c a n a lso  b e  o b se rve d  tha t 

hub s c a n a lso  b e  vulne ra b le .  Be c a use  hub s a re  c o nne c te d  to  ma ny o the r 

no d e s, the y ha ve  the  p o te ntia l to  b e  infe c te d  b y c o rrup te d  no d e s. Onc e  a  hub  

ha s b e e n infe c te d , it will p a ss the  virus to  nume ro us o the r site s, e ve ntua lly 

c o mp ro mising  o the r hub s, whic h will the n sp re a d  the  virus thro ug ho ut the  e ntire  

syste m. This c a n b e  c o mp a re d  to  the  sp re a d  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s thro ug ho ut 

the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld . 

 

 

 

Fig ure  7.1: Ne tworks, c luste rs, hubs, node s a nd viruse s  

(Ba ra b a si, 2003, p . 59) 

 

halla
This figure is not available online.  Please consult the hardcopy thesis available from the QUT Library
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Ba ra b á si (2003) a nd  Wa tts (2003) e a c h d e vo te  o ne  full c ha p te r to  the  stud y 

o f viruse s a nd  fa d s.  Why mig ht this b e  re le va nt in the  stud y o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s?  The  sp re a d  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s c a n b e  c o mp a re d  to  

the  sp re a d  o f viruse s.  If we  o ve rla y the  ne two rking  the o rie s o f Wa tts (2003) 

a nd  Ba ra b á si (2003), c e rta in hub s, no d e s a nd  c o nne c to rs se rve  to  spe e d  

up  the  p ro life ra tio n o f the  fa d  o r virus a nd  like wise  c e rta in p e o p le  o r e ve nts 

(fo r e xa mp le , the  c o lla p se  o f Enro n) ma y a lso  limit the  sp re a d  o f a  fa d . The ir 

d isc ussio ns a re  c o nsiste nt with Etto rre 's (1997) find ing s whic h p ro p o se s a  

b e ll-c urve  fo r the  a d o p tio n a nd  a b a nd o nme nt o f fa d s. Altho ug h Ba ra b á si 

(2003) use s slig htly d iffe re nt te rmino lo g y, the  id e a s o f the se  write rs a re  

simila r whe n it c o me s to  c o nc e p ts suc h a s 'thre sho ld s' in the  sp re a d  o f a  

fa d . The  thre sho ld  mo d e l d o e s no t a sc rib e  to  ra nd o mne ss, ra the r it 

p ro p o se s tha t d iffusio n o f inno va tio ns is a nything  b ut a rb itra ry: "Re c o g nizing  

tha t p a ssing  a  c ritic a l thre sho ld  is the  p re re q uisite  fo r the  sp re a d  o f fa d s 

a nd  viruse s wa s p ro b a b ly the  mo st imp o rta nt c o nc e p tua l a d va nc e  in 

und e rsta nd ing  sp re a d ing  a nd  d iffusio n" (Ba ra b a si, 2003, p . 131). Ba ra b á si's 

(2003) re se a rc h sho ws tha t whe re  hub s p re d o mina ntly fe a ture  in a  c o mp le x 

syste m, inno va tio n a nd  fa d s sp re a d  a c ro ss he te ro g e ne o us ne two rks.  

In te rms o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, this me a ns tha t the  suc c e ss a ttrib uta b le  to  

so me  o f the  fa d s d isc usse d  is c e rta inly no t ra nd o m, no r a re  fa d s b lind ly 

a c c e p te d  a s c la ime d  b y so me  the o rists. As d isc usse d , so me  ma na g e me nt 

fa d s a re  a d o p te d  b y o rg a nisa tio ns simp ly b e c a use  o f the ir suc c e ss (re c a ll 

Rig b y, 1997 a nd  Co llins, 2000), o r b e c a use  the  g uru c o nsulta nt is fa mo us 

(Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 1997; Cra ine r, 1998). O f c o urse , o the r 

the o rists a d o p t a  mo re  ra tio na l a p p ro a c h fo r the  up ta ke  o f fa d s. Fo r 

e xa mp le , Rig b y (1997), Co llins (2002) a nd  Huc zynski (1993, 1997) se e  tha t 

the  up ta ke  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s is d rive n b y c e rta in c ha ra c te ristic s o f fa d s 

o ffe ring  inte rve ntio ns fo r imp ro ve me nt tha t, fo r e xa mp le , ma y b e  simp ly 

a nd  q uic kly c o mmunic a te d  to  o rg a nisa tio ns. This a c c o rd s with the  

ne two rke d  a p p ro a c h, a c c o unting  fo r the  p re d o mina nc e  o f a c ro nyms, 

numb e r lists, g e ne ric  c la ims using  sing le  c o nc e p ts like  'le a d e rship ', 

'e xc e lle nc e ', 'inno va tio n', a nd  so  o n. Suc h wo rd s a c t a s hub s a nd  

c o nne c to rs fo r ma ny inte rve ntio ns, sup p o rting  the  p e rc e p tio n tha t 

e ng a g ing  stra te g ie s with suc h wo rd s in the  title  c a n a lmo st g ua ra nte e  so me  

me a sure  o f ‘ suc c e ss’ , a t le a st until the  ne xt hub  b e g ins to  a ttra c t a tte ntio n. 

Altho ug h the  te xts a nd  find ing s o f Ba ra b á si (2003) a nd  Wa tts (2003) a re  

simila r, Wa tts (2003) p ro p o se s a  mo re  ma the ma tic a l a p p ro a c h to  

d e mo nstra te  his ne two rk hyp o the se s, e ng a g ing  e mpiric a l stud ie s, c e llula r 

a uto ma ta  mo d e lling  me tho d o lo g ie s, a nd  so c io lo g ic a l to o ls suc h a s 
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p e rc o la tio n thre sho ld s. Wa tts (2003) use s the  no tio n o f 'p e rc o la tio n c luste rs' 

in a  wa y simila r to  Ba ra b á si’ s (2003) use  o f hub s a nd  c o nne c to rs. This a lso  

me a ns tha t b e c a use  the  hub s a nd  c o nne c to rs a re  the  mo st a ttra c tive  to  

no d e s, the y a re  a lso  the  mo st susc e p tib le  to  p o te ntia l we a kne ss:  

Iro nic a lly, the  vulne ra b ility o f sc a le -fre e  ne two rks to  a tta c k is d ue  to  e xa c tly 

the  sa me  p ro p e rty a s the ir a p p a re nt ro b ustne ss: in a  sc a le -fre e  ne two rk, the  

mo st c o nne c te d  no d e s a re  so  muc h mo re  c ritic a l to  o ve ra ll func tio na lity tha n 

the ir c o unte rp a rts in a  unifo rm ne two rk. The  o ve ra ll me ssa g e , the re fo re , is a n 

a mb ig uo us o ne : the  ro b ustne ss o f a  ne two rk is hig hly d e p e nd e nt o n the  

sp e c ific  na ture  o f the  fa ilure s, with ra nd o m a nd  ta rg e te d  fa ilure s o ffe ring  

d ia me tric a lly o p p o site  c o nc lusio ns. (Wa tts, 2003, p p . 191-192) 

This b uilt-in we a kne ss o f la rg e  syste ms ha s c o nse q ue nc e s fo r ma na g e me nt 

fa d s if we  c ho o se  to  a na lyse  the m in this wa y. The  mo re  p o p ula r 

inte rve ntio ns a re  mo re  a p t to  fa il, simp ly b e c a use  the ir sa tura tio n in the  

ma rke t sta tistic a lly inc re a se s the  c a p a c ity fo r the m to  b e  misa p p lie d . 

 

7.4 Synthe sising  the  pa ra dig ms: Comple x me a ning  syste ms a nd 

ma na g e me nt fa ds 

 

No w tha t the  fe a ture s o f ma na g e me nt fa d s ha ve  b e e n d isc usse d  a s b o th 

c o mp le x syste ms a nd  me a ning  syste ms, it is o p p o rtune  to  the o re tic a lly unite  

the se  c o nc e p ts into  wha t I ha ve  te rme d  “ c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms” . As we  

ha ve  se e n in the  p re c e d ing  d e sc rip tio ns, ma na g e me nt fa d s p e rfo rm in re g ula r, 

p re d ic ta b le  wa ys (a t le a st fo r a  time ), b ut c o nve rse ly e xhib it b e ha vio ur in whic h 

re g ula rity a nd  p re d ic ta b ility is lo st. The y a re  a lso  c a p a b le  o f c ha ng ing  o ve r time  

a nd , sinc e  the y a re  unsta b le , mo ve  furthe r a nd  furthe r a wa y fro m the ir sta rting  

c o nd itio ns. In o the r wo rd s, the y b e ha ve  a nd  p e rfo rm muc h like  a ny o the r 

c o mp le x so c io c ultura l p he no me na . Lo o king  a t ma na g e me nt fa d s in te rms o f a  

c o mp le x me a ning  syste m, ho we ve r, me a ns we  c a n intro d uc e  c ritic ism o f fa d s 

into  the  a na lysis. Fo r e xa mp le  Co llins (2000) se e s tha t muc h o f the  c ritiq ue  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s is limite d  a nd  inc o mp le te , b e c a use  it d o e s no t b uild  fro m a  

p ro p e rly c o he re nt a nd  the o re tic a lly g ro und e d  mo d e l o f ma na g ing  a nd  

o rg a nising  (p . 23), a nd  Burre ll (1989) a c c use s so me  mo re  we ll kno wn g urus 

(Ro sa b e th Ka ntne r a nd  To m Pe te rs) o f “ …e mp ha sising  a p p e a ra nc e , ima g e  a nd  

sup e rfic ia lity”  (p . 310). The se  c ritic isms, b e c a use  the y a d d  to  the  und e rsta nd ing  

o f fa d s a s a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, c a nno t b e  ig no re d  simp ly b e c a use  the y 

a re  no t p a rt o f a  p a rtic ula r fa d ’ s d isc o urse . One  o f the  ke y id e a s b e hind  

c o mp le x syste ms the o ry is tha t the  p a tte rns tha t c o nne c t c a n b e  o ve rt a nd  

o b se rve d , the  re la tio nship s b e ing  a t le a st a s impo rta nt a s the  e le me nts o f the  

syste m itse lf. Tha t fa d s a re  o fte n la b e lle d  a s sup e rfic ia l (Huc zynski, 1997; Rig b y, 
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1998; Ja c kso n, 2001; Co llins, 2001; Mille r e t a l, 2004) is p a rt o f the  d isc o urse  o f 

fa d s the mse lve s. 

Ea rlie r c ha p te rs d isc usse d  the  no tio n o f p e rc e p tio n a nd  wha t typ e s o f struc ture s 

g o ve rn p e rc e p tio ns. Be c a use  suc h struc ture s a re  fo rme d  fro m o ur so c ia l 

inte ra c tio n, the y a re  uniq ue  to  o ur o wn p e rsp e c tive . This me a ns the re  a re  a s 

ma ny me a ning  syste ms a s the re  a re  p e o p le . If the  me a ning  syste m we  mig ht 

c a ll ma na g e me nt fa d s is a na lyse d  und e r this mo d e l, the re  will b e  multip le  

ve rsio ns o f ho w the  ma na g e me nt fa d  a ffe c ts ind ivid ua ls a nd  the  o rg a nisa tio n 

itse lf. This e xp la ins why so me  the o rists a nd  p hilo so p he rs (fo r e xa mp le , Ka rl 

Po p p e r’ s no tio n o f o b je c tive  kno wle d g e ), se e  tha t so -c a lle d  p ure ly o b je c tive  

kno wle d g e  is imp o ssib le : the  o b se rve r is no t a p a rt fro m the  p he no me na  he  o r 

she  o b se rve s, a nd  unive rsa ls a re  p ro b le ma tic . O f c o urse , ma ny fa d s tra d e  o n this 

te c hniq ue , p lug g ing  the  inte rve ntio n into  va lue  a nd  me a ning  syste ms c o mmo n 

to  the  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l syste m (fo r e xa mp le , the  ne e d  to  b e lo ng , to  b e  

inc lud e d , to  b e  suc c e ssful, to  b e  e thic a l, a nd  so  o n). The  c o nsulta nt g urus 

p ro mo ting  ma na g e me nt fa d s d o  so  b y ma king  the  fa d  a s re p re se nta tive  o f the  

b ro a d e r va lue s o f the  c o mmunity a s p o ssib le , so  tha t a ny va ria tio ns in the  

p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve rs a re  re d uc e d . An e xa mp le  o f this wo uld  b e  the  use  o f 

‘ trip le  b o tto m line ’  a c c o unta b ility b y p ub lic  se c to r o rg a nisa tio ns. Stra te g ie s tha t 

p ursue  e nviro nme nta l, so c ia l a nd  e c o no mic  o b je c tive s c a n ra re ly b e  a rg ue d  

with in the  p ub lic  a re na . Whe re  suc h a n inte rve ntio n b o rd e rs o n b e ing  a  fa d  is in 

the  a mo unt o f justific a tio n re q uire d , whic h in the  c a se  o f ‘ trip le  b o tto m line ’  

a c c o unta b ility, is sig nific a nt. 

Ho we ve r, sinc e  the re  is “… no  unifie d  fie ld  o f c o mp le xity the o ry, b ut ra the r a  

numb e r o f d iffe re nt fie ld s with intrig uing  p o ints o f re se mb la nc e , o ve rla p  o r 

c o mp le me nta rity” , the  a p p lic a tio n o f c o mp le x syste ms is c ha ra c te rise d  b y a  

multifa c e te d  a p p ro a c h (Ro se nhe a d , 1998, p . 2). As I ha ve  a lre a d y o utline d , 

e xp la ining  the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s in te rms o f c o mp le x syste ms 

b e ha vio ur me a ns tha t a  ra ng e  o f e xte rna l a nd  inte rre la te d  p a tte rns o f 

c o nne c tio n is intro d uc e d  into  the  a na lysis inc lud ing  the ir c ritic a l a na lysis. 

Co mp le xity e me rg e s a s a  re sult o f p a tte rns o f d yna mic  inte ra c tio n b e twe e n the  

e le me nts o r c o mp o ne nts; this no w must inc lud e  suc h thing s a s va lue s, b e lie f, 

a nd  me a ning . G ive n the  c ha ra c te ristic s o f c o mp le x syste ms o utline d  e a rlie r in 

this the sis, if we  b ro a d ly think o f a  me a ning  syste m a s a  c o lle c tio n o f id e a s, 

va lue s, b e lie fs a nd  a ttitud e s fro m the  p o int o f vie w o f the  o b se rve r, the n the  

inte rp la y a nd  c o nne c tivity b e twe e n the se  a sp e c ts b e ha ve s a s a  c o mp le x 

syste m.  

Ap p lying  the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms to  ma na g e me nt fa d s re q uire s 

a n und e rsta nd ing , no t o nly o f ho w the  o utwa rd  a p p e a ra nc e s o f ma na g e me nt 
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fa d s a re  inte rp re te d , b ut a lso  ho w the  va lue s a nd  b e lie fs imp a c t o n a c ta nts 

(me mb e rs o f a n o rg a nisa tio n) a nd  ho w the  c a rrie rs (ma na g e me nt g urus, 

p ro mo te rs) inte ra c t a nd  p ro vid e  p a tte rns tha t we  ma y fo llo w. Thinking  a b o ut the  

ma na g e me nt fa d  a s p a rt o f a  p ro c e ss, ra the r tha n simp ly a  p he no me no n tha t 

e xists, se e s the m no t o nly the  re sult o f a  se rie s o f suc c e ssful, o r luc ra tive , 

o rg a nisa tio na l inte rve ntio ns, b ut a s the ir o wn c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, 

c o nne c te d  to  the  myria d  o f o the r so c ia l p he no me na  tha t ma ke  up  o ur 

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse .  In o the r wo rd s, se e ing  fa d s a s p a rt o f a  p ro c e ss, 

ra the r tha n d e sc rib ing  wha t the y're  ma d e  o f, p ro vid e s o nto lo g ic a l insig hts into  

the ir d e ve lo p me nt, struc ture  a nd  ho w the y func tio n. This re fle c ts the  re la tio nship  

b e twe e n sub sta nc e  a nd  ma tte r; p a tte rn a nd  fo rm. Esse ntia lly, we  a re  a p p lying  

the  d isc o urse  o f c o mp le x syste ms thinking  to  a n id e o lo g ic a l/ me a ning  sc he ma  in 

muc h the  sa me  wa y a s a p p lying  it to  a  p hysic a l/ b io lo g ic a l syste m.     

Using  the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms a nd  the  p ro c e ss o utline d  in the  

fig ure  b e lo w (Fig ure  7.1), I will the o re tic a lly ma p  o ut the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n 

fo rm a nd  sub sta nc e  fo r the  p he no me no n we  c a ll ma na g e me nt fa d s. In o rd e r to  

a c hie ve  this, I will d isc uss e a c h o f the  p ha se s in turn, e nsuring  the  o b se rva tio ns 

ma d e  a t the  e nd  o f the  p re vio us c ha p te r a re  a d d re sse d :   

• Ma na g e me nt fa d s le g itima te  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

• Ma na g e me nt g uru sta tus is a  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n. 

• The  p he no me no n o f fa d s is no t ne c e ssa rily c o nfine d  to  the  fie ld  o f 

ma na g e me nt, b ut is symp to ma tic  o f muc h wid e r so c ia l, c ultura l a nd  

p o litic a l c ha ng e s (Ja c kso n, 2001, p p . 2-3).  

• Burre ll’ s (1989) p re d ic tio n tha t the  g urus will mo ve  c o nte mp o ra ry 

ma na g e me nt the o ry fro m a  p re mo d e rnist p ha se  to  a  p o stmo d e rnist 

p ha se  furthe r d e mo nstra te s the  c o nne c tio ns b e twe e n o rg a nisa tio na l 

b e ha vio ur a nd  the  wid e r so c ia l wo rld . 

The  d isc ussio n will a lso  turn to wa rd s ho w ma na g e me nt fa d s c a n b e  d e sc rib e d  

a s a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m. To  furthe r this d isc ussio n, the  fig ure  tha t d e sc rib e s 

the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m fra me wo rk, intro d uc e d  in Cha pte r 4, is 

re p ro d uc e d  he re .  
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Fig ure  7.2: The  six- pha se  mode l of c omple x me a ning  syste ms 

 

Pha se  1 – Cha o s 

The  first p ha se  usua lly ma rks the  b irth o f the  fa d  a nd  is o fte n c ha ra c te rise d  b y 

turb ule nc e  a nd  unc e rta inty in the  e xte rna l so c ia l, e c o no mic  a nd  p o litic a l 

e nviro nme nt. The re  is muc h info rma tio n, b ut little  c o o rd ina tio n o f kno wle d g e  

a nd  und e rsta nd ing  o f its lo ng  te rm imp a c t. If o rg a nisa tio ns a re  linke d  into  ho w 

the  me a ning  syste ms o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  o p e ra te , the ir 

ma na g e me nt will b e  a wa re  o f the  ne e d s o f the  o rg a nisa tio n ra the r tha n 

jumping  o n the  first fa d  b a nd wa g o n tha t c o me s a lo ng . The  ke y the me  in this 

p ha se  is unp re d ic ta b ility, whic h c a n so me time s a pp e a r a s c ha o s. Ho we ve r, just 

b e c a use  syste ms a re  d e sc rib e d  a s c ha o tic , it d o e s no t me a n a  la c k o f o rd e r. It 

simp ly me a ns tha t o rd e r is hid d e n, a nd  ma yb e  o b fusc a te d  b e c a use  o f e xtre me  

fluc tua tio ns in p e rc e p tio ns a b o ut the  e xte rna l e nviro nme nt. Just a s a b se nc e  o f 

info rma tio n c a n b e  c ha o tic , so  to o  c a n a n e xc e ss o f info rma tio n b e  d a ma g ing  

to  a n o rg a nisa tio n se a rc hing  fo r a n inte rve ntio n. 

As we  ha ve  le a rne d  fro m tho se  re se a rc hing  in the  a re a , the  suc c e ss o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s d e p e nd s o n the ir ra te  o f up ta ke  a nd  the  wa y the y a re  
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p e rc e ive d  b y the  b usine ss c o mmunity (Huc zynski, 1997; Rig b y, 1998; Ja c kso n, 

2001; Co llins, 2001; Mille r e t a l, 2004). Thus, suc c e ssful ma na g e me nt fa d s must 

o ffe r no t o nly suc c e ss thro ug h c ha ng e , b ut a lso  sta b ility in the  fa c e  o f c ha ng e . 

Ta king  the  id e a  o f sta b ility in c o mp le x syste ms a  little  furthe r, the re  a re  e sse ntia lly 

thre e  ke y ‘ zo ne s’  tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s e xp lo it. First, mo st inte rve ntio ns will b e  

a b le  to  re la te  to  c urre nt b e st p ra c tic e , re fine me nt o f wha t c urre ntly wo rks (e ve n 

if it se e ms ‘ o ld  fa shio ne d ’ ) a nd  the y must, o f c o urse , e xp lo it the  o rg a nisa tio na l 

ne two rk. Exp lo iting  the  o rg a nisa tio na l ne two rk me a ns, fo r insta nc e , tha t fa d s 

must p lug  into  a c c e p te d  b usine ss p ra c tic e  o f the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld . The y must 

ta ke  a c c o unt o f suc h thing s a s p ro fit ma rg ins, ind ustria l re la tio ns, c o rp o ra te  ta x 

la ws, g lo b a lise d  e c o no mie s, a nd  ma rke t sha re . (Fo r e xa mp le , b usine sse s must 

a d he re  to  c o rp o ra te , ta x a nd  ind ustria l la ws.  This me a ns ma na g e me nt fa d s 

must a dvo c a te  a nd  p ro mo te  a n a c c e p ta b le  zo ne  o f sta b ility.  

Se c o nd , d e p e nd ing  o n ho w re vo lutio na ry the  id e a , ma na g e me nt fa d s must 

a lso  a d vo c a te  a  zo ne  o f insta b ility, o r o ffe r so me thing  ne w a nd  e ve n e xc iting  to  

the ir a ud ie nc e . Disrup tio n in this zo ne  ha s the  p o te ntia l to  c a use  se ve re  

insta b ility – a nd  e ve n c ha o s – if a n inte rve ntio n is imp le me nte d  inc o rre c tly o r 

inc o mp e te ntly. Ho we ve r, mo stly wha t c o unts a s insta b ility is simp ly a  ne w ta ke  

o n a n o ld  id e a . So me  ma na g e me nt fa d s, suc h a s TQM, a d vo c a te  o nly a  

ma rg ina l zo ne  o f insta b ility, while  o the rs – b a la nc e d  sc o re c a rd , kno wle d g e  

ma na g e me nt a nd  Busine ss Pro c e ss Re e ng ine e ring  a re  e xa mp le s – e xp e nd  

sig nific a nt e ne rg y in o rd e r fo r the m to  b e  c o nsid e re d  imp le me nte d  in a n 

o rg a nisa tio n. The y a re  la rg e -sc a le  o rg a nisa tio na l inte rve ntio ns whic h c a n a ffe c t 

suc h thing s a s o rg a nisa tio na l c ulture . Thus, e ntro p y b e c o me s a  fe a ture  o f 

imp le me nta tio n o f suc h fa d s, b o th info rma tio na l e ntro p y (c ha ra c te rise d  b y 

d ive rsity o r va rie ty), a nd  p hysic a l e ntro p y (c ha ra c te rise d  b y d iso rd e r a nd  c ha o s) 

c a n b e  p re se nt d uring  the  p ha se s o f the  fa d , p a rtic ula rly in Pha se  1 – Cha o s. 

Fina lly, the re  is the  zo ne  b e twe e n sta b ility a nd  insta b ility, so me time s re fe rre d  to  

a s the  ‘ e d g e  o f c ha o s’ . This is whe re  b o und e d  sta b ility a nd  insta b ility fa c e  o ff – 

whe re  the  unp re d ic ta b ility o f sp e c ific  b e ha vio ur within a  p re d ic ta b le  g e ne ra l 

struc ture  o f b e ha vio ur b e c o me s virtua lly imp o ssib le  to  se p a ra te , muc h le ss 

d e fine . Be fo re  we  ha d  c o mp le x syste ms to  he lp  ma p  this te rrito ry, the  typ e  o f 

b e ha vio ur tha t c ha ra c te rise s ma na g e me nt fa d s (a s a  c o lle c tive ) wa s p ut d o wn 

to  e ithe r ra nd o mne ss (whe re  the  re la tio nship s b e twe e n ine xp lic a b le  va ria tio n 

p ro b a b ilitie s a re  no t e xp lo re d ), o r ‘ the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse ’  (the  

ne the rwo rld  o f la ws a nd  c o d e s g o ve rning  the  b e ha vio ur o f so c ia l p he no me na ).  
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Fig ure  7.3: Bounde d sta bility c a pture d in the  mome nt 

 

Fig ure  7.2 d e p ic ts the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n sta b le  a nd  unsta b le  sta te s c a p ture d  

in the  mo me nt o f b o und e d  sta b ility, o r e q uilib rium. Whe n we  e xa mine  this 

mo me nt fro m the  p e rsp e c tive  o f the  sta b le  zo ne , a ny va ria tio ns p re se nt 

b e c o me  a p p a re nt whe n we  c a lc ula te  the  size  o f the  b a se . The  mo re  sta b le  the  

b a se , the  mo re  sta b le  the  struc ture  o ve r time . If the  b a se  sta rts to  d e c a y o r 

d isa p p e a r, the  sta b ility o f the  who le  syste m will b e  je o p a rd ise d . The  zo ne  o f 

insta b ility, re p re se nte d  b y the  sp he re , is c a p a b le  o f b e ing  influe nc e d  b y thre e  

d ime nsio ns. This d ia g ra m re p re se nts the  situa tio n whe re  the  fo rc e s X a nd  Y a re  

e q ua l. X a nd  Y c o me  fro m the  c o mp e ting  se t o f id e a s, va lue s a nd  kno wle d g e  

fa c e d  b y a n o rg a nisa tio n.  The  c a p a c ity o f the  sta b le  sta te  to  influe nc e  the se  

fo rc e s (d a she d  line s) will d e te rmine  whe the r the re  is turb ule nc e  a nd  the  e d g e  o f 

c ha o s is in a  c o nsta nt sta te  o f fluc tua tio n - fo r e xa mp le , the  d e c isio n to  p riva tise  

o r no t to  p riva tise , whe the r e mp o we rme nt is mo re  b e ne fic ia l tha n g iving  up  

c o ntro l, o r the  p o litic a l influe nc e s b ro ug ht to  b e a r o n a  p ub lic  se c to r 

o rg a nisa tio n. This sta b le  sta te  c a n e q ua lly re fe r to  a  sma ll p a rt o f the  

o rg a nisa tio n, o r e ve n o ne  d e c isio n tha t mig ht a ffe c t the  e ntire  o rg a nisa tio n.  If 

we  ta ke  the  e xa mp le  o f va lue s a nd  d e c isio n-ma king  fro m this p e rsp e c tive , this 

me a ns tha t fo r e ve ry d e c isio n to  b e  ma d e , the re  is a  d ia me tric a lly-o p p o se d  

a lte rna tive  (a nd  the  ra ng e  o f 'p o ssib le s' in b e twe e n). Altho ug h the  a rro ws 

re p re se nt o nly two  d ime nsio ns o f influe nc e , the  third  d ime nsio n is ma nife ste d  in 

the  ma ss o f the  sp he re  itse lf. The  sp he re  is use d  b e c a use  the re  is a  mo me nt in 

time  a t whic h the  unsta b le  zo ne  c a n b e  c a p ture d . The  la rg e r a nd  mo re  

unp re d ic ta b le  the  sp he re , the  mo re  influe nc e  fa c to rs o p e ra ting  within the  e d g e  
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o f c ha o s ha ve . The  mo re  the  fo rc e s a re  b a la nc e d , the  mo re  sta b le  the  e ntire  

struc ture , a nd  the  mo re  p re d ic ta b le  it b e c o me s o ve r time . This a lso  me a ns tha t 

a s the  ma ss o f the  sp he re  (unsta b le  zo ne ) re d uc e s, the  b a se  o f the  p yra mid  

(sta b le  zo ne ) ma y inc re a se , c a using  o nly mino r d isrup tio ns to  the  e d g e  o f c ha o s. 

Bro a d ly, syste ms b e ha vio ur is d ivid e d  into  two  zo ne s se p a ra te d  b y the  e d g e  o f 

c ha o s. G e ne ra lly, the  sta b le  zo ne  sup p o rts a nd  ho use s the  p re d ic ta b le  

b e ha vio ur o f the  syste m. Ho we ve r, the  unsta b le  zo ne  is the  o ne  whic h ultima te ly 

d e te rmine s the  b e ha vio ur o f the  syste m, b e c a use  it is c o nsta ntly shifting  a nd  

mo ving  in re sp o nse  to  a  myria d  o f fa c to rs. If the re  is minima l d isturb a nc e , the  

sta b le  zo ne  will p re va il; ho we ve r, if the re  is sig nific a nt d isturb a nc e  (multip le  

fo rc e s), the  e d g e  o f c ha o s will b e  re a c he d  a nd  the  syste m will c o lla p se . If the  

c o nd itio ns o f the  sta b le  zo ne  influe nc e  the  unsta b le  zo ne  (fe e d b a c k lo o p s 

c la rify re la tio nships), the  e d g e  o f c ha o s ma y ne ve r b e  re a c he d , o r if it is, ma y 

o nly b e  a tta ine d  mo me nta rily. Sta b le  b e ha vio ur is usua lly o nly mo me nta ry in 

c o mp le x syste ms; the  d ia g ra m (Fig ure  7.2) re p re se nts the  p ha se  tra nsitio n – 

whe re  sta b ility a nd  insta b ility ha ve  re a c he d  a  p o int o f e q uilib rium. If we  lo o k a t 

c o mp le x syste ms fro m this p e rsp e c tive , the  no tio n o f ra nd o mne ss te nd s to  

e va p o ra te  in the  mid st o f a ll the  p o ssib le  o utc o me s. In this mo d e l, e le me nts fro m 

the  e d g e  o f c ha o s c a n mig ra te  to  e ithe r the  sta b le  zo ne  o r the  unsta b le  zo ne . 

Onc e  we  a re  a wa re  o f this re la tio nship , b e ing  a b le  to  d e te rmine  the  na ture  a nd  

stre ng th o f the  e le me nts invo lve d  in the se  thre e  sta te s se e s tha t we  ma y no  

lo ng e r vie w wha t a c tua lly ha p p e ns a s so me  kind  o f ra nd o m a c tio n a mo ng  

p o ssib le  o utc o me s.   

Ca use  a nd  e ffe c t is no  lo ng e r line a r b e c a use  the re  a re  infinite  va ria tio ns in the  

va lue s a nd  the  p re se nc e  o f c a usa l fa c to rs. Vie wing  the  b e ha vio ur o f c o mp le x 

syste ms und e r this mo d e l, the  no tio n o f ra nd o mne ss is re d uc e d , b e c a use  the  

p ro b a b ilitie s o f inte rc o nne c tio n o f re la tio nship s b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts in the  

syste m a re  e xp o se d  a nd  c a n b e  p o te ntia lly ma p p e d . The  se e ming ly fo rmle ss 

ra nd o m b e ha vio urs a re  c o mp le x a nd  irre g ula r, b ut the y a re  no  lo ng e r 

ine xp lic a b le . The re  a re  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n, a nd  whe n the se  p a tte rns a re  

ma p p e d , the ir tra je c to rie s e xhib it p re d ic ta b le  b e ha vio urs within a  ra ng e  o f 

c o nc e iva b le  p ro b a b ilitie s. The  p a tte rn o f tra je c to rie s, te rme d  ‘ stra ng e  

a ttra c to rs’  is e xhib ite d  in the  b e ha vio ur o f a ll c o mp le x syste ms. Stra ng e  

a ttra c to rs a re  d iffe re nt fro m sta b le  a ttra c to rs whe re  the  syste m re a c ts in a  mo re  

p re d ic ta b le  wa y if d isturb e d . 
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Fig ure  7.4: Re la tionship be twe e n sta ble  a nd unsta ble  sta te s 

 

Ta king  the  e xa mp le  o f a  sta b le  sta te  in Fig ure  7.2 a  ste p  furthe r, we  c a n se e  in 

Fig ure  7.3 tha t the  sta b le  zo ne  a nd  the  unsta b le  zo ne  c o mp e te  fo r c o ntro l o f the  

e d g e  o f c ha o s, whe re  e le me nts fro m the  e d g e  o f c ha o s c a n me rg e  into  e ithe r 

the  sta b le  a nd  unsta b le  zo ne s. The  sta b le  zo ne  c o nta ins c o mmo n e le me nts o f 

the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld  tha t a ll o rg a nisa tio ns wo uld  b e  e xp o se d  to : suc h thing s a s 

c o rp o ra te  la ws, p ro fit, tra d itio na l b usine ss p ra c tic e s, ind ustria l re la tio ns, b usine ss 

e d uc a tio n. The  unsta b le  zo ne  re la te s to  suc h thing s a s c ha ng e  ma na g e me nt, 

ne w le a rning  o p p o rtunitie s, b usine ss e thic s, vo la tile  ma rke ts, kno wle d g e  sha ring , 

g lo b a lisa tio n, c ha ng ing  te c hno lo g y, sha re d  ne two rks, a nd  c o mmunity 

e ng a g e me nt. Esse ntia lly, the  sta b le  zo ne  is o ne  tha t is re la tive ly fixe d , a nd  

a p p lie s to  mo st o rg a nisa tio ns; c ha ng e s in this zo ne  a re  inc re me nta l, a nd  

g e ne ra lly p la nne d . The  sta b le  zo ne  ha s e me rg e d  o ve r time  a s a  re sult o f the  

e d g e  o f c ha o s a nd  the  zo ne  o f insta b ility c o mp e ting  fo r d o mina nc e . The  

e le me nts in the  sta b le  zo ne  ha ve  b e e n a c c e p te d , le g itimise d , a nd  ro utinise d  a s 

usua l a nd  la wful c o rp o ra te  o r b usine ss p ra c tic e  – the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  

o f the  b usine ss wo rld .  

By c o ntra st, e le me nts tha t mig ht ma ke  up  the  unsta b le  zo ne  a re  vo la tile , 

turb ule nt a nd  me ssy; o rg a nisa tio ns tha t d o  no t e mb ra c e  the  e sse ntia l id e a s 
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e me rg ing  fro m the  inte ra c tio n o f b o th zo ne s risk b e ing  p o sitio ne d  b a c k a t the  

e d g e  o f c ha o s. Ele me nts in the  unsta b le  zo ne  a re  no t ne c e ssa rily c o mmo n to  a ll 

o rg a nisa tio ns, a nd  a re  no t in the  sa me  q ua ntum. Fo r e xa mp le , a ll o rg a nisa tio ns 

must a b id e  b y ta x la ws, b ut no t a ll o rg a nisa tio ns ma y fully c o mmit to  kno wle d g e  

sha ring . Ma ny fa d s, fo r e xa mp le , d o wnp la y the  typ e s o f e le me nts tha t e me rg e  

fro m the  e d g e  o f c ha o s, a nd  fo c us o n the  e le me nts in the  unsta b le  sta te s. This 

a ffe c ts the  life -c yc le  o f the  fa d , a nd  a ltho ug h suc h fa c to rs will no t lo o m la rg e  in 

the  life  o f the  o rg a nisa tio n, the y c o ntrib ute  suc h thing s a s c o rp o ra te  va lue s, a n 

imp o rta nt re q uire me nt fo r suc c e ss a nd  re le va nc e  o f the  o rg a nisa tio n. In 

a d d itio n, fa c to rs tha t e me rg e  fro m the  e d g e  o f c ha o s c a n a lso  b e  se e n a s 

stra ng e  a ttra c to rs.  

Sc ie ntific  the o ry b e hind  stra ng e  a ttra c to rs se e s the ir struc ture s a s d yna mic a l, 

whe re  the  va lue  o f va ria b le s is fo re ve r c ha ng ing . Ye t, the ir fo rm is sta tic , a s 

re p re se nte d  in the  Lo re nz Attra c to r a nd  the  Ma nd e lb ro t se t o f a ttra c to rs4. 

Esse ntia lly this me a ns the re  is a  d ime nsio n o f p re d ic ta b ility fo r stra ng e  a ttra c to rs 

(a t le a st in sta tistic a l te rms), p a rtic ula rly in re la tio n to  the ir re p re se nta tio n within 

the  p a tte rn o f re la tio nship s. Using  the  ide a  o f stra ng e  a ttra c to rs c o uld  p ro vid e  a  

g ra p hic a l re p re se nta tio n o f the  b e ha vio ur o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, tha t is, if we  

c a re  to  a p p ly me tho d s fo und  in the  va rio us stre a ms o f c o mp le xity ma the ma tic s. 

Ho we ve r, wha t wo uld  this te ll us?  It wo uld  no t ne c e ssa rily info rm us a b o ut ho w a  

so c io c ultura l p he no me no n like  ma na g e me nt fa d s lo c ks into  the  p re va iling  

c o mmo n se nse  o f the  re st o f the  so c io c ultura l syste m. It wo uld  no t te ll us a b o ut 

the  id e a tio na l sc he ma , the  p o we r re la tio ns, the  e vo lutio n o f id e a s tha t ha ve  

c a use d  p a rtic ula r suite s o f ma na g e me nt fa d s to  e xist in the  first p la c e , a nd , 

mo st imp o rta ntly, we  wo uld  b e  no ne  the  wise r a b o ut ho w the  ma na g e me nt fa d  

b e ha ve s a s a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m. To  re ite ra te , it is no t the  inte ntio n o f this 

the sis to  p ro vid e  so me  fo rmula rise d  a p p ro a c h to  the  und e rsta nd ing  o f a nd  

p re d ic tio n a b o ut p a rtic ula r ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  ho w the y c a n b e  

d iffe re ntia te d  fro m le g itima te  ma na g e me nt the o ry. Ra the r, the  p urp o se  is to  

e xp la in ma na g e me nt fa d s in te rms o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, a nd  te st 

whe the r the  sa me  the o risa tio n c a n b e  a p p lie d  to  o the r so c io c ultura l 

p he no me na .  

Prima ry re se a rc h into  the  up ta ke  a nd  a b a nd o nme nt o f ma na g e me nt fa d s (se e  

e sp e c ia lly Etto rre , 2000; Huc zynski, 1997; Rig b y, 1999; Ja c kso n, 2002; a nd  Co llins, 

2001), sho ws tha t the  re a so n ma na g e me nt fa shio ns (e ve n le g itima te  

ma na g e me nt the o rie s) turn into  fa d s c o nc e rns the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n the  

                                                 
4
 Re fe r to  the  we b site s o f Chris Luc a s (http :/ / www.c a lre sc o .o rg ) a nd  Fra nc is He ylig he n 

(http :/ / p e spmc 1.vub .a c .b e / REFERPCP.html. a nd  / **/ INDEXASC.html) fo r full g lo ssa ry o f syste ms 

the o ry te rms a nd  c o mple x syste ms mo d e lling  to o ls. 
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ra te  o f up ta ke  ve rsus the  ra te  o f a b a nd o nme nt5. Q uite  o b vio usly, o rg a nisa tio ns 

d o  no t imp le me nt a n inte rve ntio n the y kno w is g o ing  to  fa il. It is p ro p o se d  tha t to  

a vo id  this, a n und e rsta nd ing  o f the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n sta b le  sta te s a nd  

unsta b le  sta te s in the  o rg a nisa tio n sho uld  fo rm p a rt o f the  imp le me nta tio n 

stra te g y itse lf, p a rtic ula rly in re la tio n to  e va lua tio n to o ls. The  re a so ns 

o rg a nisa tio ns ta ke  o n a  p a rtic ula r inte rve ntio n sho uld  b e  a sse sse d  in te rms o f 

ho w inte rve ntio ns mig ht a ffe c t sta b le  a re a s o f the  o rg a nisa tio n.  Be ing  a b le  to  

a c c ura te ly ma p  the  re la tio nship s b e twe e n wha t the  fa d  p ro mise s to  e le me nts o f 

sta b ility will a ssist the  fa d 's lo ng e vity in a n o rg a nisa tio n. 

 

Pha se  2 – Co mp le xity 

In Pha se  2 o f the  p ro c e ss it is re c o g nise d  tha t info rma tio n surro und ing  the  fa d  

b e c o me s c o nne c te d  to  the  wid e r so c io c ultura l syste m. It c a n a lso  b e  no te d  

fro m Fig ure  7.3 tha t c o mp o ne nts a t the  e d g e  o f c ha o s a re  a lso  me a ning  

syste ms ra the r tha n func tio na l c o nstruc ts. The  d iffe re nc e  b e twe e n c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste ms a nd  func tio na l c o nstruc ts lie s in the  d ime nsio n o f c o mp le xity 

a nd  links with b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l syste m va lue s. Me a ning  syste ms, a s 

d isc usse d  in Cha p te r 4, e mb o d y multiva ria te  p e rsp e c tive s a nd  c a nno t b e  

d e fine d  using  simp le  o r line a r lo g ic . Esse ntia lly, me a ning  syste ms a re  c o mp le x 

syste ms o f und e rsta nd ing s, with the ir und e rlying  p re mise  b a se d  o n suc h thing s a s 

e p iste mo lo g y, p o we r, re la tio ns a nd  va lue s, fro m the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r. 

He nc e , the re  a re  a s ma ny va ria tio ns o r inte rp re ta tio n o f the se  the me s, o r 

c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, a s the re  a re  p e o p le . Sinc e  the re  is no  suc h thing  a s 

va lue -fre e  p e rsp e c tive s o f so c ie ty, the  va lue -d rive n id e o lo g ie s a nd  

inte rp re ta tio ns tha t d e rive  fro m c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms a llo w va rio us 

struc ture s to  infiltra te  a nd  d o mina te  c o nte mp o ra ry so c ie ty a nd  the  struc ture s 

tha t sup p o rt it. Ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  a  ma nife sta tio n o f a  c o mp le x me a ning  

syste m tha t c o nta ins a  va st a rra y o f c o mp o ne nts, no ne  o f whic h ne c e ssa rily 

c o nfo rm to  a ny g e nre , b ut a ll o f whic h se e k a nd  p ro mise  e q uilib rium thro ug h 

the ir inte rve ntio ns, p ro mising  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n to  b o th sta b le  a nd  unsta b le  

sta te s. The  suc c e ss o f the  fa d  a t the  le ve l o f the  o rg a nisa tio n a nd  so c ie ty, o f 

c o urse , will d e p e nd  ultima te ly o n the  ro b ustne ss o f the  filte rs a nd  the  re silie nc e  

o f the  o rg a nisa tio n to  c o p e  with the  unp re d ic te d  o utc o me s (stra ng e  a ttra c to rs, 

b ifurc a tio n p o ints) tha t re sult fro m imp le me nting  the  inte rve ntio n p ro mo te d  b y 

the  fa d .  

If we  e xa mine  ho w we  mig ht g ra p hic a lly re p re se nt ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  

c o mp le x me a ning  syste m, we  wo uld  first sta rt with wha t ma ke s a  fa d  a  fa d . If we  

                                                 
5 Re c a ll the  g ra p h p ro vide d  b y Ba rb a ra  Etto rre  in Cha pte r 6. If the re  a re  hig h upta ke  ra te s a nd  

hig h a b a ndo nme nt ra te s, the  inte rve ntio n c o nstitute s a  ma na g e me nt fa d .   
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re c a ll the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n sta b le  a nd  unsta b le  sta te s a nd  the  e d g e  o f 

c ha o s, the  fo llo wing  d ia g ra m (Fig ure  7.4) d e mo nstra te s a  po ssib le  e xp la na tio n 

fo r the  e me rg e nc e  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig ure  7.5: Most like ly sta te  for fa ds to  e me rg e  

 

I ha ve  a rg ue d  tha t the  e nviro nme nt in whic h ma na g e me nt fa d s flo urish is o ne  

whe re  o rg a nisa tio ns se e k to  ma na g e  the  turb ule nt e xte rna l a nd  inte rna l 

e nviro nme nts, inva ria b ly re sp o nd ing  to  c ha ng ing  me a ning , b e lie fs a nd  va lue s in 

the  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l syste m. Muc h o f the  c ha ng e  is a lso  in re sp o nse  to  

issue s e me rg ing  fro m the  unsta b le  sta te  a s the y se e k to  filte r into  mo re  sta b le  

sta te s. To  und e rsta nd  the  re la tio nship  o r p a tte rns b e twe e n a c ta nts a nd  c a rrie rs 

o f a  ma na g e me nt fa d  we  ha ve  to  inte rro g a te  the  und e rlying  o r d o mina nt b e lie f 

syste m tha t ha s a ttra c te d  the  o rg a nisa tio n’ s ma na g e me nt in the  first p la c e . This 

le ve l o f inte rro g a tio n is missing  fro m a c c o unts a b o ut the  e me rg e nc e , e xiste nc e , 

a nd  d e c line  o f fa d s. Ma na g e me nt fa d s typ ic a lly simp lify a nd  re d uc e  c o mp le x 

issue s, e sp e c ia lly tho se  invo lving  b e lie fs o r va lue s, in o rd e r to  fo c us a tte ntio n o n 

the ir inte rve ntio n - fo r e xa mp le , Ste ve n Co ve y’ s "7 ha b its" se rie s (1990, 1992, 

1995, 1998, 2003). Thus, this p ha se  is c ha ra c te rise d  b y p a tte rns a nd  ne two rks o f 

re la tio nship s c a p a b le  o f b e ing  o b se rve d  b e twe e n sta b le  a nd  unsta b le  sta te s 

a nd  a t the  e d g e  o f c ha o s. 

 

Pha se  3 – Co nting e nt c o mp le xity 

Co nting e nt c o mp le xity is fo und e d  o n the  no tio n tha t so me  c o mp o ne nts in a  

c o mp le x syste m d e p e nd  o n o the rs in c ritic a l wa ys a nd  tha t the  surviva l o f the  

e ntire  syste m re lie s o n the  stre ng th o f the se  sub ne two rks. If we  re turn to  

me a ning , it mig ht b e  tha t c e rta in b e lie fs o r va lue s d o  no t ha ve  suffic ie nt c o nte xt 

unle ss the y a re  c o up le d  with o the r id e a s. In te rms o f fa d s, we  c a nno t se p a ra te  

the  fa d  fro m the  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l syste m b e c a use  it b e c o me s e mb e d d e d  
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in the  so c ia l p he no me na  we  und e rsta nd  c o lle c tive ly a s o rg a nisa tio na l 

b e ha vio ur. Sinc e  o ne  o f the  e a rlie r p ha se s in the  d e ve lo p me nt o f a  fa d  is the  

id e a  tha t it must b e  c o nne c te d  so me ho w to  the  imp ro ve me nt o f o rg a nisa tio ns, 

c o nting e nt c o mp le xity p ro vid e s a n o p p o rtunity fo r the  o rg a nisa tio n to  ma p  o ut 

the se  re la tio nship s a nd  p e rha p s und e rsta nd  ho w the  fa d  ma y b e  inte rp re te d  b y 

the  ne two rks re la te d  to  the  o rg a nisa tio n. This is p a rtic ula rly re le va nt fo r suc h 

thing s a s ne two rks a nd  sub ne two rks o f me a ning . Ho w the  fa d  e vo lve d  is a lso  

p a rt o f its p a tho lo g y; its so urc e s a re  re sp o nsib le  fo r the  o ng o ing  p e rc e p tio n o f 

the  fa d . 

Thus, c o nting e nt c o mp le xity is whe re  we  b e g in to  und e rsta nd  ho w a nd  whe re  

the  inte rc o nne c te d ne ss within a  me a ning  syste m ma nife sts, a nd  tha t so me  

me a ning s d e p e nd  o n o the rs a nd  c a nno t e xist witho ut so me  a  p rio ri p e rc e p tio n. 

Be c a use  we  a re  no thing  o the r tha n the  sum to ta l o f o ur e xp e rie nc e s a nd  o ur 

id e a s, we  c a n o nly ima g ine  ho w o the rs e xp e rie nc e  the  wo rld . The  ma p  o f o ur 

e xp e rie nc e  a nd  ho w we  ma ke  se nse  o f the  wo rld  is like  a  ma p  o f a  p o o rly 

c ha rte re d  te rrito ry. We  use  this ma p  to  na vig a te  the  e ve nts a nd  situa tio ns 

e nc o unte re d  in the  wo rld , just like  a  tra ve lle r e xp lo ring  ne w fro ntie rs. The  ma p  o f 

o ur e xp e rie nc e  c re a te s me a ning  fo r us to  he lp  us ma ke  se nse  o f the  wo rld , a nd  

p re p a re  fo r thing s tha t we  ma y no t ha ve  p re vio usly e xp e rie nc e d . We  c a n a lso  

c o mp a re  this to  ho w a n o rg a nisa tio n mig ht imp le me nt a  fa d  fro m p a st 

e xp e rie nc e  o f o the r fa d s. We  a re  c o nsta ntly using  this ma p  to  c o mp a re  a nd  te st 

e xp e rie nc e s a nd  the n use  tho se  e xp e rie nc e s to  mo d ify o ur ma p . Thus, the  ma p  

o f o ur e xp e rie nc e s c o nta ins syste ms o f me a ning  tha t a re  ve ry o b vio us a nd  ta ke  

a  p la c e  a t the  fo re fro nt o f o ur live s a nd  d rive  e ve rything  we  d o  (fo r e xa mp le , 

the  ne e d  to  survive ). But, it c a n a lso  c o nta in e le me nts tha t a re  no t e a sily 

e xp la ine d , ye t we  a re  a wa re  the y e xist (fo r e xa mp le , the  fo rc e  o f g ra vity). Ho w 

so me  o f the se  a  p o ste rio ri e xp e rie nc e s d e p e nd  o n a  p rio ri kno wle d g e  is the  

lo g ic  b e hind  the  id e a  o f c o nting e nt c o mp le xity. It is the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n 

the se  two  c o nc e p ts tha t c a n b e  e nha nc e d  b y id e a s fro m c o mp le x syste ms 

the o ry. 

In te rms o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, ma ny me a ning s a re  ha rd -wire d  

into  us thro ug h the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . The y just e xist, b ut like  the  

fo rc e  o f g ra vity, we  a re  a t a  lo ss to  e xp la in why, e ve n if we  d ra w o n 

q ua ntum me c ha nic s. So me  o f the se  me a ning s a re  a b so rb e d  into  the  

c o nc e p t o f a  p rio ri kno wle d g e , b e c a use , e ve n tho ug h we  ma y no t 

ha ve  e xp e rie nc e d  p a rtic ula r e ve nts, we  fo rm o p inio ns a nd  ma ke  

jud g e me nts a b o ut the m. The  wa y the se  me a ning s re la te  to  o the r 

me a ning s c a n so me time s fo rm a  d e p e nd e nc y re la tio nship . In o the r 

wo rd s, c e rta in me a ning s simp ly c a nno t e xist witho ut so me  re fe re ntia l 
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re la tio nship  tha t c o nne c ts the m b a c k to  the  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l 

syste m. Re la ting  this b a c k to  the  o rg a nisa tio na l se tting ; q ue stio ning  ho w 

fa d s a re  c o nne c te d  to  the  wid e r so c io c ultura l syste m he lp s us ma ke  

se nse  o f wha t is b e ing  p ro p o se d  b y the  fa d  a nd  the re fo re  jud g e  its 

p o te ntia l suc c e ss o r o the rwise . Be c a use  we  ma y ha ve  a lre a d y 

e xp e rie nc e d  the  fa ilure  (o r suc c e ss) o f ma na g e me nt fa d s in the  p a st, 

this a  p o ste rio ri kno wle d g e  is p a rt o f the  suite  o f c o nting e nt info rma tio n 

we  use  to  e va lua te  a ny e xp e rie nc e  o f a  ne w fa d  (a s o p p o se d  to  a  p rio ri 

kno wle d g e  whic h is g a ine d  fro m ra tio na l thinking  witho ut ne c e ssa rily 

e xp e rie nc ing  it). Eve n if the  fa d  ha s no t b e e n imp le me nte d , b ut we  

ha ve  he a rd  a b o ut so me  o f its a p p a re nt q ua litie s (thro ug h b uzzwo rd s o r 

stra te g ie s tha t so und  simila r to  o ne s e xp e rie nc e d ), p re -jud g e me nts will 

o c c ur. This is a n ine vita b le  a sp e c t o f the  wa y huma ns' e xp e rie nc e s 

re la te  to  the ir p e rc e p tio ns o f tho se  e xp e rie nc e s. Fig ure  7.5 o ffe rs a  

re p re se nta tio n o f ho w this mig ht wo rk. 
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Where: P = Perception, K = Knowledge, E = Experience, B = Behaviour, M = Meaning, J = Judgement 

Fig ure  7.6: Comple x me a ning  syste ms a s a  proc e ss 

Co mp le x me a ning  syste ms c a n a lso  b e  re p re se nte d  a s a  c yc lic a l p ro c e ss a s the  

sta g e s o f me a ning  a nd  und e rsta nd ing  mo ve  thro ug h the  p ha se s o f p e rc e p tio n, 

kno wle d g e , e xp e rie nc e , b e ha vio ur, me a ning  a nd  jud g e me nt b e fo re  the y a re  

c o nne c te d  to  o the r me a ning  syste ms. We  usua lly c o me  to  a  situa tio n with a  

p re c o nc e ive d  p e rc e p tio n (P1), up o n whic h we  a re  p re se nte d  with a  se t o f 

kno wle d g e  (K1), whic h is the n inte rp re te d  a c c o rd ing  to  o ur o wn e xp e rie nc e  o f it 

(E1). We  the n e mb a rk o n a  se t o f b e ha vio urs (B1) a c c o rd ing  to  o ur kno wle d g e  

a nd  e xp e rie nc e  a nd  fo rm jud g e me nts (J1) a b o ut the  issue  a s we  a re  p re se nte d  

with mo re  kno wle d g e  (K2), a nd  so  o n. By the  e nd  o f the  c yc le  we  ha ve  a  ne w 

p e rc e p tio n (P2) to  use  fo r the  ne xt, simila r situa tio n. Ea c h o f the se  minic yc le s 
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a d d s to  o ur kno wle d g e , c a use s us to  sha p e  o ur va lue s a nd  ma ke  se nse  o f the  

wo rld  a ro und  us. Just like  a ny c o mp le x syste m, the re  c a n b e  a  myria d  o f fa c to rs 

tha t influe nc e  a ny o f the  p ha se s, a nd  so me  o f the  p ha se s ma y b e  sho rt, o r e ve n 

misse d . Fo r e xa mp le , so me time s we  mig ht g o  stra ig ht fro m p e rc e p tio ns to  

jud g e me nt witho ut e xp e rie nc e  influe nc ing  o ur b e ha vio urs. In this insta nc e , we  

mig ht ig no re  o ur e xp e rie nc e s a nd  le a n to wa rd  the  b ia se s o f o ur p e rc e p tio ns 

b a se d  o n a  p rio ri e xp e rie nc e , o r e ve n re ly up o n the  p o p ula r vie ws p ro mo te d  b y 

the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . The  ke y p o int to  b e  ma d e  he re  is tha t the  p ro c e ss 

o f me a ning -ma king  is c e rta inly no t line a r. Whe n we  a re  p re se nte d  with ne w 

kno wle d g e , it d o e s no t ne c e ssa rily fo llo w tha t it will fo rm a  me a ning  syste m o r 

p a rt o f a  me a ning  syste m. Mo re  imp o rta ntly, wha t me a ning  we  d o  e lic it is fro m 

within the  p o sitio n o f o ur o wn wo rld  vie w. He nc e , the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r 

me a ns tha t the  g ra p hic a l re p re se nta tio n a b o ve  will b e  d iffe re nt fo r e a c h 

p e rso n.  

The  simp le  g ra p h in Fig ure  7.5 a b o ve  sho ws tha t we  sta rt life  with a  sma ll numb e r 

o f me a ning  syste ms, b uild ing  up o n the m until the re  a re  c o nne c tio ns to  a ll 

me a ning  syste ms a s we  (so me time s strug g le  to ) ma ke  the  links a nd  ne two rks to  

o the rs to  ma ke  se nse  o f o ur wo rld . Me a ning  syste ms d o  no t d isa p p e a r o r 

b e c o me  e xtinc t. The  sha d e d  a re a  o f the  d ia g ra m re p re se nts p a rt o f a  me a ning  

syste m, whic h c o uld  b e  a n id e a . Id e a s a re  ite ra tive  a nd  a re  te ste d  b y the  c yc le  

a b o ve . The y a re  b uilt up o n a s we  g ro w a nd  o ur e xp e rie nc e s, c o mb ine d  with the  

kno wle d g e  we  g a the r o ve r time , fo rm into  syste ms o f me a ning .  

Ap p lying  the  id e a  o f c o nting e nt c o mp le xity to  ma na g e me nt fa d s se e s the m 

fo rming  p a rt o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , irre sp e c tive  o f whe the r we  a g re e  

with the ir p re sc rip tio ns. The y ha ve  p e rme a te d  the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld , p ro vid ing  

b illio ns o f d o lla rs in re ve nue  to  the  firms tha t ma rke t the m, the  c o nsulta nts who  

p ro mo te  the m a nd  the  o rg a nisa tio ns tha t ha ve  b e c o me  d e p e nd a nt up o n 

the m. The  na ture  o f ‘ c ha ng e ’  a nd  unc e rta inty in the  wo rld  o f b usine ss ha s 

g e ne ra te d  the  ne e d  fo r the  ma na g e me nt fa d .  Be c a use  c ha ng e  is a n 

ine vita b le  p a rt o f the  b usine ss la nd sc a p e , so  to o  a re  ma na g e me nt fa d s. In the  

c a se  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  so c io c ultura l p he no me na , it is like ly (a c c o rd ing  

to  the  o b se rva tio ns o f tho se  with p rima ry re se a rc h d a ta  in the  a re a  – Rig b y, 

1998; Ja c kso n, 2000; Huc zynski, 1993, 1997; Co llins, 2001; Mille r e t a l, 2004) tha t 

mo st o rg a nisa tio ns a d o p t ne w ma na g e me nt fa d s whe n the ir fo rtune s a re  no t a s 

fa vo ura b le  a s the y sho uld  b e . This me a ns tha t the  intro d uc tio n o f 'ne w' 

stra te g ie s fo r d e a ling  with c usto me rs, o r c ha ng ing  re p o rting  re q uire me nts, o r 

ne w c o mmunic a tio n p ro c e d ure s ha s b e e n e xp e rie nc e d  in so me  fo rm o r 

a no the r b y mo st e mp lo ye e s.  



 Cha pte r 7 – Applying  Comple x Syste ms Thinking  to  Expla in the  Phe nome non of 

Ma na g e me nt Fa ds  176 

Ho w ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  p e rc e ive d  g e ne ra lly within the  so c io c ultura l syste m 

is b a se d  o n the  id e a  o f c o nting e nt c o mp le xity. The  c o lle c tive  se ts o f me a ning  

syste ms se rve  to  e ithe r ma ke  the  ma na g e me nt fa d  suc c e ssful, o r re sult in lo w 

a d o p tio n ra te s. This is la rg e ly b e c a use  p e o p le  (sta ff o r ma na g e me nt o r 

c o nsume rs o r c lie nts) will g e t b e hind  c ha ng e  tha t re so na te s with the ir 

e xp e rie nc e  a nd  c o nne c ts fa vo ura b ly to  the ir me a ning  syste ms.  So  in the  e nd  it 

re turns to  the  ind ivid ua l a s a  so urc e  o f p o we r - the ir me a ning  syste ms c o nting e nt 

o n tha t o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

  

Pha se  4 – Situa tio na l o r c o nte xtua l c o mp le xity 

Situa tio na l o r c o nte xtua l re a lity c o nc e rns ho w the  fa d  situa te s itse lf within the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . This fo urth p ha se  is whe re  we  mig ht o b se rve  fa c to rs in 

the  d e ve lo p me nt o f the  fa d  se lf-o rg a nise  a nd  a d just to  the  e xte rna l 

e nviro nme nt to  e nsure  a c c e p ta nc e . This ma y a lso  re la te  to  ho w the  fa d  

b e ha ve s, o r e ve n ho w the  fa d  is re p re se nte d  in the  me d ia . Co nte xtua l re a lity 

me a ns tha t the  fa d  is p rima  fa c ie  a c c e p te d  b y the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , 

b ut o nly to  the  e xte nt tha t the  d o mina nt me a ning  syste ms within it a re  no t 

c ha lle ng e d  b y the  fa d . Fo r e xa mp le , fa d s tha t a d vo c a te  g ro wth in time s o f tig ht 

fisc a l g o ve rnme nt p o lic y ma y no t b e  suc c e ssful in p ub lic  se c to r o rg a nisa tio ns. 

Also , this is usua lly no t the  p ha se  whe re  la rg e  shifts o c c ur in the  c o ntinuing  

d e ve lo p me nt o f the  fa d . This p ha se  is mo re  sig nific a nt to  the  suc c e ss o f the  fa d  

tha n a ny o the r, fo r this is whe re  the  me a ning  syste m whic h re p re se nts the  fa d  

fuse s with the  me a ning  syste ms within the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . It c o uld  

e ve n b e  tha t the  no tio n o f surviva l o f the  fitte st is mo st re le va nt in this p ha se . 

Do na ld  Ca mp b e ll's (1987) no tio n o f 'e vo lutio na ry e p iste mo lo g y' se e s kno wle d g e  

a s a  p ro d uc t o f the  va ria tio n a nd  se le c tio n p ro c e sse s c ha ra c te rizing  e vo lutio n. It 

is b a se d  o n the  p re mise  tha t the  o rig ina l func tio n o f kno wle d g e  is to  ma ke  

surviva l a nd  re p ro d uc tio n o f the  o rg a nism tha t use s it mo re  like ly. Thus, o rg a nisms 

with b e tte r kno wle d g e  o f the ir e nviro nme nt will b e  p re fe rre d  to  o rg a nisms with 

le ss a d e q ua te  kno wle d g e . We  c a n a lso  a p p ly this thinking  to  the  e me rg e nc e  

a nd  p ro life ra tio n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. The  e me rg e nc e  o f a  p a rtic ula r 

ma na g e me nt fa d  o r a  p a rtic ula r g e nre  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s is the  re sult o f 

va ria tio n a nd  se le c tio n p ro c e sse s in the  b ro a d e r so c io c ultura l syste m.  

Afte r Ca mp b e ll, the  typ ic a l p a tte rn o f e me rg e nc e  o f a  fa d  is the  g e ne ra tio n o f 

a  ra ng e  o f inte rve ntio ns b y va rio us me a ns (va ria tio n), a nd  the  we e d ing  o ut o f 

tho se  inte rve ntio ns tha t turn o ut to  b e  ina d e q ua te  (se le c tio n). Fo r e xa mp le , a s 

no te d  in Cha p te r 3, Do na ld  Ca mp b e ll re sts his the o ry o n thre e  b a sic  p re mise s:  

1. the  p rinc ip le  o f b lind -va ria tio n-a nd -se le c tive -re te ntio n; 
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2. the  c o nc e p t o f a  vic a rio us se le c to r; a nd  

3. the  o rg a niza tio n o f vic a rio us se le c to rs a s a  "ne ste d ”  hie ra rc hy. 

Ap p lying  this thinking  to  ma na g e me nt fa d s, it c a n b e  a ssume d  tha t 

o rg a nisa tio ns d o  o b e y la ws tha t c a nno t b e  re d uc e d  to  the  a ttrib ute s o f 

ind ivid ua l p e rso ns, e ve n tho ug h we  find  huma n o rg a nisa tio ns ‘ fuzzie r’  tha n 

c le a r-c ut syste ms suc h a s a to ms, mo le c ule s, c e lls, multic e llula r o rg a nisms, o r a nt 

ne sts (c f. Ca mp b e ll, 1958, 1990). Fo r e xa mp le , whe re  is the  line  d ra wn b e twe e n 

whe n a n e mp lo ye e  is a n e mplo ye e  a nd  whe n he  o r she  is simp ly a  c itize n?  Ho w 

muc h o f the  p riva te  life  o f a n e mp lo ye e  sho uld  b e c o me  p a rt o f the  

o rg a nisa tio n?  An e xa mp le  o f this is the  ‘ g re e n line ’  inte rve ntio n whic h d ra ws o ut 

the  p e rso na l fe e ling s o f sta ff in the  ho p e  it will c o ntrib ute  to  a  mo re  'sha ring ' a nd  

c o he sive  wo rkfo rc e . Ab o ve  the  g re e n line  re la te s to  o rg a nisa tio na l issue s, b e lo w 

the  g re e n line  re la te s to  p e rso na l a ttitud e s (Que e nsla nd  Offic e  o f Pub lic  Se rvic e  

Me rit a nd  Eq uity - OPSME, 2004).     

The  b o und a ry issue s re la ting  to  p rinc ip le s influe nc ing  va ria tio n a nd  se le c tio n 

mo d e ls ma ke  me a ning  d iffic ult to  c a p ture . Ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  me a ning  

syste m ma ke  it virtua lly imp o ssib le  to  d e limit a nd  c a p ture  the m a s a  syste m. The  

first issue  to  a d d re ss must the n re la te  to  the  c o ntro l o f the  me a ning  a g e nd a . 

Wha t fe a ture s o f the  ma na g e me nt fa d  e xe rc ise  c o ntro l o ve r the  o rg a nisa tio n 

a nd  o ve r the  p ro c e sse s a nd  p ro c e d ure s it wishe s to  influe nc e ?  If the  

ma na g e me nt fa d  e xe rc ise s c o ntro l o n b e ha lf o f the  fa d  itse lf, its e vo lutio na ry 

e p iste mo lo g y is no t se rving  the  who le  syste m (whic h c o uld  b e  tho ug ht o f a s the  

o rg a nisa tio n itse lf). In o the r wo rd s, if it o nly g e ne ra te s a  se rie s o f b uzzp hra se s tha t 

d o  no t imp a c t o n ho w the  o rg a nisa tio n inte ra c ts with its inte rna l o r e xte rna l 

e nviro nme nt, the  fa d  will ha ve  little  impa c t. If the  re ve rse  o c c urs - tha t is, the  

d isc o urse  o f the  fa d  b e c o me s e mb e d d e d  in the  p ro c e sse s a nd  p ra c tic e s in the  

o rg a nisa tio n - the  fa d  will b e  suc c e ssful a nd  thus se rve  to  b e ne fit tho se  

p ro mo ting  it (g uru c o nsulta nts a nd / o r the  ma na g e me nt o f the  o rg a nisa tio n.) 

Thus, ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  so c io c ultura l p he no me no n a re  ultima te ly se lf-

se rving ; the ir e p iste mo lo g ic a l the me s, inc lud ing  the  wa y the  kno wle d g e  is 

se le c te d  a nd  tra nsfe rre d , a rg ua b ly se rve  to  b e ne fit tho se  who  p ro mo te  the  fa d .  

Ma na g e me nt fa d s tha t e vo lve  thro ug h a  kind  o f va ria tio n a nd  se le c tio n c a n b e  

c ha ra c te rise d  a s trying  to  ma ximise  a nd  o p timise  the ir fitne ss in the  o rg a nisa tio n 

a nd  ultima te ly in the  b usine ss wo rld . (Fitne ss in this se nse  is a  c o mp le x func tio n o f 

the  syste m a nd  its e nviro nme nt, a n ind e x o f the  like liho o d  tha t the  syste m wo uld  

p e rsist a nd  re p lic a te .) In o the r wo rd s, tho se  stra te g ie s/ inte rve ntio ns se le c te d  a re  

jud g e d  to  ha ve  the  hig he st p o te ntia l fo r fitne ss. The  wo rk o f Pe te r Alle n (1998) 

c a n b e  use d  to  e nla rg e  the se  id e a s.  

As Alle n (2001) p o ints o ut: 
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… a  suc c e ssful a nd  susta ina b le  e vo lutio na ry syste m will c le a rly b e  o ne  in 

whic h the re  is fre e d o m a nd  e nc o ura g e me nt fo r the  e xp lo ra to ry se a rc h 

p ro c e ss in b e ha vio ur sp a c e . Susta ina b ility, in o the r wo rd s, re sults fro m the  

e xiste nc e  o f a  c a p a c ity to  e xp lo re  a nd  c ha ng e  (p . 160).  

In Alle n’ s mo d e l, ma na g e me nt fa d s re p re se nt a  struc tura l a ttra c to r in whic h the  

susta ina b ility o f the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m d e p e nd s o n a n und e rsta nd ing  o f 

wha t suc c e ssful p ro d uc ts a re  a nd  ho w the y a re  o b ta ine d  (p .161). Suc c e ssful 

p ro d uc ts a re  tho se  tha t ma ke  a  c o nne c tio n with so me  a sp e c t o f the  me a ning  

syste m a nd  d e mo nstra te  hig he r p e rfo rma nc e . The  fa c t tha t so me  ma na g e me nt 

fa d s a re  no t suc c e ssful, o r wo rse , ha ve  b a d  p ub lic ity, me a ns tha t o rg a nisa tio ns 

will b e  wa ry o f imp le me nting  fa d s b a se d  o n simila r me tho d o lo g y. Suc c e ssful (o r 

o the rwise ) ma na g e me nt fa d s e me rg e  b e c a use  the y a re  a b le  to  a d a p t the ir 

inte rve ntio ns to  the  c o rp o ra te  la nd sc a p e  a t the  time . This will b e  fa c ilita te d  if the  

me a ning  syste m o f the  ma na g e me nt fa d  re so na te s with the  me a ning  syste ms o f 

sta ff, c lie nts a nd  c usto me rs o f the  o rg a nisa tio n to  p re se nt a  ne w a nd  c re a tive  

re a lity. The  b e ha vio ur o f fa d s g e ne ra lly se e s the m se a rc hing  o ut a nd  te sting  

d iffe re nt d e sig ns a nd  d isc o ve ring  inte rve ntio ns o r te c hniq ue s tha t c a p ture  the  

syne rg e tic  a ttrib ute s o f o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur tha t mig ht b e  c a p a b le  o f 

b e ing  e xp lo ite d  (Alle n, 2001, p . 163). In this se nse , ma na g e me nt fa d s c a n a lmo st 

b e  se e n a s b e ha ving  like  a  virus, whic h o f c o urse  e xp lo its we a kne sse s in the  

ho st's a b ility to  a d a p t to  ra d ic a l c ha ng e . An e vo lutio na ry syste m is o ne  tha t c a n 

c re a te  “ suc c e ssive  syste ms”  (Ashb y c ite d  in Alle n, 2001, p . 176), a nd , no w tha t 

unc e rta inty is muc h mo re  a  p a rt o f o ur und e rsta nd ing  o f suc h thing s a s 

o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur, ma na g e me nt fa d s ha ve  c a p ita lise d  o n the  na ture  o f 

this unc e rta in, turb ule nt e nviro nme nt. The  suc c e ssive  syste ms ha ve  b e c o me  

nume ro us a nd  o fte n e me rg e  in a n a d ho c  wa y, e xp lo iting  the  we a kne sse s 

p re se nt in the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m. This ha s le d  Alle n (2001) to  p ro p o se  his 

la w o f e xc e ss d ive rsity: 

Fo r a  syste m to  survive  a s a  c o he re nt e ntity o ve r the  me d ium a nd  lo ng  

te rm, it must ha ve  a  numb e r o f inte rna l sta te s g re a te r tha n tho se  

c o nsid e re d  re q uisite  to  d e a l with the  o utsid e  wo rld . (p .176) 

Fo llo wing  Alle n's la w, we  c a n sa y tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s e xp lo it no t o nly wha t 

we  kno w, b ut a lso  the  unc e rta inty a b o ut wha t we  d o  no t kno w. If the se  

c o nne c tio ns a re  te nuo us, the  links will fa il a nd  the  fa d  will wa ne  in p o p ula rity 

a nd  ultima te ly b e  a b a nd o ne d . This a lso  me a ns tha t if o rg a nisa tio ns a re  g o ing  to  

b e  a b le  to  re sp o nd  to  a  turb ule nt e nviro nme nt, whe re  unc e rta inty a nd  c ha ng e  

a re  p a rt o f the  la nd sc a p e , the re  must b e  g re a te r 'd ive rsity' tha n stric tly 

ne c e ssa ry fo r the ir c urre nt le ve l o f func tio n. This sug g e sts tha t ma na g e me nt fa d s 

a re  so  muc h a  p a rt o f the  ta p e stry o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms, tha t the  

c ha ng e  the y p urp o rt to  a d d re ss, is in fa c t re sp o nsib le  fo r the  unc e rta inty in the  

first p la c e . One  o f the  fe a ture s o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms is the ir c a p a c ity to  
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b e  b o th the  a g e nt o f c ha ng e  a nd  the  c ha ng e  itse lf; muc h like  the  p ro c e ss a nd  

p ro d uc t o f se lf-o rg a nisa tio n. Thus, it is p ro p o se d  tha t it is no t p o ssib le  fo r 

ma na g e me nt fa d s to  b e  e xtric a te d  fro m the  unc e rta inty the y c la im to  a d d re ss. 

As Fa lc o ne r (2002) se e s: 

… [c ha ng e ] p la ys with sp a tia l, te mp o ra l, p a rtic ip a to ry, o p e ra tio na l, 

o rg a nisa tio na l, te c hno lo g ic a l, a nd  a ny o the r so rt o f b o und a rie s tha t 

p e o p le  g e ne ra lly like  to  try to  imp o se  o n it, vio la ting  the m, a d justing  the m, 

ma king  p e o p le  unsure  o f the ir e xiste nc e  o r the ir p a ra me te rs. Vie wing  

c ha ng e  a s a  c o mp le x syste m a llo ws us to  c a ll into  q ue stio n this 

c o nve ntio na l no tio n o f 'b o und ing ' a s re g a rd s c ha ng e . (p . 123) 

Le mke  (1997) p o ints o ut tha t: 

… we  c o nstruc t va ria b le s whic h a re  re le va nt fo r o ur huma n p urp o se s 

a c c o rd ing  to  the  c ultura l me a ning  fo rma tio ns in re la tio n to  whic h c e rta in 

fo rms o f p a tte rning  o r o rd e r a re  sa lie nt fo r us. An a na lysis o f the  

e me rg e nc e  o f o rd e r in a  c o mp le x syste m must a lwa ys inc lud e  the  

o b se rve rs a nd  the ir c ultura l c rite ria  o f me a ning ful p a tte rne d ne ss a s p a rt o f 

the  syste m to  b e  a c c o unte d  fo r…  

Le mke 's (1995, 1997) no tio n o f 'hie ra rc hic a l le ve ls' a c c o unts fo r se lf-o rg a nisa tio n, 

e me rg e nc e  a nd  wha t he  c a lls ‘ d o wnwa rd  c a usa tio n’ . As o p p o se d  to  

d o wnwa rd  c a usa tio n whic h lo o ks a t the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts in a  

c o mp le x syste m, Le mke  (1997) se e s ‘ up wa rd  c a usa tio n’  a s the  c o ntro lling  

e xte rna l influe nc e s o n ind ivid ua ls – suc h thing s a s the  fa mily, re lig io n, c ulture , 

so c ie ty, c o mmunity a nd  so  o n. The se  influe nc e s c a nno t b e  c o ntro lle d ; ye t, 

re d uc tio nist thinking , inhe rite d  fro m the  Ca rte sia n me c ha nism, wo uld  b re a k 

d o wn the  c o mp o ne nts so  the y c a n b e  p e rc e ive d  a s unre la te d  a nd  c a p a b le  o f 

b e ing  c o ntro lle d . Le mke  (1997) a rg ue s tha t the  ro le  o f la ng ua g e  a nd  me a ning  is 

re la te d  to  sp a tia l a nd  te mp o ra l time -sc a le s whic h influe nc e  so c ia l p ro c e sse s 

a nd  the  d o mina nt d isc o urse s with whic h the y c o me  in c o nta c t. The  id e a  o f 

me a ning  syste ms is b a se d  o n this tra d itio n b ut stre sse s the  imp o rta nc e  o f the  

o b se rve r a nd  the  inta ng ib ility o f p re d ic tio n. It is this no tio n o f c o nte xtua l re a lity 

tha t the  suc c e ssful fa d  b e st e xp lo its. 

  

Pha se  5 – Diffusio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e  

Pha se  5 is whe re  the  fa d  find s its wa y into  the  d o mina nt me a ning  syste ms a nd  

fo rms se a mle ss b o nd s to  o the r me a ning  syste ms. In o the r wo rd s, it b e c o me s a n 

unq ue stio ne d  p a rt o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . In this p ha se , the  

d e ve lo p me nt o f the  fa d  o r its e me rg e nc e  is o fte n o ve rlo o ke d , b e c a use  the  fa d  

is no w a c c e p te d  a nd  d iffuse d  thro ug ho ut the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld . The  sta tus o f the  

g uru p ro mo te r is a lso  a ssure d  in this p ha se , b e c a use  little  q ue stio ning  o f mo tive s 

is a c tive  a t this time . By this time , the  fa d  ha s a lso  a d o p te d  the  fe a ture s o f the  

d o mina nt me a ning  syste ms with whic h it is c o nne c te d . Whe the r the se  fe a ture s 
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c o nc e rn va lue s, e thic s, o r b e lie fs, the  b e ha vio ur o f the  fa d  in this p ha se  will ve ry 

muc h c o nfo rm to  ma instre a m o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur a nd  will b e  se a mle ss in 

te rms o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . 

Suc h thing s a s the  suc c e ss o f the  ma na g e me nt g uru p ro mo ting  the  inte rve ntio n, 

c o rp o ra te  b usine ss ne e d s, c ha ng e  fo r c ha ng e ’ s sa ke , fa shio na b le  

ma na g e me nt p ra c tic e s (fo r e xa mp le , the  no tio n o f c o e rc ive  e xte rna litie s) a nd  

so  o n, a lmo st e nsure  tha t the re  will b e  o ne  o f the  d istrib utio n thre sho ld s o utline d  

b y Wa tts (2003, p . 227), a nd  sup p o rte d  b y Etto rre ’ s life c yc le  o f a  fa d . This 

a ve ra g e s o ut the  c a sc a d e s o f info rma tio n, a nd  d e mo nstra te s tha t a t so me  

p o int the re  is sa tura tio n o f the  id e a  o r fa d  thus e ntre nc hing  the  me a ning  syste m 

in the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse ) b e fo re  it wa ne s a nd  tra nsfo rms into  a no the r 

id e a  o r b e c o me s a b a nd o ne d . The  simp le  d ia g ra m b e lo w (Fig ure  7.6) 

d e mo nstra te s Wa tts’  (2003) no tio n o f p ro b a b ility d istrib utio n o f thre sho ld s o ve r 

the  p o p ula tio n. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
Fig ure  7.7: Wa tt’s notion of proba bility distribution of thre sholds 

If we  c o nsid e r the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  is the  c o lle c tive  a c c e p ta b le  

kno wle d g e  in a  so c io c ultura l syste m, we  c a n sta rt to  d e te rmine  ho w it ha p p e ns 

tha t suc h kno wle d g e  b e c o me s a c c e p ta b le . Whe the r a  ling uistic  o r so c ia l 

c o nstruc t, the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  is b a se d  o n sha re d  me a ning s: a  sha re d  

kno wle d g e  p la te a u, the  p rinc ip le s o f whic h sha re  c o mmo n und e rsta nd ing s 

thro ug h a  sig nific a nt ra ng e  o f e p iste mo lo g ic a l the me s. Thus, ma na g e me nt fa d s 

ha ve  c o me  to  re p re se nt the mse lve s in a ll p ha se s o f the  c o mp le x me a ning  

syste m tha t c ha ra c te rise s the m. It is imp o ssib le  to  se p a ra te  ma na g e me nt fa d s 

fro m the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  b e c a use  o f the  c o mp le x ne two rks the y ha ve  

c re a te d  with o the r me a ning  syste ms within it. The y p re se nt a t a ll p ha se s, 

p a rtic ula rly in the  wo rld  o f b usine ss: c ha o s, c o mp le xity, c o nting e nt c o mp le xity, 

situa tio na l c o mp le xity, d iffusio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e , a nd  e me rg ing  unc e rta inty. 
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The y ha ve  le a rne d  to  a d a p t the mse lve s to  a ll p ha se s, b e ha ving  like  a  virus, 

a tta c hing  the mse lve s to  the  mo st ro b ust hub s until “ thre sho ld  infe c tio usne ss”  is 

re a c he d  (Wa tts, 2003, p . 177). As Wa tts (2003) p o ints o ut, the  va lue  fo r 

“ thre sho ld  infe c tio usne ss”  re p re se nts the  infe c tio usne ss re q uire d  fo r o ne -ha lf o f 

the  p o p ula tio n to  b e c o me  infe c te d . In te rms o f a  d ise a se  e p id e mic , Wa tts 

(2003) re p re se nta tio n o f this infe c tio usne ss is g ive n in Fig ure  7.7.  

 

  
Fig ure  7.8: Thre shhold of Infe c tiousne ss 

        (So urc e : Wa tts, 2003, p .95) 

In te rms o f e p id e mic s, ho we ve r, the  le ve l o f ra nd o mne ss in the  ne two rk 

inc re a se s the  c ha nc e s fo r the  d ise a se  p a th to  ta ke  'sho rtc uts' a nd  c irc umve nt 

the  usua l rule s o f the  virus o r p a tho g e n. Fo r e xa mp le , if a  virus is no rma lly 

a irb o rne  - o nly tra nsmitte d  b y d ire c t c o nta c t a nd  ind ire c t c o nta c t with a irb o rne  

d ro p le ts - the n o ne  wo uld  e xp e c t the  virus to  sp re a d  a lo ng  two -d ime nsio na l 

g e o g ra p hic a l line s. Ho we ve r, a s Wa tts p o ints o ut, with mo d e rn tra nsp o rta tio n 

me tho d s a nd  inc re a se d  mo b ility o f the  p o p ula tio n, the  virus use s the se  

'sho rtc uts' a nd  se e ks o ut ne w a nd  so me time s ra nd o m p a ths to  re a c h its 

thre sho ld  o f infe c tio usne ss. On re fle c tio n, tra nsla ting  this to  the  re a lm o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s se e s c e rta in fa c to rs a c ting  a s 'sho rtc uts' fo r p ro mo ting  the  

suc c e ss o f the  fa d . The  fa c to rs me ntio ne d  in p re vio us c ha p te rs a re  tho se  whic h 

c o rre sp o nd  to  the  suc c e ss o f the  fa d : 

• the  fa me  a nd  fo rtune  o f the  ma na g e me nt g uru p ro mo ting  the  fa d ;  

• b usine ss ma na g e me nt sc ho o ls se tting  the  te xts invo lve d  a s e sse ntia l 

re a d ing ; 

halla
This figure is not available online.  Please consult the hardcopy thesis available from the QUT Library
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• b usine ss ma g a zine s running  p ro mo tio na l ma te ria l a b o ut the  suc c e ss o f 

the  fa d ; 

• the  e a se  fo r whic h the  fa d  c a n b e  imp le me nte d  (fo r e xa mp le , a llite ra tive  

numb e r lists, b uzzwo rd s a nd  so  o n); a nd   

• whe the r the  fa d  b uild s o n p re vio us fa d s, c a p ita lising  o n the ir mo re  

suc c e ssful fe a ture s.  

Exp la ining  ma na g e me nt fa d s in te rms o f the  sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks, a s a b o ve , 

p ro vid e s a  use ful a nd  simp le  to o l to  mo d e l so me  o f the  c o mp o ne nts o f va rio us 

o rg a nisa tio na l inte rve ntio ns. Ye t it still o nly lo o ks a t o b se rva b le  fe a ture s o f the  

p he no me no n o f the  ma na g e me nt fa d . Fo r e xa mp le , o ne  o f the  ke y fe a ture s o f 

the  suc c e ss o f a  ma na g e me nt fa d  will b e  the  d iffusio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e  o f the  

la ng ua g e  surro und ing  the  fa d  itse lf. As C illie rs (1998) p o ints o ut: "The re  is no  

p la c e  o utsid e  o f la ng ua g e  fro m whe re  me a ning  c a n b e  g e ne ra te d . Whe re  

the re  is me a ning , the re  is a lre a d y la ng ua g e " (p . 43). Ma na g e me nt fa d s c a nno t 

d isa sso c ia te  the mse lve s fro m the  la ng ua g e  in whic h the y o p e ra te . The  no tio n 

tha t la ng ua g e  g a me s a re  ve ry muc h p a rt o f the  ma na g e me nt fa d  

p he no me no n is me ntio ne d  b y a  numb e r o f a utho rs writing  a b o ut ma na g e me nt 

fa d s (fo r e xa mp le , Huc zynski 1997; Co llins, 1998; Mic ke lthwa ite  a nd  Wo o ld rid g e , 

1998). If we  re c a ll the  p ro p e rtie s o f c o mp le x syste ms, the  wa y tha t la ng ua g e  

a nd  me a ning  inte ra c t is p a rt o f the  syste m o f me a ning . 

Sinc e  c o mp le x syste ms se e  p a tte rns a nd  re la tio nship s b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts a s 

imp o rta nt a s the  c o mp o ne nts the mse lve s, wha t c o nne c ts the  c o mp o ne nts (e .g . 

thro ug h la ng ua g e  a nd  me a ning ) is inte g ra l to  und e rsta nd ing  ho w the  

c o mp o ne nts c o mp rise  the  syste m in the  first p la c e . The  ro le  tha t la ng ua g e  p la ys 

in this d yna mic  is inte g ra l to  the  surviva l o f the  syste m, a s it ma inta ins fluid ity a nd  

fitne ss. The re fo re , la ng ua g e  is a lso  inte g ra l to  ho w we ll ma na g e me nt fa d s c a n 

a d a p t to  the  le ve l o f surro und ing  c o mp le xity a nd  d iffuse  the mse lve s within in a n 

o rg a nisa tio n. The  na ture  o f ma ny ma na g e me nt fa d s is tha t the y c o ntinua lly 

re d uc e  the  b o und a rie s, simp lifying  the  c o nc e p ts a nd  o b fusc a ting  the  

c o mp le xitie s o f the  o rg a nisa tio na l a nd  so c ia l fo rc e s a ro und  the m. Simp le , e a sy 

to  re me mb e r o r a llite ra tive  c a tc hp hra se s ('b e lo w the  g re e n line ', 'who  mo ve d  

my c he e se ? ' [Jo hnso n, 1998 ]), b uzzwo rd s (re e ng ine e ring , q ua lity, kno wle d g e  

ma na g e me nt, b a la nc e d  sc o re c a rd , le a rning  a nd  c o mp le xity ma na g e me nt), 

numb e r lists (se ve n ha b its o f hig hly suc c e ssful p e o p le , six thinking  ha ts, hie ra rc hy 

o f ne e d s), a nd  c a tc hy a c ro nyms (SWO T a na lysis, TQ M, Se ve n S Fra me wo rk, 

MBO ) p e p p e r the  ma na g e me nt fa d  lite ra ture . Thus, the  la ng ua g e  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s b e c o me s c o nsiste nt with the  inte nt o f ma na g e me nt fa d s: to  

simp ly c a p ture  the  e sse nc e  o f the  g o a ls a nd  o b je c tive s o f the  o rg a nisa tio n a nd  

a t the  sa me  time  sup e rfic ia lly a d d re ss the  c ha ng ing  o r turb ule nt e xte rna l 
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e nviro nme nt. Ma na g e me nt fa d s re d uc e  the  c o mp le xity o f issue s use d  to  d e a l 

with unc e rta inty, a nd  e ng a g e  la ng ua g e  a s the  ve hic le .  

As a  so c io c ultura l p he no me no n, ma na g e me nt fa d s e mb o d y re la tio nship s with 

the  fa b ric  o f so c ie ty. The  la ng ua g e  the y use , the  c o nc e p ts the y e ng a g e  in, a re  

ve ry muc h p a rt o f c o nte mp o ra ry so c ie ty. Ma rke ting , a d ve rtising  p lo ys a nd  

g immic kry fe a ture  stro ng ly in the  ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns we  c o uld  c la ss a s 

fa d s. Suc h fe a ture s re ly he a vily o n the  use  o f “ the  d istinc tive , the  c o mmo n o r the  

uniq ue ” , a s o b se rve d  b y Huc zynski (1997, p . 25). Ma na g e me nt fa d s ha ve  a  

p a rtic ula r ‘ sp in’  a nd  p ro vid e  simp listic  tre a tme nt o f c o mp le x issue s tha t 

se p a ra te s the m fro m le g itima te  ma na g e me nt the o ry. This sp in re lie s o n 

d e mystifying  the  mo st c o mp le x e le me nts o f o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur, re d uc ing  

the m to  b a sic  o b se rva tio ns, using  suc h te c hniq ue s a s humo ur (Sc o tt Ad a ms – 

c ub ic le  b e ha vio ur a c c o rd ing  to  Dilb e rt), c o nc e p ts suc h a s se nsa tio na lism (To m 

Pe te rs, p a rtic ula rly “ c ha o s”  a nd  “ e xc e lle nc e ” ), a p p e a l to  re a so n (Ed wa rd  

De Bo no , la te ra l thinking  a nd  p a ra lle l thinking ), c a use  a nd  e ffe c t (Ka p la n a nd  

No rto n, 1997 – 'b a la nc e d  sc o re c a rd '), o r e ve n c o mp le xity itse lf (Lissa c k, 1997; 

Mc Ma ste r, 1999; Whe a tle y, 1996; Me rry, 1995; Sta c e y, 1998, 2002, 2003).  

In o the r wo rd s, ma na g e me nt fa d s e xp lo it this no tio n thro ug h o b fusc a ting  the  

me a ning s o f wo rd s, c ha ng ing  o r mixing  the  c o nte xt with whic h b uzzwo rd s, in 

p a rtic ula r, ma y b e  a sso c ia te d . Pla ying  d o wn c ritic a l issue s b y simp lifying  o r e ve n 

trivia lising  the m me a ns tha t the  a sso c ia tio ns tha t p e o p le  ma ke  a b o ut ho w 

imp o rta nt suc h issue s a re , is e ithe r b ro ke n o r d iminishe d . All this a ssists d iffusio n. 

I will p ro vid e  two  b rie f e xa mp le s: Ste ve n Co ve y a nd  To m Pe te rs, two  o f the  

wo rld ’ s mo st suc c e ssful ma na g e me nt g urus. Co ve y’ s (1989) Se ve n Ha b its o f 

Hig hly Effe c tive  Pe o p le  is a  multi-millio n b e st se lle r, a  se lf-he lp  p re sc rip tio n tha t 

p ro mise s re a d e rs the  me a ns to  a c hie ving  the ir full p o te ntia l. In o rd e r to  b uild  the  

‘ c ha ra c te r’  tha t Co ve y p ro mo te s, it re q uire s the  re a d e r to  g e t b e yo nd  the  

va rio us ling uistic  a no ma lie s in Co ve y’ s me ssa g e . Fo r e xa mp le , a s Mic ke lthwa ite  

a nd  Wo o ld rid g e  (1997) p o int o ut:  

Co ve yism is a c tua lly q uite  a  to ug h d isc ip line : p e o p le  ha ve  to  ta ke  

re sp o nsib ility fo r the ir a c tio ns. Unfo rtuna te ly, this rig o ur d o e s no t e xte nd  to  

the  b o o k’ s style . The  first six wo rd s o f The  Se ve n Ha b its a re : ‘ To  my 

c o lle a g ue s, e mp o we re d  a nd  e mp o we ring ’ . Wo rse  is to  c o me . The  first o f 

Co ve y’ s se ve n ha b its is ‘ b e  p ro a c tive ’ ; the  sixth is ‘ syne rg ise ’  … He  is 

fo re ve r re fe rring  to  thing s like  ‘ e mo tio na l b a nk a c c o unts’  a nd  ‘ d e p o sits o f 

unc o nd itio na l lo ve ’ . This is d isturb ing  te rrito ry. Ho w c a n yo u re sp e c t a  ma n 

who  re sta te s Ae so p ’ s fa b le  a b o ut the  g o o se  tha t la id  the  g o ld e n e g g  a s 

‘ the  P/ Pc  Ba la nc e ’  fo r p ro d uc tio n/ p ro d uc tio n c a p a b ility?  Ca n yo u re a lly 

ta ke  se rio usly a  ma n who  c la ims, stra ig ht-fa c e d , to  ha ve  id e ntifie d  ‘ the  

unive rsa l va lue  syste m o f a ll ma nkind ’ ?  (p . 164) 
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‘ Co ve yism’  c o me s with its o wn se lf-p ro mo tio n ind ustry, inc lud ing  we b site s, live -in 

c o nfe re nc e s a nd  a  multi-millio n d o lla r c o nsulta nc y e mp ire . The  la ng ua g e  

e ng a g e d  b y ma na g e me nt g urus like  Co ve y simp lifie s a nd  use s c le ve r 

te c hniq ue s to  d e fle c t a tte ntio n fro m the  e up he misms tha t c ha ra c te rise  his 

ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns a nd  e a sy-to -re c a ll p e rso na l d e ve lo p me nt ma ntra s. 

Fo r e xa mp le , thro ug h c re a ting  p hra se s tha t juxta p o se  c o nflic ting  c o nte xts a nd  

id e a s – ‘ e mo tio na l b a nk a c c o unts’  a nd  ‘ d e p o sits o f unc o nd itio na l lo ve ’ , Co ve y 

a rg ua b ly turns huma n va lue s into  c o mmo d itie s. This le g itimise s the  p re va iling  

c o mmo n se nse , o r the  se ts o f me a ning  syste ms whic h sup p o rt the  b usine ss 

wo rld , with its e mp ha sis o n se c uring  a  re turn, c o mmo d ifying  huma n e mo tio ns 

a nd  e nsuring  e ve rything , inc lud ing  lo ve , ha s a  p ric e . This c ha lle ng e s suc h thing s 

a s Cho msky’ s (1965) no tio n o f 'tra nsfo rma tio na l g ra mma r' whe re  p hra se s o r 

se nte nc e s c o nfo rm no t o nly to  g ra mma tic a l rule s p e c ulia r to  its p a rtic ula r 

la ng ua g e , b ut a lso  to  'd e e p  struc ture s'. Thus, a  unive rsa l g ra mma r, b a se d  o n 

c o mp le x rule s a nd  und e rlying  a ll la ng ua g e s, c o rre sp o nd s to  a n inna te  c a p a c ity 

o f the  huma n b ra in. Co ve y’ s te rms d e fy Cho msky’ s the o ry. Ye t this c o g nitive  

d isso na nc e  is wha t ma ke s the m so  me mo ra b le . Altho ug h it is no t the  ta sk o f this 

the sis to  ta ke  this a na lysis a ny furthe r, the re  is no  q ue stio n tha t Co ve y’ s te rms 

simp lify a nd  trivia lise  the  symb o lic  re p re se nta tio ns o f the  la ng ua g e , flo uting  

la ng ua g e  c o nve ntio ns, a nd  a t the  sa me  time  lo c king  his la ng ua g e  into  the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse .  

In a no the r e xa mp le , To m Pe te rs’  (1987) Thriving  o n Cha o s o p e ns with: 

The re  a re  no  e xc e lle nt c o mp a nie s. The  o ld  sa w “ If it a in’ t b ro ke , d o n’ t fix it”  

ne e d s re visio n. I p ro p o se : “ If it a in’ t b ro ke , yo u just ha ve n’ t lo o ke d  ha rd  

e no ug h. Fix it a nywa y” . (p . 3) 

A numb e r o f sub se q ue nt q uo te s sup p o rt the  e a rlie r o b se rva tio ns, a s he  

c o ntinue s: 

The re  a re  two  wa ys to  re sp o nd  to  the  e nd  o f the  e ra  o f susta ina b le  

e xc e lle nc e . One  is fre nzy: b uy a nd  se ll b usine sse s in the  b ra ve  ho p e  o f 

sta ying  o ut in fro nt o f the  g ro wth ind ustry c urve …The  se c o nd  stra te g y is 

p a ra d o xic a l – me e ting  unc e rta inty b y e mp ha sizing  a  se t o f ne w b a sic s: 

wo rld -c la ss q ua lity a nd  se rvic e , e nha nc e d  re sp o nsive ne ss thro ug h g re a tly 

inc re a se d  fle xib ility, a nd  c o ntinuo us, sho rt-c yc le  inno va tio n a nd  

imp ro ve me nt a ime d  a t c re a ting  ne w ma rke ts fo r b o th ne w a nd  a p p a re ntly 

ma ture  p ro d uc ts a nd  se rvic e s. (p p . 3-4) 

Fina lly, Pe te rs’  intro d uc tio n c ulmina te s in the  inte nt o f this p a rtic ula r te xt: 

If the  wo rd  “ e xc e lle nc e ”  is to  b e  a p p lic a b le  in the  future , it re q uire s 

who le sa le  re d e finitio n. Pe rha p s: “ Exc e lle nt firms d o n’ t b e lie ve  in e xc e lle nc e  

– o nly in c o nsta nt imp ro ve me nt a nd  c o nsta nt c ha ng e .”  Tha t is, e xc e lle nt 

firms o f to mo rro w will c he rish imp e rma ne nc e  – a nd  thrive  o n c ha o s. (p . 4) 

Empiric a l re se a rc h und e rta ke n b y Rig b y (1997), Huc zynski (1993, 1997), C o llins 

(2001) a nd  to  a  le sse r d e g re e  Mille r e t a l (2004), sug g e sts tha t sta te me nts o f this 
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so rt ma y re so na te  with the  c o mp a ny d ire c to r a nd  mid d le  ma na g e me nt. 

Ce rta inly, the  numb e r o f b o o ks tha t Pe te rs ha s so ld  ma y a lso  me a n tha t his 

me ssa g e  a b o ut e xc e lle nc e  ha s b e c o me  so  wid e sp re a d , it is the  p re va iling  

c o mmo n se nse . Ho we ve r, it is und e rsta nd a b le  tha t e mp lo ye e s ma y fe e l 

c o nc e rne d  tha t the ir wo rking  life  will b e  o ne  b e se t b y c o nsta nt c ha ng e  a nd  

e ve n c ha o s. The  d isc o nne c t b e twe e n firms sta ying  a b re a st o f c o nsta nt c ha ng e  

a nd  the  ma jo rity o f e mp lo ye e s se e king  sta b ility is o ne  tha t Pe te rs d o e s no t 

a d d re ss. Ye t his p re sc rip tio n c o uc he s the  c ha ng ing  e xte rna l e nviro nme nt in 

te rms tha t wo uld  ha ve  ma na g e rs b e lie ve  the y c a n b e  in c o ntro l. The  e le me nt o f 

c o ntro l, in fa c t, to g e the r with the  e a c h-wa y b e ts o n a ll a sp e c ts o f o rg a nisa tio na l 

b e ha vio ur, ma ke s fo r a  ve ry p e rsua sive , if no t irre futa b le , a rg ume nt fro m Pe te rs. 

Fro m the  CEO to  the  ship me nts c le rk, no  o ne  c a n re fute  tha t e xc e lle nc e  is a  

d e sire d  sta te . Co mb ining  the  me a ning s a nd  te rms o f e xc e lle nc e , c ha o s a nd  

ma na g e me nt e na b le s Pe te rs to  p a int a  p ic ture  o f a n o rg a nisa tio n tha t c a n b e  

in c o ntro l a nd  e ve n ma na g e  a  turb ule nt la nd sc a p e . Othe rs ha ve  p o inte d  o ut 

tha t “ … ‘ ma na g e me nt’  a s a  e up he mism fo r ‘ c o ntro l’  is simp ly a  no nsta rte r in the  

b usine ss wo rld  o f to d a y, a  Dilb e rtia n re lic  o f sc ie ntific  ma na g e me nt a nd  

wo rkho use s”  (Fa lc o ne r, 2002, p . 118). It is imp o ssib le  to  g e t b e yo nd  the  

la ng ua g e  tha t Pe te rs (a nd  o the rs like  him, fo r e xa mp le  To ny Ro b b ins) use s to  

c re a te  a  ve ne e r o f c o ntro l o ve r the  e xte rna l b usine ss e nviro nme nt a nd  e ve n 

p e rso na l live s. This is e sp e c ia lly true  fo r his use  o f o rg a nic  me ta p ho rs, e xc e ssive  

numb e r lists b a rking  o ut instruc tio ns, a nd  re a l-wo rld  e xa mp le s in sup p o rt o f his 

c la ims.  

We  c a n use  C illie rs (1998) to  p e ne tra te  the  d yna mic s he re .  C illie rs (1998) use s 

p o ststruc tura lism a nd  the o rie s o f la ng ua g e  p ro p o se d  b y Sa ssure  a nd  De rrid a  to  

d e ve lo p  a  line  o f inq uiry fo r wha t he  ha s te rme d  ‘ c o nne c tio nist ne two rks’ . Po st-

struc tura l inq uiry is b a se d  o n a  syste m o r p a tte rn o f re la tio nship s a nd  a n 

und e rsta nd ing  a b o ut ho w the  d iffe re nc e s in me a ning  b e c o me  inte rna lise d . 

Afte r Sa ssure , C illie rs (1998) d ra ws a tte ntio n to  the  no tio n tha t the  syste m o f 

la ng ua g e  tra nsc e nd s the  c ho ic e s o f ind ivid ua ls b e c a use  the y ha ve  to  o p e ra te  

within the  syste m o f la ng ua g e  the y inhe rite d , a nd  thus the ir und e rsta nd ing  o f 

the  la ng ua g e  is fixe d . This a lso  me a ns tha t, to  a  la rg e  e xte nt, the  syste m we  c a ll 

la ng ua g e  c a n g ua ra nte e  its inte g rity thro ug h suc h thing s a s tra d itio ns, me mo ry 

o r, in Sa ssure ’ s wo rd s, the  muta b ility a nd  immuta b ility o f the  sig n (c ite d  in C illie rs, 

1998, p . 39). Ho we ve r, C illie rs d o e s p o int o ut the  c o ntra d ic tio n in Sa ssure ’ s the o ry 

o f the  sig n. If the  sig n ha d  a  na tura l o r e sse ntia l me a ning  fo r a ll time , it wo uld  

re ma in e xa c tly the  sa me . “ Cha ng e  c a n o nly b e  tra c e d  in te rms o f the  

d iffe re nc e  tha t is p ro d uc e d  b e twe e n a  p re vio us a nd  a  ne w se t o f re la tio nship s, 

a nd  this is the  re sult o f a n e vo lutio na ry p ro c e ss”  (C illie rs, 1998, p . 40). De rrid a ’ s 

c ritiq ue  o f Sa ssure  is b a se d  o n his no tio n o f diffé ra nc e  b e twe e n the  sig n a nd  its 
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me a ning . In o the r wo rd s, me a ning  is ne ve r simp ly p re se nt a nd  we  a re  c o nsta ntly 

inte rp re ting  sig ns b o th sp o ke n a nd  writte n. But C illie rs (1998) re fute s De rrid a ’ s 

id e a  tha t la ng ua g e  is a  to ta lly o p e n syste m, b e c a use  so me  me a ning s a re  to  a n 

e xte nt fixe d  fo r a ll time , a nd  the re fo re  a re  p re d ic ta b le . Build ing  o n the  id e a s 

fro m b o th Sa ssure  a nd  De rrid a , C ille rs (1998) se e s tha t his no tio n o f c o nne c tio nist 

ne two rks linking  p o st-struc tura l la ng ua g e  the o ry with c o mp le x syste ms o ffe rs 

muc h mo re  in te rms o f the  re la tio nships b e twe e n me a ning s a nd  sig ns, a nd  

furthe rmo re  b e lie ve s the y a re  c a p a b le  o f b e ing  mo d e lle d  a nd  simula te d , in a  

g e ne ra l se nse  (C illie rs, 1998, 2002). 

Ap p lying  C illie rs’  (1998) id e a s to  ma na g e me nt fa d s, we  c a n o b se rve  tha t mo st 

se e k to  tra nsfo rm a  c o mp le x c o nstruc t into  a  simp le  re p re se nta tio n o f it. The  

p o st-struc tura l no tio n tha t wo rd s c a nno t ha ve  a  me a ning  b y the mse lve s, a nd  

tha t me a ning  is d e te rmine d  b y the  d yna mic  re la tio nship s b e twe e n the  

c o mp o ne nts in the  la ng ua g e  syste m wo uld  se e m to  d e c ry suc h thing s a s 

b uzzwo rd s. Buzzwo rd s a re  imp o rta nt so und ing  wo rd s o r p hra se s c re a te d  to  

imp re ss the  la yp e rso n, a nd  litte r the  d isc o urse  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd  g uru 

c o nsulta nc ie s. So me  e xa mp le s inc lud e : ‘ a d ministrivia ’ , ‘ b a c k-so urc ing ’ , 

‘ b e ta ma xe d ’ , ‘ b la me sto rming ’ , ‘ b o und a ry rid ing ’ , ‘ c o d ify’ , ‘ c o lla b o ra tive  

filte ring ’ , ‘ c o re  c o mp e te nc ie s’ , ‘ c ritic a l ma ss’ , ‘ d e e p -d o ma in e xp e rtise ’ , 

‘ d o wnsize ’ , ‘ e mb ra c e  the  c ha o s’ , ‘ e mp o we rme nt’ , ‘ e xc e lle nc e ’ , ‘ e xit stra te g y’ , 

‘ future -p ro o f’ , ‘ g la ss c e iling ’ , ‘ huma n c a p ita l’ , ‘ le a d e rship ’ , ‘ le a rning  

o p p o rtunity’ , ‘ lo w-ha ng ing  fruit’ , ‘ just-in-time ’ , ‘ kno wle d g e  ma na g e me nt’ , 

‘ o p e ra tio na lize ’  (o r a nything  e nd ing  in ize  to  c re a te  a  ve rb ), ‘ p a th p e rsiste nc e ’ , 

‘ p e o p le  d e ve lo p me nt’ , ‘ p o c ke t o f re sista nc e ’ , ‘ re a lig nme nt’ , ‘ re ve nue  

ma ximiza tio n’ , ‘ rig htsizing ’ , ‘ silve r b ulle t’ , ‘ stra te g ic  a llia nc e ’ , ‘ suite  o f o p tio ns’ , 

‘ ta c it kno wle d g e ’ , ‘ ta sk sa tura te d ’ , ‘ tra nsitio ning ’ , ‘ tra nsp a re nc y’ , 

‘ und e rto o le d ’ , ‘ up skilling ’ , ‘ use r-c e ntric ’ , ‘ va lue  a d d e d ’ , ‘ wa te r c o o le r e ffe c t’ , 

‘ we b ify’ , a nd  ‘ wind o w o f o p p o rtunity’ . The se  ha ve  le a d  to  suc h b uzzp hra se s a s 

‘ re p urp o se a b le , le a d ing  e d g e  tho ug htwa re  tha t d e live rs re sults-d rive n va lue ’ , ‘ a  

future -p ro o f a sse t tha t se a mle ssly e mp o we rs yo ur missio n c ritic a l e nte rp rise  

c o mmunic a tio ns’  a nd  ‘ a  va lue -a d d e d , le ve ra g e a b le  g lo b a l kno wle d g e  

re p o sito ry’ .6  

The  tre a tme nt o f la ng ua g e , in p a rtic ula r the  use  a nd  o ve ruse  o f b uzzwo rd s a nd  

b uzzp hra se s, e xe mp lify C illie rs’  (1998) vie w tha t the re  a re  p ro b le ms with the  

no tio n o f re p re se nta tio n, p a rtic ula rly in the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld . The  e a se  with 

whic h suc h wo rd s a nd  p hra se s c a n b e  ma d e  to  re p re se nt p ro b le ms o r e ve n 

so lutio ns in d e a ling  with c o mp le x o rg a nisa tio na l b e ha vio ur is o ne  o f the  

                                                 
6 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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ha llma rks o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. The  la ng ua g e  fo rms a  re la tio nship  b e twe e n the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , the  o b se rve d  wo rld  a nd  a n ind ivid ua l’ s inte rp re ta tio n 

o f it thro ug h sho rtc uts, a nd  e ve n vio la tio ns o f me a ning , mimic king  Le mke ’ s 

(1997) a nd  Le ye sd o rff's (2006) id e a  o f tra ve rsa ls. Whe n we  c o me  to  e xa c tly wha t 

it is tha t C illie rs’  (1998) c o nne c tio nist ne two rks me a n fo r ma na g e me nt fa d s, we  

c a n e ng a g e  his c o nc e p tio n o f ne ura l ne two rks to  ‘ we ig ht’  the  stre ng th o f the  

b o nd s b e twe e n c e rta in c o mpo ne nts, a nd  id e ntify re la tio nship s b e twe e n the  

p a tte rns the mse lve s: “ … c o nne c tio nism d o e s no t re ly o n a  stro ng  the o ry o f 

re p re se nta tio n …” (C illie rs, 1998, p . 59). Ma na g e me nt fa d s tha t vio la te  the se  

re la tio nship s b y fo rc ing  c o nne c tio ns b e twe e n the  o b se rve d  a nd  the  

e xp e rie nc e d , c re a te  a  d isc o nne c t whic h c a n re so na te  just a s stro ng ly in a c ta nts 

a s true  re p re se nta tio n.  The  d isc o urse  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s d isturb s the  p ro c e ss 

whe re b y the  two  le ve ls o f d e sc rip tio n – the  symb o l a nd  its me a ning  – a re  

re la te d . The  re la tio nship  b e c o me s o ne  whic h g ra te s, b ut c irc umve nts the  lo ng -

wind e d  o r fo rma l d e sc rip tio ns p re se nt in true  re p re se nta tio n. Buzzwo rd s a nd  

b uzzp hra se s in so me  se nse  p o p ula rly e p ito mise  the  re b e llio usne ss tha t ha s 

fig ure d  in d e e p  p hilo so p hic a l d e b a te s thro ug ho ut the  c e nturie s, c a rrie d  thro ug h 

to  mo d e rn ma rke ting  te c hniq ue s whic h re ly o n e xp lo iting  me a ning s to  c a p ture  

the ir a ud ie nc e . The  ‘ ling uistic  d isso na nc e ’  c re a te d  b y the  d isc o urse  o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s ma ke s it d iffic ult to  d e fine  the  p re c ise  me a ning  o f the  te rms – 

p re c ise ly the  e ffe c t so ug ht. The  re la tio nship  b e twe e n me a ning  a nd  la ng ua g e  in 

ma na g e me nt fa d s thus b e c o me s unsta b le . Its p a tte rns e xhib it the  b e ha vio urs o f 

Le mke ’ s tra ve rsa ls; in tha t the y a re  e p he me ra l, tra nsie nt, a nd  va ria b le . This 

insta b ility is a lso  b o rn o f c o nte mp o ra ry b usine ss p ra c tic e s, p o litic a l o r e c o no mic  

d rive rs a nd , to  a  le sse r d e g re e , p o p  c ulture  a nd  sub ve rsive  style s.   

The  simp lific a tio n o f me a ning  using  b uzzwo rd s a nd  p hra se s to  unite  c o ntra sting  

o r d isp a ra te  c o nc e p ts in a  wa y tha t c a p tiva te s is the  mo st c ritic a l fe a ture  o f 

la ng ua g e  use  in ma na g e me nt fa d s. C illie rs’  (1998) no tio ns o f c o nne c tio nist 

ne two rks a nd  d istrib ute d  re p re se nta tio n c a p ture  the  c o mp le xitie s o f la ng ua g e  

usa g e  inc lud ing  wo rking  with c o nc e p ts o r c luste rs o f c o nc e p ts a t the  sub -

c o nc e p tua l le ve l. This c a n a lso  b e  re c o nc ile d  with the  id e a  o f ma na g e me nt 

fa d s a s c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms hyp o the sise d  in this the sis. The  p he no me no n 

b e c o me s o ne  o f se lf-o rg a nisa tio n o f me a ning  in whic h the  struc ture  o f 

la ng ua g e , sig ns a nd  ima g e s is ne ithe r a  p a ssive  re fle c tio n o f the  e xte rna l wo rld , 

no r the  re sult o f a c tive  p re -p ro g ra mme d  inte rna l fa c to rs, b ut is inste a d , a  

c o mp le x inte rc o nne c tio n b e twe e n the  c urre nt sta te  o f the  syste m, the  

e nviro nme nt a nd  the  histo ry o f the  syste m (C illie rs, 1998, p . 89).  

This b ring s us to  o ne  o f the  ke y p o ints Le mke  ma ke s a b o ut his no tio n o f 

tra ve rsa ls: the y e nla rg e  the  re p e rto ire  o f 'p o ssib le s'. The y c re a te  lo c a l a nd  
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e p he me ra l p o ssib ilitie s o f me a ning ful c o nne c tio n o r c a te na tio n a mo ng  

o the rwise  ra d ic a lly d isting uishe d  a nd  se p a ra te d  g e nre s a nd  d o ma ins o f a c tivity. 

Lo c a l a nd  e p he me ra l (o n so me  time sc a le ), tra ve rsa l re p e rto ire s c a n p o te ntia lly 

b e c o me  re g ula rize d , sta nd a rd ize d , re p e a te d , a nd  d isse mina te d  o ve r la rg e r 

sc a le s a nd  fo r lo ng e r time s. This is a n o b se rva b le  q ua lity o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

Le mke 's tra ve rsa ls a re  c ha ra c te rise d  b y a n ho listic  a e sthe tic  jud g me nt ra the r 

tha n b y o b je c tive  c o nfo rmity to  c o d ifie d  c rite ria  tha t sp e c ify a na lytic a l 

c o mp o ne nts. Ac c o rd ing  to  Le mke  (1997), we  jud g e  g e nre -c o nfo rmity b y lo o king  

a t the  se p a ra te  p a rts a nd  the ir c rite ria l fe a ture s. The re  is no  sp e c ia l se nse  o f the  

who le ; no  e me rg e nt q ua lity o f the  who le  is ta ke n to  b e  mo re  tha n the  sum o f 

the  p a rts. G e nre -c o nfo rmity is a n e mine ntly line a r a nd  summa tive  stra te g y, a  

true  p ro d uc t o f re d uc tio nism. Tra ve rsa l jud g me nts, o n the  o the r ha nd , a re  

e mine ntly ho listic , o r a t le a st the y o p e ra te  ‘ in the  la rg e ’ , with the  me a ning fulne ss 

a nd  q ua lity o f the  lo ng e r-sc a le  p o rtio ns o f the  tra ve rsa l mo re  imp o rta nt tha n the  

sma lle r-sc a le  o ne s. Tra ve rsa ls a re  e me rg e nt a ll the  wa y d o wn. The y a re  

c ha ra c te ristic  o f the  a g e  o f c o mp le x (inc lud ing  b io lo g ic a l a nd  e c o so c ia l) 

syste ms und e rsta nd ing  (Le mke , 2000). 

Ma ny ma na g e me nt fa d s ha ve  the  p o te ntia l to  o ffe r o rg a nisa tio ns a  me a sure  o f 

so c ia l c o ntro l a nd  wid e sp re a d  sta nd a rd isa tio n a nd  c o nfo rmity. As o rg a nisa tio ns 

e xp a nd  a nd  a d a p t, the y find  tha t e a c h e ffo rt to  e nfo rc e  sta nd a rd iza tio n 

c o nflic ts with the  me ssine ss o f the  c o mp le x syste ms in whic h the y o p e ra te . Ea c h 

e ffo rt to  e nfo rc e  c o nfo rmity re q uire s tha t mo re  a nd  mo re  a sp e c ts o f life  must in 

turn a lso  b e  c o ntro lle d . The  id e a  o f c o nsta nt re fine me nt thro ug h ma na g e me nt 

fa d s is a  c o mmo n o ne . This is why ma ny o rg a nisa tio ns g o  thro ug h sta te s o f 

sta b ility a nd  insta b ility, re a c ting  to  the  lo c a l c o nd itio ns o f the  e xte rna l 

e nviro nme nt. O fte n, ma na g e me nt fa d s a c t a s tra ve rsa ls b y a llo wing  

o rg a nisa tio ns to  shift une a sily b e twe e n the  re la xe d  c o ntro l o ve r p e o p le  o nc e  a  

ne w fa d  is imp le me nte d , to  the  time s whe re  fa d s a re  o n the  wa ne  a nd  

so me thing  ne w is re q uire d  fo r mo re  c o ntro l o ve r the  o rg a nisa tio n. Le mke  (2000) 

use s this a na lo g y with so c ie ty a s it shifts b e twe e n mo d e rnism a nd  a  kind  o f 

a p o c a lyp tic  p o stmo d e rn sta te , a nd  he  e mp ha sise s tha t me a ning  ma king  d uring  

the  time s whe n the  two  sta te s ne e d  tra ve rsa ls to  unite  the m is c ritic a l to  

d isc o urse  a na lysis. If ma na g e me nt fa d s, a s tra ve rsa ls, b rid g e  the  g a p  b e twe e n 

va rio us sta te s in a n o rg a nisa tio n, it is c le a r tha t insuffic ie nt c re d e nc e  is p a id  to  

the ir imp a c ts. 

 

Pha se  6 – Eme rg ing  unc e rta inty  

The  sixth p ha se  is c ha ra c te rise d  b y e me rg ing  unc e rta inty. This unc e rta inty ma y 

b e  ma nife ste d  a t the  le ve l o f the  fa d  o r within the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  
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itse lf. So me time s unc e rta inty c a n a lso  o c c ur whe n q ue stio ns sta rt to  b e  a ske d  

a b o ut ho w the  fa d  mig ht b e  e va lua te d . Suc h q ue stio ning  mig ht c a use  

o rg a nisa tio ns tha t ha ve  a d o p te d  the  fa d  to  lo o k into  o the r inte rve ntio ns. The  

so c ia l, fina nc ia l o r c ultura l milie u mig ht a lso  b e  a p t to  c ha ng e  a s p a rt o f the  

c yc lic a l p ro c e ss tha t c ha ra c te rise  me a ning  syste ms, a nd  thus the  ma na g e me nt 

fa d  ma y se e m ina d e q ua te  in the  fa c e  o f the se  c ha ng e s. Ma na g e me nt fa d s, a s 

we  ha ve  le a rne d , a re  b y d e finitio n re la tive ly infle xib le , a nd  d o  no t ta ke  a c c o unt 

o f the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms a ro und  the m. Inste a d , ma na g e me nt fa d s a re  

c a st in suc h a  wa y tha t the y c o nfo rm to  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse , a d o p ting  

the  va lue s, e thic s a nd  b e lie fs o f the  so c ie ty. As Wa tts (2003) se e s: 

Whe n so lving  c o mp le x p ro b le ms in a mb ig uo us e nviro nme nts, ind ivid ua ls 

c o mp e nsa te  fo r the ir limite d  kno wle d g e  o f the  inte rd e p e nd e nc ie s 

b e twe e n the ir va rio us ta sks a nd  fo r the ir unc e rta inty a b o ut the  future  b y 

e xc ha ng ing  info rma tio n – kno wle d g e , a d vic e , e xp e rtise , a nd  re so urc e s – 

with o the r p ro b le m so lve rs within the  sa me  o rg a nisa tio n. (p . 273) 

Eme rg ing  unc e rta inty a lso  me a ns tha t – p o te ntia lly – the  inte rlinka g e s b e twe e n 

the  c o mp o ne nts in a  syste m a re  c ha ng ing  o r e ve n b re a king  d o wn. This c o uld  

c o nc e rn the  c ha ng ing  na ture  o f c o mp o ne nts, c o mmunic a tio n b e twe e n 

c o mp o ne nts, the  a d d itio n o f ne w c o mp o ne nts, o r the  e ntire  p a tte rns o f 

c o nne c tio n ne two rking  the  syste m with o the r syste ms. Fo r e xa mp le , in 

o rg a nisa tio ns, e me rg ing  unc e rta inty c a use d  b y c ha ng e s to  the  e xte rna l a nd  

inte rna l e nviro nme nt me a ns tha t the  p ro b le m so lving  c a p a b ilitie s ma y a lso  b e  

a ffe c te d  b e c a use  c urre nt wa ys o f d e a ling  with issue s (p e rha p s thro ug h a  fa d ) 

ma y no  lo ng e r b e  a p p lic a b le . Cha ng e s in the  e xte rna l e nviro nme nt, a s Wa tts 

(2003) p o ints o ut, me a n the  tra nsmissio n o f info rma tio n within the  syste m itse lf will 

e nc o unte r p ro b le ms. Info rma tio n ne two rks, hie ra rc hie s o f info rma tio n (fo r 

e xa mp le , the  sta tus o f so me  info rma tio n) a nd  the  c o ntro l o f info rma tio n d uring  

this p ha se  a re  p e rha p s a t the ir mo st vulne ra b le . In te rms o f thinking  a b o ut fa d s 

d uring  Pha se  6, it c o uld  b e  tha t the  stre sse s o n so me  a sp e c t o f the  fa d , fo r 

e xa mp le , the  struc ture s p ut in p la c e  to  ha nd le  info rma tio n in a n o rg a nisa tio n, 

b e c o me  unsta b le . This insta b ility, whe re  so me  a spe c ts o f the  info rma tio n 

e xc ha ng e  b e c o me  re d und a nt, a nd  so me  o ve rwhe lming , wo uld  me a n tha t 

o rg a nisa tio ns must a d a p t, o r a t le a st re c o g nise  the  wa rning  sig ns whe n 

unc e rta inty b e c o me s symp to ma tic  o f, a nd  the  p re c urso r to , a  p a ra d ig m shift.  

Me a ning s g e ne ra te d  d uring  this time  a re  a lso  b urd e ne d  b y misinfo rma tio n, 

o utd a te d  info rma tio n o r p e rha p s info rma tio n d e lib e ra te ly inte nd e d  to  sub ve rt 

the  c urre nt syste m in the  ho p e  o f c re a ting  so me thing  ne w. This c o uld  b e  

p a rtic ula rly re le va nt in the  c a se  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. Onc e  a  fa d  ha s b e c o me  

d iffuse d  in a n o rg a nisa tio n, the  info rma tio n e xc ha ng e  b e twe e n c e rta in 

c o mp o ne nts o f the  fa d  b e c o me s c o ng e ste d , with the  re sult tha t p e o p le  sho rt 
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c irc uit e ithe r the  p ro c e sse s p re sc rib e d  b y the  fa d  o r the  p e o p le  imp o rta nt fo r its 

o ng o ing  suc c e ss. Fo r e xa mp le , suc h sho rt c uts in info rma tio n e xc ha ng e  se rve  to  

c re a te  ne w links in a n a lre a d y o ve rlo a d e d  syste m, re sulting  in inc re a sing  

unc e rta inty b e c a use  the  stra te g ie s p ut in p la c e  a re  ill-e q uipp e d  to  c o p e  with 

the  c ha ng e s g e ne ra te d . The  p o int a t whic h e me rg ing  unc e rta inty turns into  

c ha o s re p re se nts o ne  o f the  b ifurc a tio n p o ints in the  life  o f the  syste m.  (Re c a ll 

he re  the  d ia g ra m 7.3 – Sta b le  a nd  Unsta b le  Sta te s a t the  Ed g e  o f Cha o s.) The  

fa c t o f the  e me rg ing  unc e rta in e nviro nme nt a lso  me a ns tha t the re  a re  no t just 

o ne  o r two  fe a ture s c ha ng ing . Eme rg ing  unc e rta inty a s it mo ve s to wa rd  c ha o s 

a lso  me a ns tha t ma ny fa c to rs a re  d e ve lo p ing  tha t se rve  to  re nd e r the  syste m so  

unsta b le  a s to  g e ne ra te  ne w me a ning s a nd  p e rha p s ne w ne two rks o r 

re la tio nship s b e twe e n o ld e r no d e s o f the  syste m. This is the  p o int a t whic h the  

fa d  b e c o me s o ffic ia lly unwo rka b le , tra wling  fo r so me thing  ne w to  c o p e  with the  

unc e rta inty g e ne ra te d  is mo st like ly a nd  whe re  c o nc e p ts a nd  e le me nts fro m the  

sta b le  sta te  mig ra te  to  the  unsta b le  sta te  b e c a use  the  e d g e  o f c ha o s is no t 

ma na g e d .  Curre nt struc ture s a nd  hie ra rc hie s d uring  this time  a re  a lso  

vulne ra b le , inc lud ing  ma na g e me nt, p ro c e sse s a nd  sta ffing  le ve ls. While  

p o te ntia l ne w fa d s a re  b e ing  c a nva sse d  a t this time  (a t le a st b e hind  the  

sc e ne s), the  re sulting  unc e rta inty a nd  ine vita b le  c ha o s will d ic ta te  the  ra p id ity 

o f the  a b a nd o nme nt o f the  c urre nt fa d  a nd  the  a d o p tio n o f a  ne w o ne .  

 

7.5 Conc lusion 

I ha ve  use d  the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms to  c ha ra c te rise  

ma na g e me nt fa d s in te rms o f me a ning , la ng ua g e  a nd  p e rc e p tio n to  p ro vid e  

a n a lte rna tive  e xp la na tio n fo r the  p he no me no n. De c o nstruc ting  the  

p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s c o uld  b e  p ursue d  via  d isc o urse  a na lysis, o r 

a n e mpiric a l stud y a b o ut the ir b e ha vio ur. Ho we ve r, a  the o risa tio n a b o ut ho w 

we  mig ht e ng a g e  in a sso c ia ting  a nd  c o nne c ting  ma na g e me nt fa d s to  

d o mina nt me a ning  syste ms p ro vid e s a  c o g e nt a rg ume nt fo r the ir e me rg e nc e , 

c o nte xt fo r the ir e xiste nc e  a nd  the ir c a p a c ity to  thrive  b e fo re  ultima te ly 

d e c lining .  

I ha ve  d ra wn up o n the  wo rks o f the o rists suc h a s Ja y Le mke  a nd  Pa ul C illie rs 

who  ha ve  ma d e  sig nific a nt c o ntrib utio ns to  the  und e rsta nd ing  o f c o mp le x 

syste ms, la ng ua g e  a nd  me a ning . The ir the o rie s p ro vid e d  a  fo und a tio n to  

und e rsta nd  the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, the o rising  the  

p he no me no n thro ug h a  c o mp le x syste ms le ns, p a rtic ula rly in re la tio n to  

la ng ua g e  a nd  me a ning . Le mke 's tra ve rsa ls a nd  C illie rs' c o nne c tio nist ne two rks 

p ro vid e  a  b a sis to  b e g in the  the o risa tio n o f fa d s, a nd  I ha ve  e xp a nd e d  up o n 

tho se  the o rie s to  a d va nc e  the  id e a  o f a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m. 
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Cha pte r 8: Re fle c tions on a na lysing  ma na g e me nt fa ds 

a s c omple x me a ning  syste ms 

In this c hap te r, the  c o nc lusio n, I will e va lua te  the  re sults o f this a na lytic a l 

e xpe rime nt, c ritiq ue  the  a pp lic a tio n o f c o mp le x syste ms c o nc e p ts to  fa ds, a nd 

disc uss ho w we  mig ht a pp ly it to  o the r so c io c ultura l phe no me na . Also  I ha ve  

b rie fly o utline d ho w this mig ht c o ntrib ute  to  furthe r re se a rc h in this a re a . This 

c ha p te r will a lso  re fle c t o n the  implic a tio ns o f the  the sis fo r the  wo rld o f p ra c tic e  

o f ma na g e rs. 

As disc usse d in p re vio us c ha p te rs, a  c o mp le x syste ms a p p ro a c h do e s no t 

a de q uate ly a ddre ss the  no tio n o f e p iste mo lo g ic a l, o nto lo g ic a l a nd a xio lo g ic a l 

va lue s p re se nt in so c ia l b e ha vio ur. Ble nding  suc h the me s into  a  c o mp le x syste ms 

a na lysis ma ke s it infinite ly mo re  ‘ c o mple x’ . In a dditio n, the  ina b ility o f c o mple x 

syste ms to  suffic ie ntly de a l with the se  fe a ture s o f so c ia l syste ms g e ne ra te d the  

the o risa tio n o f ‘ c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms. Thus, this c ha p te r synthe sise s the  

ide a s a nd the me s fro m b o th pe rspe c tive s, a nd fo r c o mp le te ne ss o ffe rs so me  

va lue  judg e me nts a b o ut the m. The  c ha p te r the re fo re  o utline s its c o ntrib utio n 

the  e p iste mo lo g y (and to  so me  de g re e ) the  o nto lo g y  o f ma na g e me nt 

kno wle dg e . 

  

As I ha ve  o utline d  in p re c e d ing  c ha p te rs, so me  write rs ha ve  use d  e mpiric a l 

re se a rc h to  e xa mine  the  up ta ke  a nd  a b a nd o nme nt ra te s o f va rio us fa d s (Rig b y, 

2001; Etto rre , 1997; Mille r, 2004), o the rs ha ve  e ve n a p p lie d  a  b ro a d  d isc o urse  

a na lysis o f p a rtic ula r fa d s (Huc zynski, 1997; Ja c kso n, 2002; a nd  Co llins, 2001). Still 

o the rs (Ba ra b á si, 2003; Wa tts, 2003) ha ve  use d  the  ne w sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks to  

mo d e l the  d iffusio n o f fa d s. To g e the r, the se  a p p ro a c he s d o  o ffe r so me  

e xp la na tio ns fo r the  b e ha vio ur o f a  va rie ty o f fa shio ns a nd  fa d s – fo r e xa mp le , 

ho w fa d s e me rg e , a nd  ho w the y a ffe c t o rg a nisa tio ns – b ut a  c o mp le te  

e xp la na tio n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s a s a  so c ia l p he no me no n is no t fo rthc o ming  

fro m the se  a c c o unts, unle ss the y a re  ta ke n to g e the r. This fina l c ha p te r will 

re fle c t o n the  e ffic a c y o f the  va rio us c o nc e p ts e xp lo re d  in this the sis to  e xp la in 

the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms a nd  a p p ly the m to  the  und e rsta nd ing  

a nd  e xp e rie nc e  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s.  

One  o f the  fe a ture s o f the  ‘ p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse ’  is tha t so c ia l p he no me na  

c a n b e  se e n to  b e  c o ntro lle d  a nd  to  c o nfo rm to  c e rta in rule s o f b e ha vio ur. The  
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p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  p ro vid e s c a te g o rie s fo r suc h thing s a s b e ha vio ur, 

p syc ho se s, p e rso na litie s, c ulture s, a g e s, g e nd e r, a nd  d e via nts to  c a p ture  a nd  

surve il the  e sse ntia lly sub je c tive  na ture  o f the  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n o f re a lity 

(Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn, 1966). This c o mp a rtme nta lisa tio n e na b le s us to  ma ke  

se nse  o f o ur wo rld , e sta b lish me a ning  syste ms a ro und  the  p he no me na  

d e sc rib e d , a nd  he lp s us to  und e rsta nd  wha t it me a ns to  b e  huma n. One  o f the  

imp o rta nt fe a ture s o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  is tha t suc h c la ssific a tio ns 

a re  time  a nd  c o nte xt d e p e nd e nt; me a ning , re a lity a nd  truth p ro vid e  te mp o ra l 

p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n fo r the  ma te ria l a nd  no nma te ria l wo rld  tha t e xists a ro und  

it. Atte mp ts b y g re a t (a nd  no t so  g re a t) thinke rs to  p ro vid e  a n a c c o unt o f the  

e nig ma  o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  ha ve  b e e n d o c ume nte d  fo r tho usa nd s 

o f ye a rs, p a c ka g e d  va rio usly in a re a s b o und e d  b y p hilo so phy, so c io lo g y a nd  o f 

c o urse  re lig io n. So me  o f the se  a c c o unts ha ve  b e e n p ro vid e d  in this the sis 

b e c a use  the y a re  re le va nt to  ho w a  the o risa tio n a b o ut me a ning  syste ms c a n 

b e  c o nte xua lise d . 

All huma n syste ms ha ve  a  p he no me no lo g ic a l a sp e c t, a nd  we  c a n a rg ue  tha t 

the  b o und a rie s b e twe e n o nto lo g ie s a re  so c ia lly c o nstruc te d . In fa c t, it c o uld  b e  

a rg ue d  tha t this is a  fo rm o f e me rg e nc e  in huma n se nse  ma king . We  find  it 

d iffic ult, if no t imp o ssib le , to  b e  o b je c tive  b e c a use  we  fa c ilita te  a nd  ind e e d  

c o nstruc t e me rg ing  b o und a rie s fro m o ur o wn e xp e rie nc e s a nd / o r the  

e xp e rie nc e s o f o the rs. Sinc e  me a ning  must a lwa ys invo lve  c o nte xt a nd  c a nno t 

e xist ind e p e nd e ntly o f o the r me a ning s, o ur c a p a c ity to  re ta in me nta l ima g e s o f 

ma te ria l o b je c ts a nd  e ve nts is a  fund a me nta l c ha ra c te ristic  o f c o lle c tive  so c ia l 

b e ha vio ur. Be c a use  we  c a n ho ld  me nta l ima g e s a nd  e xp e rie nc e s, a nd  

c o nstruc t o ur o wn me a ning  syste ms a ro und  the m, we  a re  a b le  to  c ho o se  

b e twe e n a lte rna tive s; o ur o wn p e rc e p tio ns, va lue s a nd  b e ha vio ur a re  b a se d  o n 

this a b ility. Co lle c tive ly, so c ia l b e ha vio ur c o nsists o f c la ssifying  the se  me a ning  

syste ms so  the re  is g e ne ra l c o nse nsus a b o ut so c ia l rule s a nd  no rms – the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . O f c o urse , we  a tte mp t mo re  p re c ise  a nd  fo rma l 

c la ssific a tio n o f thing s tha t a re  c o mp le x thro ug h la ws a nd  re g ula tio ns, 

e sta b lishing  institutio ns a nd  c o nve ntio ns. Me a ning  syste ms tha t d ra w o n so c ia l 

b e ha vio urs a re  c o lle c tive ly d e b a te d  a nd  inte rp re te d , so me  b e c o ming  

e ntre nc he d  a s tra d itio ns a nd  no rms, o the rs b e c o ming  re d und a nt o r ra d ic a l 

b e c a use  o f e me rg ing  fa c to rs e ithe r in the  ma te ria l (ma tte r a nd  sub sta nc e ) o r 

no nma te ria l (fo rm a nd  p a tte rn o f o rg a nisa tio n) wo rld . In the  ma te ria l wo rld , 

e me rg e nc e  is a  p ro c e ss fe a ture  o f d issipa tive  struc ture s (ma tte r) a nd  invo lve s 

multip le  fe e d b a c k lo o p s (fo rm). Tra nsla ting  this to  the  re a lm o f me a ning  se e s it 

a s the  p ro d uc t o f the  inte rp la y b e twe e n c o mp le x p a tte rns o f so c ia l b e ha vio ur 

(fo rm), the  p hysic a l e nviro nme nt (ma tte r) a nd  a uto p o ie tic  p ro c e sse s invo lving  

c o nsc io us e xp e rie nc e , c o nc e p tua l tho ug ht a nd  me ta p hysic a l c o nc e p ts.  
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This b rie f d isc ussio n re ve a ls ho w so me  o f the  thinking  b e hind  the  id e a  o f 

c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms e vo lve d . It is no t e no ug h to  simp ly e xa mine  the  

c urre nt p hysic a l e nviro nme nt whe n a na lysing  so c ia l p he no me na . Fo r e xa mp le , 

this wo uld  e q ua te  to  simp ly e xp lo ring  o ne  e le me nt o f a n o rg a nisa tio n, sa y 

sup p ly c ha ins, a nd  the n ma king  c la ims a b o ut ho w the  future  mig ht influe nc e  

the  o rg a nisa tio n b a se d  o n tha t a na lysis a lo ne . Thinking  a b o ut o rg a nisa tio ns a s 

invo lving  suc h c o nc e p ts a s ne two rke d  c o mp le x syste ms o f ma te ria l a nd  

no nma te ria l p a tte rns, rule s, va lue s, b e lie fs, c ultura l re la tio nship s a nd  p ro c e sse s 

me a ns tha t a ny inte rve ntio ns must ta ke  into  a c c o unt a  who le  ra ng e  o f fa c to rs, 

o r e lse  b uild  in re d und a nc y. C o mp le x me a ning  syste ms ha ve  the  p o te ntia l to  

p ro vid e  suc h a  fra me wo rk fo r a na lysis fo r a  ra ng e  o f so c ia l p he no me na  

b e c a use  the y ne c e ssa rily inc lud e  a  multitud e  o f fa c to rs fro m b o th the  ma te ria l 

a nd  no nma te ria l re a lms. Mo re o ve r, d e sc rib ing  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms a s a  

p ro c e ss me a ns the  a p p ro a c h c a n ne ve r b e  c o nd e mne d  a s re d uc tio nist, o ne  o f 

the  mo st c o mmo n ind ic tme nts o f so me  c o mp le x syste ms a na lyse s.  

Ap p lying  suc h the o ry to  a  p a rtic ula r so c ia l p he no me no n like  ma na g e me nt fa d s 

me a ns tha t we  c a n e nsure  a  d ime nsio n o f fle xib ility is b uilt into  the  a na lysis 

b e c a use  me a ning  syste ms a re  a lso  ‘ c o nstruc te d ’  fro m the  p o sitio n o f the  

o b se rve r. This p o te ntia lly c re a te s a  b ina ry func tio n fo r the  fra me wo rk. On the  

o ne  ha nd , fle xib ility me a ns multip le  sc a le s a nd  ine xtric a b ly c o nne c te d  

c o mp o ne nts c o uld  c o me  to g e the r a s p a rt o f a n a na lysis a nd  o ffe r une xp e c te d  

o r surp rising  find ing s. Ho we ve r, o n the  o the r ha nd , suc h a  myria d  o f fa c to rs ma y 

re nd e r the  a na lysis unwie ld y b e c a use  o f the  she e r vo lume  a nd  c o mp le xity o f 

e le me nts fro m ma te ria l a nd  no nma te ria l d ime nsio ns. Intrinsic  b ina ry func tio ns 

suc h a s c o nstruc tive  o r d e struc tive  c re a tivity, rig ht o r wro ng , g o o d  o r b a d , a nd  

so  o n b e c o me  a  fe a ture  o f se nse  ma king . The  p e nc ha nt to  simp lify, c a te g o rize  

a nd  se e k to  re fine  (thro ug h p ro c e sse s o f so c ia liza tio n a nd  e nc ultura tio n) the  

wo rld  a ro und  the m is a n intrinsic  p a rt o f wha t it me a ns to  b e  huma n – c re a ting  

ind ivid ua lise d  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms to  ma ke  se nse  o f o ur wo rld . This a lso  

me a ns tha t e ve ry c o mp le x me a ning  syste m is vie we d  d iffe re ntly, d e p e nd ing  

up o n the  p e rsp e c tive  o f the  o b se rve r, a nd  the  time sc a le  invo lve d . Thus, the  

re a lisa tio n tha t huma n a g e nc y is a n inte g ra l p a rt o f me a ning -ma king  a t va rio us 

le ve ls is o ne  o f the  ke y e le me nts o f the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms. As 

Le mke  (1997) p o ints o ut, so c ia l the o rie s a b o ut d isc o urse  sho uld  p o int the  wa y to  

a  d yna mic , c ritic a l, unita ry so c ia l the o ry. He  a ffirms tha t mo st the o rie s o f 

d isc o urse , imp o rta nt tho ug h the y a re , a re  ma inly ling uistic  a nd  p syc ho lo g ic a l, 

p a ying  sc a nt a tte ntio n to  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  (Le mke , 1995, p . 21).  

Pa rt 1 o f this the sis c o nc lud e d  tha t ma ny so c io c ultura l p he no me na  c a n b e  

vie we d  a s syste ms o f inte rp re ta tio n a nd  c o nstruc tio ns o f re a lity. Ma na g e me nt 
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fa d s a re  a lso  syste ms o f me a ning  a nd  inte rp re ta tio n a nd , in o rd e r to  survive , 

must find  wa ys to  sta b ilise  the ir e nviro nme nts to  a d a p t to  the  c ha ng ing  a nd  

e me rg ing  wo rld  a ro und  the m. A c e ntra l c o nc e rn o f so c io c ultura l the o rie s 

(inc lud ing  so me  ma na g e me nt the o rie s) is tha t o f und e rsta nd ing  ho w p e o p le  

c o nstruc t me a ning  a nd  re a lity, a nd  e xp lo ring  ho w tha t e na c te d  re a lity p ro vid e s 

a  c o nte xt fo r a c tio n. The  no tio n tha t o ur p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  is le g itima te d  

b y “a sc rib ing  c o g nitive  va lid ity to  o b je c tiva te d  me a ning s”  is o ne  tha t tra ve rse s 

a n e no rmo us ra ng e  o f lite ra ture  (Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn, 1976, p . 111). Furthe r, 

just a s the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  c a rrie s with it histo ric a l c o nte xt, so  to o  d o e s 

Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn’ s id e a  o f le g itima tio n. Lo o king  a t ma na g e me nt fa d s fro m 

this p e rsp e c tive  sho uld  b e  no  d iffe re nt fro m e xa mining  o the r so c io c ultura l 

p he no me na  thro ug h ra tio na list mo d e ls, suc h a s b e ha vio urism o r c o g nitivism. It is 

a lso  re le va nt tha t the  sc o p e  o f Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn’ s (1976) fo urth le ve l 

le g itima tio n p ha se  (inc ip ie nt, the o re tic a l a nd  e xp lic it b e ing  the  first thre e ) lo o ks 

a t who le -syste m c o nc e p ts, the  unive rse , o r “ ma trix o f a ll so c ia lly o b je c tiva te d  

a nd  sub je c tive ly re a l me a ning s, the  e ntire  histo ric  so c ie ty a nd  the  e ntire  

b io g ra p hy o f the  ind ivid ua l a re  se e n a s e ve nts ta king  p la c e  within this unive rse ”  

(Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn, 1976, p . 114).  

At the  le ve l o f the  ind ivid ua l, ho we ve r, we  ne e d  to  b e  c o nc e rne d  a b o ut ho w 

the se  o b je c tiva te d  a nd  sub je c tiva te d  re a litie s c o me  to g e the r to  c o nstruc t the  

p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse . In o the r wo rd s, why d o  we  b e lie ve  wha t we  d o ?  Ho w 

d o  ind ivid ua l me a ning  syste ms c o lle c tive ly 'd e c id e ' b y c o nse nsus the  p re va iling  

c o mmo n se nse ?  Me a ning  ma king  is thus a  so c ia lly-c o nstruc te d  e nte rp rise . Ho w 

d o e s a ll this tra nsla te  into  e xa c tly wha t we  d o ?  Fina lly, ho w mig ht o rg a nisa tio ns 

re a c t to  the  la te st ma na g e me nt fa d s, ta king  fro m the m the  mo st sa lie nt 

c o mp o ne nts a nd  b le nd ing  the m with e le me nts fro m the  p re va iling  c o mmo n 

se nse  to  a ssist in ma na g ing  c ha ng e ?  Ag a in, Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn (1976, p . 13) 

p ro vid e  insig hts:  

… the  so c io lo g y o f kno wle d g e  must first o f a ll c o nc e rn itse lf with wha t 

p e o p le  "kno w" a s "re a lity" in the ir e ve ryd a y, no n- o r p re -the o re tic a l live s. In 

o the r wo rd s, c o mmo n-se nse  "kno wle d g e " ra the r tha n "id e a s" must b e  the  

c e ntra l fo c us fo r the  so c io lo g y o f kno wle d g e . It is p re c ise ly this 

"kno wle d g e " tha t c o nstitute s the  fa b ric  o f me a ning s witho ut whic h no  

so c ie ty c o uld  e xist. 

The  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  is no t a  sta te , b ut a  d yna mic  p ro c e ss whe re  the re  

a re  just a s ma ny fa c to rs whic h ma y b e  e xc lud e d  fro m d isc ussio n a s the re  a re  

fa c to rs inc lud e d  in mo d e ls fo r e xp la na tio n. Wha t is o mitte d  c a n b e  just a s 

sig nific a nt a s wha t is inc lud e d  in the  d isc ussio n. Fo r e xa mp le , in c o nte mp o ra ry 

we ste rn so c ie ty, fa ith o r b e lie f is c o nsid e re d  le ss wo rthwhile  tha n kno wle d g e , 

a nd  is no t a s va lue d  a s it is in o the r so c io c ultura l syste ms. Wha t se ts kno wle d g e  

a p a rt fro m b e lie f, a nd  is the re  a  d iffe re nc e ?  Wha t typ e s o f kno wle d g e  a re  
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va lue d  b y the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse ?  Q ue stio ning  the  so urc e s o f info rma tio n 

re ve a ls a  ne e d  fo r c la rific a tio n o f the  d e fining  c o nd itio ns o f kno wle d g e  (Mo se r 

e t a l., 1998, p . 2). This e p iste mo lo g ic a l re a lity must b e g in a t first p rinc ip le s a nd  

a sk wha t kno wle d g e  is va lue d  b y its so c io c ultura l syste m, a nd  ho w mig ht we  g o  

a b o ut this a na lysis. We  ha ve  a lre a d y d isc usse d  tha t kno wle d g e  a nd  me a ning  

syste ms se rve  to  susta in a nd  p ro mo te  the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  in wa ys tha t 

le g itimise  a nd  na tura lize  the  d o mina nt g ro up s in so c ie ty. So  to o  we  ha ve  

d isc usse d  the  c o nne c tio n b e twe e n ma na g e me nt fa d s a nd , fo r e xa mp le , the  

ne e d  to  a d d re ss unc e rta inty in o rg a nisa tio ns. This ve ry imp o rta nt fe a ture  o f a ll 

ma na g e me nt fa d s d e a ls with the  ne e d  o f huma ns fo r c e rta inty, c o ntro l, 

p re d ic ta b ility a nd  ro utine  (thro ug h ma na g e d  inte rve ntio n). Thus, ma na g e me nt 

fa d s fill a n imp o rta nt ne e d  fo r o rg a nisa tio ns in the  d e fe nc e  a g a inst a  shifting  

a nd  d yna mic  e xte rna l e nviro nme nt. But why is it tha t the y ha ve  c o me  to  fo rm 

p a rt o f the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  to  suc h a n e xte nt tha t the y a re  no w a n 

ind isp e nsa b le  p a rt o f the  c o rp o ra te  wo rld ?  The se  a re  the  typ e s o f q ue stio ns no t 

a d d re sse d  in, fo r e xa mp le , the  ne w sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks. The  sc ie nc e  o f 

ne two rks tre a ts suc h p he no me na  a s a n e nd  sta te , ra the r tha n a  d yna mic  

p ro c e ss. Mo re o ve r, mo d e lling  ne two rks o nly p ro vid e s a  sna p sho t o f the  issue  in 

q ue stio n a nd  is c o nte xt a nd  time -d e p e nd e nt.  

This the sis is a n a tte mp t to  a p p ly c o mp le x syste ms to  the  p ro b le m o f me a ning . 

The  va lue  o f a na lytic a l e ng a g e me nt, ra the r tha n a n e mpiric a l a p p ro a c h, is tha t 

se c o nd a ry so urc e s ha ve  a lre a d y tra ve rse d  muc h o f the  te rrito ry c o nc e rning  

c o mp le x syste ms a pp ro a c he s, a s ha s c ritic a l lite ra ture  a b o ut ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

The  vo id  tha t e xists in the o re tic a l a na lysis c o nc e rns the  re a lm b e twe e n c o mp le x 

ma te ria l syste ms (the  p hysic a l e nviro nme nt), c o mp le x no nma te ria l syste ms 

(e p iste mo lo g ic a l, o nto lo g ic a l a nd  a xio lo g ic a l the me s) a nd  the  p ro c e sse s o f 

a uto p o ie tic  fe e d b a c k. The  d ime nsio n o f me a ning  syste ms is tha t re a lm.  

Ho we ve r, a s we  turn to  c o mp le x syste ms a s a  to o l fo r a na lysis, we  d o  find  tha t 

so me  c o nc e p ts und e rp inning  the  the o ry a re  no t tha t we ll suite d  to  e xa mining  

so c ia l p he no me na  fo r a  numb e r o f re a so ns:  

1. Co mp le x syste ms the o ry, a ltho ug h it o ffe rs a lte rna tive  e xp la na tio ns a b o ut 

a  who le  ra ng e  o f thing s, inc lud ing  so c ia l p he no me na , a lso  ha s limita tio ns. 

This is p rima rily b e c a use  the  ma the ma tic s a nd  mo d e lling  use d  in suc h 

a na lyse s b e c o me  a s c o mp le x a s the  syste m itse lf. This ha s c a use d  so me  

the o rists (C illie rs, 1998; Sta c e y e t a l, 2000; Ric ha rd so n, 2005) to  q ue stio n 

the  va lue  o f suc h mo d e ls a nd  simula tio ns, sinc e  we  ma y no t b e  a ny wise r 

a b o ut the  b e ha vio ur o f the  p he no me no n e ve n with a sto und ing  le ve ls o f 

info rma tio n a b o ut its c o mp o sitio n a nd  so  fo rth.  
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2. Co mp le xity is e sse ntia lly a  p hilo so p hic a l sub je c t a nd , a rg ua b ly, no t o p e n 

to  re d uc tio n. It p o ints the  wa y to wa rd  a re a s o f inve stig a tio n b y o the r 

d isc ip line s. But a s so o n a s the  a tte mp t is ma d e  to  fo rma lise  the  sub je c t 

a nd  its c o mp o ne nts, it is ne g a te d  thro ug h time sc a le s o r c o nte xts whic h 

a re  fo re ve r d yna mic a l. Thus, ma te ria l (a nd  no n-ma te ria l) e ntitie s a re  

infinite ly inve stig a b le  – b o th in the  d ire c tio n o f the  a to mic  a nd  sub -a to mic  

a nd  in the  o the r d ire c tio n e q ua lly (Le mke , 1997). 

3. In a d d itio n, c o mp le xity d e fie s d e finitio n b e yo nd  ‘ tha t whic h is no t 

c a p a b le  o f me nsura tio n’ ; o nc e  o ne  c a n p ut numb e rs o n it the  sub je c t is 

me re ly c o mp lic a te d  (e ve n if hyp e r-c o mp lic a te d ). This is the  c a se  with 

e mpiric a l a p p ro a c he s whe re  me a sure me nt is re lie d  up o n.  

4. Co mp le xity must a nd  d o e s a lwa ys invo lve  the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r, a s 

Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la  p o inte d  o ut mo re  tha n 40 ye a rs a g o : "a nything  sa id  

is sa id  b y a n o b se rve r" a nd  no  o b se rve r c a n utte r a  sing le  se nte nc e  o f 

d e sc rip tio n witho ut it b e ing  in the o ry a nd  in p ra c tic e  "mixe d  with o ur o wn 

tho ug hts a nd  wo rld vie ws" (Ma tura na  a nd  Va re la , 1980, p p . 8-10). We  ma y 

sa y tha t o ur p e rsp e c tive s a re  o b je c tive , b ut it is thro ug h ind ivid ua l 

me a ning  syste ms tha t the  true  se lf is mo ra lly a nd  e thic a lly e sta b lishe d . In 

o the r wo rd s, o b se rva tio ns a b o ut a nything  c a nno t b e  ma d e  witho ut 

re fe re nc e  to  the  se lf. The re fo re , sub je c tivity c a nno t b e  a vo id e d . 

Sub je c tivity na tura lly invo lve s a  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n o f re a lity (Be rg e r & 

Luc kma nn, 1976). 

As p re vio usly sta te d , a  c o mp le x syste ms a p p ro a c h, o r fo r tha t ma tte r, a  ne two rk 

a p p ro a c h, d o e s no t a d e q ua te ly a d d re ss the  no tio n o f e p iste mo lo g ic a l, 

o nto lo g ic a l a nd  a xio lo g ic a l va lue s p re se nt in so c ia l b e ha vio ur. Ble nd ing  suc h 

the me s into  a  c o mp le x syste ms a na lysis ma ke s it infinite ly mo re  ‘ c o mp le x’ . The  

ina b ility o f c o mp le x syste ms to  suffic ie ntly d e a l with the se  fe a ture s o f so c ia l 

syste ms p ro mp te d  the  the o risa tio n o f ‘ c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms’ . The  id e a  o f 

c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms inc o rp o ra te s a nd  e mb ra c e s the  p o sitio n o f the  

o b se rve r, the re b y a c c e p ting  a  le ve l o f sub je c tivity a nd  suc h no tio ns a s b e lie f 

a nd  va lue s. Me a ning s a b o ut why ra the r tha n wha t b e c o me  the  fo c us o f the  

a na lysis; the  p a tte rn a nd  fo rm p re va iling  o ve r ma tte r a nd  sub sta nc e . The  id e a  o f 

me a ning  syste ms thus o ffe rs a  wa y o f d e sc rib ing  a nd  fusing  d ive rse  p e rsp e c tive s 

tha t ha ve  b e c o me  so  institutio na lise d  tha t e ve n the  la ng ua g e  with whic h to  

inte rro g a te  ha s b e c o me  o b fusc a te d , a nd  in so me  c a se s unre c o g nisa b le .  

Thus, a  c o mp le x a d a p tive  syste m, while  a n a b stra c tio n, is a lso  a  re a l p a tte rn. 

Co mp le x syste ms the o ry se e s the  p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n b e twe e n suc h 

a b stra c tio ns unlike  a ny o the r c o nte mp o ra ry the o ry. Eve n the  sc ie nc e  o f 

ne two rks d o e s no t a d d re ss the  no tio n o f p a tte rns o f c o nne c tio n to  the  sa me  
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d e g re e  a s c o mp le x syste ms the o ry. In the  c a se  o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, we  c o uld  

e ng a g e  c e rta in ind ivid ua l symb o lic  unive rse s (Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn, 1976) to  

ma ke  se nse  o f wha t we  e xp e rie nc e . The se  symb o lic  unive rse s o r unive rse s o f 

inq uiry se rve  to  d ra w up o n wha t we  kno w, wha t we  se e  a s re a l, a nd  to  d e c o d e  

ho w we  e xp e rie nc e  it. Unive rse s o f inq uiry a s me a ning  syste ms a re  c o mp le x 

syste ms. But ra the r tha n p hysic a l syste ms, a s in living  syste ms, the y a re  'swirling  

p o o ls' o f tho ug ht, a c tio n, inte nt, kno wle d g e , a nd  e xp e rie nc e . Thus, the y c a n 

a lso  b e  tho ug ht o f a s a  c o mp le x a d a p tive  syste m, with a ll the  fe a ture s o f suc h 

syste ms. The  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms is g e ne ra te d  fro m the  ne xus 

b e twe e n c o mp le x syste ms a nd  symb o lic  unive rse s. The re fo re  the  wa y we  se e  

a nd  e xp e rie nc e  ma na g e me nt fa d s is so  d e e p ly e ntre nc he d  in o ur 

und e rsta nd ing  o f the  symb o lic  re p re se nta tio n a nd  a b stra c tio n o f sig ns, tha t it is 

imp o ssib le  to  se p a ra te  wha t c o unts a s the  e ntity (ma na g e me nt fa d s) fro m the  

e xp e rie nc e  o f it. In o the r wo rd s, like  the  la ws o f g ra vity we  c a n no t c o nc e ive  o f 

a  b usine ss la nd sc a p e  witho ut ma na g e me nt fa d s. A c o mp le x syste ms vie w o f this 

p he no me no n d o e s o ffe r a n a lte rna tive  p e rsp e c tive : we  c a n b e  ma d e  a wa re  o f 

the  c o nne c tio ns to  o the r imp o rta nt e le me nts; we  c a n e sta b lish p a tte rns tha t 

ma y a ssist in o ur und e rsta nd ing  b y re fle c ting  a nd  d ra wing  up o n the se  

re la tio nship s.  We  will a lso  b e  c o g nisa nt o f wha t we  und e rsta nd  a nd  e xp e rie nc e  

a s o nly re le va nt a t the  time  - in the  sa me  wa y tha t the  b e ha vio ur o f a  sma ll 

wo rld  ne two rk c a n o nly b e  c a p ture d  a nd  mo d e lle d  in the  mo me nt. But the se  

ma y b e  the  ma jo r limita tio ns o f this a p pro a c h. The  inhe re nt c o mp le xity ma y 

ind e e d  b e  to o  unma na g e a b le  fo r re a l-wo rld  a p p lic a tio n.  

Hyp o the sising  the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms is just the  b e g inning . 

Me tho d o lo g ie s b a se d  o n the  a p p ro a c h wo uld  re q uire  sig nific a nt furthe r 

re se a rc h. The  re se a rc h thus fa r is inte nd e d  o nly to  the o rise  a n a p p ro a c h, a  wa y 

fo rwa rd , tha t o ffe rs so me  e xp la na tio n a b o ut the  ne xus b e twe e n c o mp le x 

ma te ria l syste ms, no nma te ria l syste ms a nd  the  p ro c e sse s tha t unite  the m in 

te rms o f me a ning . Ne ve rthe le ss, furthe r re se a rc h wo uld  re q uire  e ng a g e me nt o f 

sma ll wo rld  ne two rks, p e rha p s mo d e lling  o r use  o f suc h thing s a s ne ura l 

ne two rks, a nd  stra te g ic  mo d e lling  fo r future  sta te s. Altho ug h I ha ve  no t use d  a n 

e mpiric a l a p p ro a c h fo r this the sis, furthe r re se a rc h wo uld  ne c e ssita te  this 

d ire c tio n. Re a l-wo rld  a p p lic a tio n o f the  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms a pp ro a c h 

wo uld  re q uire  to o ls fo r e va lua tio n, to o ls fo r a na lysis a nd  to o ls fo r p re d ic tio n.  

The  mo d e l o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms p ro p o se d  in this the sis is c o nc e p tua l, in 

tha t ma ny e le me nts c o mp rise  e a c h o f the  p ha se s up o n ma ny le ve ls. If we  we re  

to  a p p ly this in a  p ra c tic a l se nse , the  mo d e l c o uld  b e  use d  a s a n o utline , a  

fra me wo rk to  inc o rp o ra te  stra te g ie s to  mo ve  fro m o ne  p ha se  to  the  ne xt.   So , 

the  d ia g ra m p re se nte d  in e a rlie r c ha p te rs (Fig ure  8.1) c o uld  b e  a d a p te d  to  
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mo re  a c c ura te ly re p re se nt ho w me a ning  syste ms a re  c o nne c te d  a nd  o p e ra te  

in a  d yna mic  wa y (Fig ure  8.2): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Fig ure  8.1 – Comple x Me a ning  Syste ms 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig ure  8.2 – Comple x Me a ning  Syste ms – Anothe r La ye r 
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In this wa y, c luste rs o f info rma tio n a sse mb le  a ro und  the  va rio us p ha se s o f the  

d e ve lo p me nt o f a  me a ning  syste m.  The  sma lle r no d e s c o uld  re p re se nt 

stra te g ie s; e q ua lly, the y c o uld  re p re se nt id e a s tha t a re  c o nsiste nt with o the r 

me a ning  syste ms a t the  sa me  p ha se .  Be c a use  it is p ure ly re p re se nta tio na l, 

linka g e s b e twe e n e a c h o f the  no d e s within the  syste m is a ssume d . 

To  sum up , a p p lying  c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms to  a  so c ia l phe no me no n like  

ma na g e me nt fa d s is like  a p p lying  c o mp le x syste ms to  the  b e ha vio ur o f c hild re n, 

o r the  e c o no my, o r histo ry o r re lig io n, o r c ultura l tra d itio ns. Altho ug h c o mp le x 

syste ms the o ry is inc re a sing ly b e ing  a p p lie d  in the  so c ia l sc ie nc e s, the  find ing s o r 

the o re ms a re  no t ma d e  a ny simp le r b y the  d isc o urse . One  o f the  ma jo r d rive rs o f 

c o mp le xity the o ry ha s b e e n the  wid e sp re a d  a va ila b ility o f a rtific ia l inte llig e nc e  

me tho d s, suc h a s ne ura l ne two rks a nd  g e ne tic  a lg o rithms. The se  te c hniq ue s 

ha ve  e na b le d  re se a rc he rs to  simula te  wo rld s with multip le  inte llig e nt a nd  

id io sync ra tic  a g e nts. Ag e nts a re  id io sync ra tic  b e c a use  the y le a rn fro m the ir o wn 

lo c a lize d  e xp e rie nc e s. Ea c h a g e nt thus e vo lve s, e xists a nd  e xp ire s a s a  uniq ue  

ind ivid ua l e ntity, p o te ntia lly a ffe c ting  the  e ntire  ne two rk o f lo c a lise d  a nd  re mo te  

fa c to rs. C o mp le x syste ms the o rists g e t e xc ite d  whe n this d ive rsity c re a te s 

a g g re g a te  b e ha vio ur tha t c a nno t b e  e xp la ine d  whe n a g e nts a re  tre a te d  a s 

ho mo g e no us e ntitie s. This p ro vid e s a no the r, a s ye t unta p p e d  d ime nsio n to  

e xp lo re : the  p a tte rns (me a ning ) tha t c o nne c t the  c o mp o ne nts (kno wle d g e  a nd  

id e a s) the mse lve s.  

The  c o mp le xity p a ra d ig m is inhe re ntly d iffic ult fo r huma ns to  g ra sp . Thinking  

a b o ut c o mp le x syste ms is muc h like  thinking  a b o ut six d ime nsio na l sp a c e : no  

ma tte r ha rd  we  try, we  simp ly d o  no t ha ve  the  rig ht c o g nitive  ma c hine ry to  

ima g ine  suc h thing s. We  a re  b o und e d  b y the  limita tio ns o f o ur b ra ins to  

c re a tive ly e mp lo y the  re la tive ly simp le  mo d e ls we  c a n ima g ine  a s ro ug h 

me ta p ho rs a nd  a na lo g ie s fo r the  inhe re ntly ung ra sp a b le  c o mp le xity tha t 

surro und s us. This o f c o urse  is the  te rrito ry tha t c o mp le xity the o ry write rs a tte mp t 

to  g ra p p le  with a s the y p ro mo te  the ir p re sc rip tio ns fo r ma na g ing  unc e rta inty 

a nd  e mb ra c ing  c ha o s. Our na tive  thinking  style  d e fa ults to  'b illia rd -b a ll' c a usa lity 

a nd  simp le , line a r, re d uc tio nist e xp la na tio ns. Ne wto n's c lo c kwo rk unive rse  is 

c o mfo rting  a nd  c o mfo rta b le : it ma ke s intuitive  se nse ; it d o e sn't ma ke  o ur b ra ins 

hurt trying  to  think a b o ut it. Ye t we  a re  c o nstruc te d  o f 'p a tte rns'. We  a re  

p a tte rns, we  e na c t p a tte rns, we  think in te rms o f p a tte rns a nd  we  thrive  o n 

p a tte rns. And  we  c o rre la te  p a tte rns with p a tte rns to  d e te rmine  se c o nd  a nd  

furthe r o rd e r p a tte rns within p a tte rns. Pa tte rns me a n c o nne c tio n no t line a r 

re d uc tio n. One  o f the  issue s we  a re  una vo id a b ly fa c e d  with is: whic h tie r o f 

p a tte rns c a n we  use  a s a  fra me  o f re fe re nc e ?  This the sis ha s p ro p o se d  the  id e a  
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tha t c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms o ffe r suc h a  mo d e l fo r a na lysis. A ke y re a so n fo r 

this is tha t the  id e a  o f me a ning  o ffe rs c o nne c te d ne ss to  ma ny o the r e le me nts o f 

o ur ‘ huma nne ss’ ; fo r a  c o nc e p t to  b e  me a ning ful d e p e nd s o n o ur e xp e rie nc e , 

a nd  the  re la tio nship  to  the  id e a s a nd  kno wle d g e  o f o ur so c io c ultura l syste m. 

Altho ug h the re  is a  lo ng  tra d itio n tha t ha s so ug ht to  e sta b lish a  sc ie ntific  

g ro und ing  fo r the  so c ia l sc ie nc e s tha t wo uld  ma ke  it e ve ry b it a s q ua ntita tive  

a nd  d e te rministic  a s the  na tura l sc ie nc e s, inste a d  me a ning  syste ms fa c to r in the  

p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r a s p a rt o f the  a na lysis.   

Co nte mpo ra ry thinking  ha s inhe rite d  this tra d itio n a nd  se e s tha t d e sp ite  the  

c a p a c ity fo r muc h to  b e  unive rsa l in the  b e ha vio ur o f so c ia l syste ms, so me  

thing s re ma in ine xp lic a b le  a nd  unp re d ic ta b le . So me  o f the se  so c ia l 

p he no me na  a p p e a r a t first to  b e  unc o nne c te d  – suc h a s sto c k ma rke t c ra she s, 

p ro p e rty b o o ms, g lo b a lisa tio n tre nd s, wa te r q ua lity a nd  the  e xp lo sio n o f 

ma na g e me nt fa d s – b e c a use  unive rsa lity d o e s no t o fte n c a re  fo r the  d e ta il. This 

is whe re  the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms o ffe rs so me  re lie f fro m b o th the  

o ve r ra tio na lising  o f so c ia l the o rie s a nd  the  c o mp lic a te d  mo d e lling  o f c o mp le x 

syste ms. The  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r a s se e n thro ug h e p iste mo lo g ic a l, 

o nto lo g ic a l a nd  a xio lo g ic a l le nse s must c o lo ur the  p e rsp e c tive s o f e ve rything  

we  und e rsta nd  a nd  b e lie ve  a b o ut o ur wo rld  a nd  o ur e xp e rie nc e  o f it. Co mp le x 

me a ning  syste ms a lso  e mp ha sise  the  impo rta nc e  o f suc h thing s a s ne two rks a nd  

c o nne c tivity. Do  the  ne two rks a ro und  us me re ly p ro vid e  re so urc e s o r d o  the y 

a ffe c t o ur thinking  in a  d e e p e r wa y?  To  wha t e xte nt, a nd  in wha t se nse , c a n we  

e nd o rse  the  so c ia l c o nstruc tio n o f re a lity (Be rg e r a nd  Luc kma nn, 1976)?  Fo r 

e xa mp le , whe re  d o  info rma l g ro up s, c liq ue s, fa d s, rumo urs, o rg a nisa tio na l myths, 

rio ts, so c ia l mo ve me nts, a nd  ne w p a ra d ig ms c o me  fro m, a nd  why d o  the y te nd  

to  a p p e a r sud d e nly?  Und e rsta nd ing  the  b e ha vio ur o f suc h so c ia l p he no me na  

b e ne fits fro m a n a p p ro a c h tha t is no t o ve rly d e te rministic . Ma na g e me nt fa d s a s 

a  so c ia l phe no me no n c a n b e  the o rise d  b o th thro ug h tra d itio na l so c ia l the o rie s, 

a nd  a lso  und e rsto o d  a s a  c o mp le x me a ning  syste m.  

Fina lly, the  q ue stio n re ma ins whe the r c o mp le xity the o ry a nd  the  id e a  o f 

c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms is in the  e nd  just a  so p histic a te d  fo rm o f re d uc tio nism. 

Co mp le xity the o ry sta rts fro m the  a ssump tio n tha t muc h o f the  o b se rve d  

c o mp le xity in the  wo rld  c a n b e  e xp la ine d  b y re la tive ly simp le  inte ra c tio ns 

a mo ng  c o mp o ne nts o f the  syste m o f inte re st. The re  is a  re luc ta nc e  to  e mb ra c e  

ra d ic a l ho lism, tha t is, to  ma inta in tha t the  who le  c a n o nly b e  und e rsto o d  in its 

to ta lity a nd  tha t a ll inte ra c tio ns a re  imp o rta nt. No  d o ub t the  c o nfirma to ry 

a g e nd a  o f c o mp le xity the o ry will c o ntinue  to  e xp a nd . As kno wle d g e  o f 

c o mp le xity inc re a se s, so  will the  o p p o rtunitie s to  use  tha t kno wle d g e  to  p re d ic t 

o r c o ntro l syste ms ra the r tha n simp ly se e king  to  und e rsta nd  the ir b e ha vio ur. 
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Iro nic a lly, it wa s the  a d d e d  c o mp le xity o f so c ia l syste ms tha t sp urre d  the  

d e ve lo p me nt o f p o st-p o sitivist me tho d s, suc h a s se c o nd -o rd e r c yb e rne tic s a nd  

so ft syste ms me tho d o lo g y, in syste ms the o ry. The  sc ie nc e  o f ne two rks to o , o ffe rs 

sig nific a nt p o te ntia l in the  a re a  o f so c ia l syste ms ma p p ing . Ho we ve r, this the o ry 

d o e s no t d e a l ve ry we ll with the  q ue stio n o f me a ning , in p a rtic ula r o nto lo g ic a l 

re a litie s, b e c a use  o f its e mpiric a l fo c us.  

Thus, whilst c o mp le xity the o ry ma inta ins a  stro ng ly p o sitivistic  sta nc e , the re  is 

so me  e vid e nc e  tha t a  c o nstruc tivist a wa re ne ss ma y b e  just sta rting  to  e me rg e . 

One  o f the  stre ng ths o f a g e nt-b a se d  mo d e lling  is its a b ility to  mo d e l 

he te ro g e ne o us b e ha vio ur a mo ng  a g e nts. It is c o nc e iva b le  tha t a  mo d e l c o uld  

b e  d e ve lo p e d  to  a llo w a g e nts to  ha ve  d iffe re nt p e rc e p tio ns o f a n und e rlying  

o nto lo g ic a l re a lity. The se  d iffe re nc e s in p e rc e p tio n wo uld  le a d  to  d ive rg e nt 

le a rning  e xp e rie nc e s a nd  a n ine vita b le  va ria tio n in p re fe re nc e s a nd  a c tio ns 

a mo ng  a g e nts. Ag e nt b a se d  me tho d s ma y thus g o  so me  wa y to wa rd s 

o p e ra tio na lising  the  c o nstruc tivist wo rld vie w. The  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  

syste ms fits with this wo rld vie w ho we ve r, a nd  p o te ntia lly re p re se nts a no the r, 

b ro a d e r, p e rsp e c tive  o f the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. Ap p lying  the  

id e a  in re a l te rms, tho ug h, wo uld  re q uire  the  p ha se s o utline d  in p re vio us 

c ha p te rs to  b e  id e ntifie d . This c o uld  ta ke  the  fo rm o f a n a na lysis p re se nte d  

e ithe r a t the  time  o f up ta ke  o f a  ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio n o r a t the  time  o f its 

re vie w. The  ma in stre ng th o f this a p p ro a c h, o f c o urse , is the  a b ility to  se e  the  b ig  

p ic ture  issue s, the  p a tte rns o f c o nne c te d ne ss, a nd  issue s tha t ma y no t b e  a s 

p ro mine nt in the  e ye s o f so me , a nd  e ve n unp o p ula r. 

I a m c o nsc io us tha t this a c c o unt o f a tte mp ts to  a p p ly id e a s fro m c o mp le xity 

the o ry to  ma na g e me nt p ra c tic e  ha s b e e n b ro a d ly c ritic a l – c ritic a l o f c la ims fo r 

the  a utho rita tive  sta tus o f wha t wo uld  b e  b e tte r p re se nte d  a s stimula ting  

me ta p ho rs. This is e sp e c ia lly so  sinc e  c o mp le x syste ms the o ry is a  c ritic a l 

the o re tic a l d isc ip line  in this the sis. The  c o mb ina tio n o f e litism, se c ta ria nism a nd  

e va ng e lism in the  c o mp le x syste ms c o mmunity a nd  the  e xp e c ta tio n a b o ut 

wha t to  e xp e c t o f ma na g e me nt inte rve ntio ns d o e s p la c e  the  a p p lic a tio n o f the  

syste ms me ssa g e  in a  ra the r p re c a rio us p o sitio n. Is suc h a p p lic a tio n itse lf a  

ma na g e me nt fa d ?  Do e s it o ffe r so me  insig hts tha t o the r a p p ro a c he s d o  no t?  

The se  typ e s o f q ue stio n c o uld  ha ve  b e e n le ft imp lic it, b ut in lig ht o f the  

d e p e nd e nc e  o n c o mp le x syste ms in o the r p a rts o f this the sis, it is imp o rta nt to  

c o me  to  a  p o sitio n a nd  a rtic ula te  whe the r the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  

syste ms a s the y a p p ly to  ma na g e me nt fa d s ha s b e e n suc c e ssful a nd  whe the r it 

mig ht p ro ve  the  wa y fo rwa rd  to  a na lyse  o the r so c ia l p he no me na .  

The  le sso ns fro m c o mp le xity the o ry a re  no t just a b o ut c le ve r d isc o urse , a ltho ug h 

it is use d  b y ma ny in this wa y. The re  a re  imp o rta nt insig hts o ffe re d  b y a  c o mp le x 
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syste ms a p p lic a tio n in c o mp a riso n to  o the r the o rie s b e c a use  it o ffe rs, fo r 

e xa mp le , mo re  p ra c tic a l wa ys o f thinking  a b o ut future  sta te s. Altho ug h 

a c c ura te  p re d ic tio n is imp o ssib le  (d e sp ite  wha t so me  c o mp le x syste ms the o rists 

c a utio n a g a inst), fo re c a sting  future  p o te ntia litie s is ve ry muc h p a rt o f a  syste ms 

a p p ro a c h – fo r e xa mp le  Stua rt Ka uffma n's (1993, 1995) id e a  o f ‘ fitne ss 

la nd sc a p e s’ . (Ho we ve r, the  Ka ntia n ‘ p o ssib ilitie s o f e xp e rie nc e ’  re p re se nts a  

simila r no tio n.) Re je c tio n o f who le sa le  re d uc tio nism is a no the r le sso n; ho we ve r, 

a g a in this sho uld  no t b e  ta ke n lite ra lly. The re  a re  so me  ve ry imp o rta nt mic ro -

le ve l ma tte rs tha t sho uld  b e  inve stig a te d , a nd  no t lo o king  a t c o mp o ne nts in a  

syste m is just a s d a ng e ro us a s a n o ve r-re lia nc e . The  la ng ua g e  o f c o mp le x 

syste ms o ffe rs inno va tio n a nd  c re a tivity, b ut c a utio n sho uld  b e  e xe rc ise d  in 

ta king  the se  c o nc e p ts lite ra lly. The  b e ha vio ur o f so c ia l syste ms, me a ning  

syste ms, o r ind e e d  ma na g e me nt fa d s c a nno t re a lly p e rfo rm like  a  g a s o r a  living  

o rg a nism. The re fo re , the  le sso ns fro m c o mp le x syste ms sho uld  b e  ta ke n a t the  

me ta p ho ric  le ve l ra the r tha n the  lite ra l o ne . The  re wa rd  fo r e ng a g ing  c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste ms is tha t the  p re va iling  c o mmo n se nse  fo rms the  b a sis fo r 

o nto lo g ic a l, e p iste mo lo g ic a l a nd  a xio lo g ic a l fra me wo rks tha t e mb o d y this 

e xp e rie nc e , p ro vid ing  c o nte xt-ric h c o nne c tivity, a nd  o p e ning  the  fie ld  o f 

e nd e a vo ur to  a  we a lth o f unta p p e d  wisd o m. 

The  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms d o e s o ffe r a  d yna mic  a p p ro a c h to  

inte rro g a ting  the  p he no me no n o f ma na g e me nt fa d s. By a p p ro a c hing  the  

p he no me no n o f fa d s a s a  d yna mic a l six-p ha se  p ro c e ss, it is p o ssib le  to  g a in a  

b e tte r und e rsta nd ing  o f the  e me rg e nc e , g ro wth a nd  d e c line  p ha se s, e ve n fo r 

p a rtic ula r fa d s. Ho we ve r, whe re  the  mo d e l mig ht b e c o me  unwie ld y is in its 

tra nsla tio n to  o rg a nisa tio ns a s a  to o l. Pre se nting  a  to o l fo r ma na g e me nt to  

a d d re ss ma na g e me nt fa d  issue s is a n inte lle c tua l p a ra d o x a nd  if the  

und e rp inning  a rg ume nts a re  no t e luc id a te d  in wa ys tha t d ra w up o n the  

c o lle c tive  wisd o m o f the  o rg a nisa tio n, the n it c o uld  run the  risk o f b e ing  c ritic ise d  

fo r the  ve ry thing  it c ritiq ue s. The re fo re , a ny p ra c tic a l a p p lic a tio n o f c o mp le x 

me a ning  syste ms must fo re sha d o w tha t the  id e a  is no t to  b e  p re se nte d  a s a  

ma na g e me nt to o l, b ut a s a  te c hniq ue  o r wa y o f thinking  tha t inte rp re ts o r ra the r 

re -inte rp re ts c urre nt wa ys o f d o ing  b usine ss in a n o rg a nisa tio n using  the  

c o lle c tive  wisd o m o f the  o rg a nisa tio n. 

I ha ve  a pp lie d  the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms o nly to  ma na g e me nt fa d s. 

Ap p lying  the  id e a  to  o the r me a ning  syste ms wo uld  e ng a g e  the  sa me  

me tho d o lo g y, a nd  a g a in vie w the  issue  o r so c ia l p he no me na  a s a  d yna mic  

p ro c e ss, wo rking  thro ug h the  p ha se s o f c ha o s, c o mp le xity, c o nting e nt 

c o mp le xity, situa tio na l o r c o nte xtua l re a lity, d iffusio n a nd  a c c e p ta nc e , a nd  

e me rg ing  unc e rta inty. If d e ve lo p e d  a s a  to o l to  p re se nt fo r o rg a nisa tio ns, a  
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tho ro ug h p ro c e ss ma p p ing  e xe rc ise  wo uld  b e  re q uire d , o utlining , fo r e xa mp le , a  

se rie s o f q ue stio ns to  b e  a nswe re d  a nd  ta sks to  b e  c o mp le te d  fo r a n a na lysis o f 

e a c h p ha se . The se  ta sks wo uld  fo c us o n re la tio na l issue s, ne two rks o f 

info rma tio n, a nd  q ua lita tive  a sse ssme nts ra the r tha n e nd le ss c he c klists o f d a ta  

to  b e  me a sure d  a nd  c a lc ula te d . Pe rha p s o ne  o f the  mo st e nd uring  fe a ture s o f 

the  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms is tha t it o ffe rs a  wa y to  a c hie ve  

ne two rke d , c o nne c te d  thinking  a nd  c a n b e  d e sig ne d  to  ta rg e t a ll le ve ls o f a n 

o rg a nisa tio n. The re  is no  d isp ute  tha t ma na g ing  o rg a nisa tio ns ha s b e c o me  a  

ve ry c o mp le x o p e ra tio n in the  la st twe nty ye a rs; unc e rta inty ha s b e c o me  

inc re a sing ly unp le a sa nt fo r so c ie ty, a s the  d iffe re nc e s b e twe e n kno wle d g e , 

re a lity a nd  truth b e c o me  e ve r mo re  b lurre d . Be ing  a b le  to  vie w a n o rg a nisa tio n 

thro ug h ne two rks o f me a ning , ra the r tha n ne two rks o f func tio na l line a r ta sks, 

d o e s p ro vid e  a no the r la ye r o f so p histic a tio n fo r a n o rg a nisa tio n to  inc o rp o ra te  

p a st a c hie ve me nts a s we ll a s fa ilure s a nd  mo re  truthfully re fle c t o n whe re  the y 

wish the  future  to  ta ke  the m. The  id e a  o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms d o e s no t 

o ffe r a  p re sc rip tio n fo r p re d ic ta b ility o r sta b ility o r c e rta inty, a nd  this a lo ne  ma y 

me a n tha t its re a l-wo rld  a p p lic a b ility b e c o me s o b fusc a te d  a s it c o mp e te s fo r 

c re d ib ility a g a inst ma na g e me nt fa d s tha t d o  ma ke  suc h c la ims. In the  e nd  it 

ma y b e  tha t c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms c a nno t b e  suc c e ssfully a p p lie d  a s a  

ma na g e me nt o r so c ia l a na lysis to o l. Ra the r its stre ng ths ma y lie  in e xp a nd ing  the  

e p iste mo lo g ic a l, o nto lo g ic a l a nd  a xio lo g ic a l te rra in surro und ing  the  

p he no me na  so  tha t a  mo re  e xp a nsive  a nd  inte g ra tive  a na lysis is p o ssib le  a s the  

o rg a nisa tio n o r issue  o r situa tio n p re p a re s to  me e t a n unc e rta in future .  

The  a b ility to  c ritic a lly e va lua te  ma na g e me nt id e a s is o ne  o f the  mo st imp o rta nt 

skills o f the  c o nte mp o ra ry ma na g e r. Blind ly a c c e p ting  the  c la ims o f 

ma na g e me nt c o nsulta nts witho ut first und e rsta nd ing  ho w the y will a ffe c t a n 

o rg a nisa tio n is a  c o mmo n mista ke  o f ma ny ma na g e rs if the  re se a rc h into  ta ke -

up  a nd  a b a nd o nme nt ra te s o f ma na g e me nt fa d s, no t to  me ntio n the  

inc re a sing  numb e r o f c ha ng e  ma na g e me nt c o nsulta nts, is a nything  to  g o  b y. 

“Critic a l thinking  is re a so na b le  re fle c tive  thinking  tha t is fo c use d  o n d e c id ing  

wha t to  b e lie ve  o r d o ”  (Ennis, 1987, p . 10). Co nte mp o ra ry ma na g e rs a lso  ne e d  

the  skills to  fo rmula te  the ir o wn hyp o the sis, c o me  up  with a lte rna tive  wa ys o f 

vie wing  p ro b le ms, q ue stio ns, p o ssib le  so lutio ns a nd  p la ns fo r inve stig a ting  

inno va tive  o r mo re  c re a tive  so lutio ns. He lp ing  ma na g e rs b e  mo re  c ritic a l b y 

intro d uc ing  mo re  re fle c tive  p ro c e sse s in the ir d e c isio n ma king  c a n b e  a ssiste d  

b y fo llo wing  the  6-p ha se  mo d e l o f c o mp le x me a ning  syste ms. Fo r e xa mp le , it is 

p o site d  tha t a ny id e a  whe the r it b e  a n inte rve ntio n o r a  p ra c tic a l p o lic y so lutio n 

c a n b e  ‘ te ste d ’  a g a inst the  mo d e l b e c a use  it ha s the  p o te ntia l to  o rg a nise  the  

issue s, b uild ing  in suc h thing s a s va ria tio n, a d a p ta tio n, e me rg e nc e , ne two rks 
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a nd  re d und a nc y. As with te a c hing  c ritic a l thinking  skills, g uid ing  ma na g e rs 

to wa rd s b e tte r d e c isio n-ma king  fra me wo rks is so me thing  no t e a sily g ra sp e d , we  

kno w, fo r e xa mp le , a ll p e o p le  think, a nd  a ll ma na g e rs ma na g e . The  e sse nc e  o f 

thinking  like  a  ma na g e r is le a rning  ho w to  b e  c ritic a l a nd  e ng a g ing  fra me wo rks 

to  b e tte r und e rsta nd ing  ho w me a ning s c a n b e  inte rp re te d .  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Systems Inquiry: Basic Concepts and Foundational Research 
 
1.0 Introduction 

 

The  c o nte mp o ra ry a nd  mo re  sc ie ntific  ve rsio n o f syste ms the o ry e me rg e d  

a b o ut sixty ye a rs a g o  a fte r Lud wig  vo n Be rta la nffy p ub lishe d  Ge ne ral 

Syste ms The o ry in 1968.  Syste ms the o ry is b a se d  o n the  id e a  tha t no thing  

e xists witho ut re fe re nc e  to  so me thing  e lse . It is this re fe re ntia l a nd  re fle xive  

na ture  o f c o nne c te d ne ss, re la tio nship  a nd  linka g e  tha t is e sse ntia l to  

und e rsta nd ing  g e ne ra l syste ms the o ry.  Onc e  tha t g e ne ra l p re mise  is 

a c c e p te d , the  d ive rse  na ture  o f the  o rg a nising  p rinc ip le s b e hind  the  the o ry 

c a n b e  furthe r e xp lo re d .  This e xp lo ra tio n c a n p ursue  the me s fro m a  myria d  

o f d isc ip line s fro m ma the ma tic s, b io lo g y, q ua ntum p hysic s, c he mistry, 

e c o no mic s a nd  e ve n p hilo so p hy.  

Ho we ve r sc ho la rs who  a p p ly syste ms the o ry a re  ke e n to  p o int o ut tha t ma ny 

te rms fro m the  suite  o f syste ms the o rie s a re  no t inte rc ha ng e a b le .  Also , tha t 

c o nc e p ts fro m syste ms thinking  ha ve  the ir o wn d isc ip line , the ir o wn 

ma the ma tic s a nd  d isc o urse  a nd  the ir o wn ve ry d iffe re nt a p p lic a tio n 

me tho d o lo g ie s, fo r e xa mp le  'c o mp le x syste ms' a nd  'c o mp le x a d a p tive  

syste ms' me a n d iffe re nt thing s to  tho se  invo lve d  in the ir mo d e lling . To  

p ro vid e  a  c o mp re he nsive  a na lysis o f the se  c o nc e p ts is the  sub je c t o f 

a no the r the sis.  To  a vo id  d ra wing  c ritic ism fo r b le nd ing  the se  c o nc e p ts a nd  

p ro vid ing  a  mo st sup e rfic ia l tre a tme nt o f the se  the o rie s re q uire s a  d e fe nc e . 

The  d e c a d e s o f re se a rc h into  a g e nt b a se d  mo d e lling  o f c o mp le x syste ms b y 

tho se  suc h a s Stua rt Ka uffma n a nd  Ste p he n Wo lfra m c a nno t b e  c o mp a re d  

to  a p p lying  the ir find ing s to  o the r fie ld s o f e nd e a vo ur. Thus, the  justific a tio n is 

ma d e  tha t this is no t a  sc ie ntific  p a p e r, the re fo re  c o uld  ne ve r d o  justic e  to  

the  e xtra o rd ina ry d e p th o f re se a rc h invo lve d  in the se  d isc ip line s. This 

a p p e nd ix is simp ly p ro vid e d  a s a  furthe r re fe re nc e  p o int fo r syste ms thinking  

c o nc e p ts ra ise d  thro ug ho ut the  the sis. Thus it d ra ws up o n se c o nd a ry 

re se a rc h in the se  a re a s a nd  a p p lie s the  the me s lo o se ly a nd  inte rp re tive ly. 

The  c o nc e p ts to  b e  o utline d  in this a p p e nd ix inc lud e  (b ut a re  no t limite d  to ): 

syste ms the o ry, c o mp le x syste ms the o ry, c ha o s the o ry, c a ta stro p he  the o ry, 

ne two rks, p a tte rn, e q uilib rium, e ntro p y, line a r a nd  no nline a r, b ifurc a tio n, 

a uto p o ie sis, fra c ta ls, ne ura l ne two rks, c e llula r a uto ma ta , c o mp le xity 

ma the ma tic s, simula tio n, syste m d yna mic s, se lf-o rg a nisa tio n, G a ia  
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Hyp o the sis, o b se rve r a nd  o the rs o f p e riphe ra l va lue . In Pa rt I, I ha ve  

p ro vid e d  mo re  d isc ussio n o f the  te rms re le va nt to  this the sis. Pa rt II c o nta ins 

ma ny te rms re la te d  to  c o mp le x syste ms the o rie s a nd  a re  inc lud e d  simp ly 

b e c a use  the y a re  c o nte xtua l a nd / o r re fe rre d  to  b y o the rs. Pa rt III c o nta ins 

furthe r re fe re nc e s fo r o nline  re se a rc h. 

 

1.1 Syste ms The o ry 

So me time s it is e a sie r to  c o nc e ive  o f a  syste ms a p pro a c h to  so me thing , b y 

thinking  a b o ut wha t it is no t.  The  the o re tic a l o p p o site  o f und e rsta nd ing  

so me thing  in te rms o f syste ms is to  a na lyse  it b y re d uc ing  it d o wn to  the  mo st 

b a sic  e le me nts o f its c o mp o sitio n.  This is c a lle d  re d uc tio nism a nd  its rise  to  

p ro mine nc e  in b o th sc ie nc e  a nd  the  huma nitie s, la rg e ly thro ug h p hilo so p hy, 

is a ttrib ute d  to  Re né  De sc a rte s.  Ra the r tha n re d uc ing  a n e ntity (e .g . the  

huma n b o d y) to  the  p ro p e rtie s o f its p a rts o r e le me nts (o rg a ns a nd  c e lls), 

syste ms the o ry fo c use s o n the  a rra ng e me nt o f a nd  re la tio ns b e twe e n the  

p a rts whic h c o nne c t the m into  a  who le  (life ). The  who le  syste m is a lso  o p e n 

to , a nd  inte ra c ts with its e nviro nme nts a c q uiring  q ua lita tive ly ne w p ro p e rtie s 

thro ug h e me rg e nc e , re sulting  in its c o ntinua l e vo lutio n. Ano the r b a sic  te ne t 

o f syste ms the o ry is the  wa y tha t the  c o mp o ne nts o f a  syste m inte ra c t with 

e a c h o the r is a s imp o rta nt a s the  c o mp o ne nts the mse lve s. Fo r e xa mp le , 

d isse c ting  a n a nt will ne ve r a llo w us to  und e rsta nd  wha t g o e s o n in a n a nt 

c o lo ny.  The re  a re  o f c o urse  ma ny e xa mp le s suc h a s this. 

A syste m c a n b e  simp le  o r it c a n b e  c o mp le x, whic h is the  ke y re a so n 

c o mp le xity the o ry ma the ma tic ia ns a nd  sc ie ntists o b je c t to  the ir d isc ip line  

b e ing  re d uc e d  to  syste ms a lo ne .  A syste m c a n b e  d e fine d  a s a n e ntity 

whic h ma inta ins its e xiste nc e  thro ug h the  mutua l inte ra c tio n o f its p a rts. 

The  e mp ha sis is o n "mutua l inte ra c tio n," in tha t so me thing  is o c c urring  

b e twe e n the  p a rts, o ve r time , whic h ma inta ins the  syste m.   

 

This d e finitio n o f a  syste m imp lie s so me thing  b e yo nd  c a use  a nd  e ffe c t, 

b e c a use  it a lso  invo lve s fe e d b a c k. Ra the r tha n simp ly A a ffe c ts B, the re  is a n 

imp lic a tio n tha t B a lso  a ffe c ts A, a nd  this in turn ma y (o ve r time ) c a use  b o th 

to  mo rp h into  so me thing  o the r tha n A o r B.  This is c a lle d  e me rg e nc e , b ut 

the re  a re  a lso  e me rg e nt p ro p e rtie s re sulting  fro m the  e xc ha ng e . Exa mp le s 
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o f syste ms a re  p a rtic le , a to m, mo le c ule , c e ll, o rg a n, p e rso n, c o mmunity, 

sta te , na tio n, wo rld , so la r syste m, g a la xy, a nd  unive rse , in wha t is a lso  

re fe rre d  to  a s a  hie ra rc hy o f c o mp le xity. So me  b e lie ve  tha t the re  is o nly o ne  

syste m, "The  Unive rse ," a nd  a ll o the r syste ms a re  re a lly just sub -syste ms o f this 

la rg e r syste m.  O fte n re fe rre d  to  a s the  G a ia  Hypo the sis, this will b e  d isc usse d  

furthe r in 1.7 b e lo w. The  ma jo r issue  invo lving  a ny a na lysis o f a  syste m is 

whe re  to  d ra w b o und a rie s, whic h d e p e nd s o n the  p o sitio n o f the  o b se rve r.  

The  d e finitio n o f "syste m" is a lso  o ne  o f the  g re a t p hilo so p hic a l issue s to  

a d d re ss.  The re  a re  d o ze ns o f d e finitio ns re fle c ting  a  wid e  ra ng e  o f 

p hilo so p hic a l p e rsp e c tive s fro m a  syste m b e ing  a  se t o f o b je c ts to g e the r 

with re la tio nship s b e twe e n the  o b je c ts to  b e ing  d e fine d  in te rms o f the  

p e rc e p tio ns a nd  d istinc tio ns d ra wn b y the  o b se rve r.  He ylig he n (2000) 

d e fine s syste m the o ry a s "the  tra nsd isc ip lina ry stud y o f the  a b stra c t 

o rg a niza tio n o f p he no me na , ind e p e nd e nt o f the ir sub sta nc e , typ e , o r 

sp a tia l o r te mp o ra l sc a le  o f e xiste nc e . It inve stig a te s b o th the  p rinc ip le s 

c o mmo n to  a ll c o mp le x e ntitie s, a nd  the  (usua lly ma the ma tic a l) mo d e ls 

whic h c a n b e  use d  to  d e sc rib e  the m."  

The  no tio n o f o rg a nising  re la tio ns is c ritic a l in syste ms the o ry b e c a use  o ne  o f 

the  o rig ina l sc ie ntific  c o nc e p ts is the  id e a  tha t a ll ma tte r is fo rme d  o ut o f the  

sa me  b uild ing  b lo c ks. The  id e a  tha t e ve ry p hysic a l e ntity is ma d e  o f a to ms 

a nd  p a rtic le s, a ltho ug h no t ne w, re c o g nise s it must b e  la ws tha t g o ve rn the  

p hysic a l fo rm ra the r tha n wha t c o mp rise s it.  The  unive rsa lity o f c o nstitue nts 

c o mp le me nts the  unive rsa lity o f me c ha nic a l la ws (c la ssic a l o r q ua ntum) 

tha t g o ve rn the ir mo tio n. 

Syste ms the o ry o r a s it is so me time s re fe rre d  to  g e ne ra l syste ms the o ry, itse lf 

c o mp rise s ma ny c o mp o ne nts.  The  c o nc e p ts fro m syste ms the o ry a re  

a p p lie d  to  fie ld s fro m b io lo g y, e ng ine e ring , c o mp uting , e c o lo g y, 

ma na g e me nt, p syc ho the ra p y, c o mmunic a tio n, e c o no mic s a nd  so c io lo g y.  

It ma yb e  use ful a t this p o int to  c o mp a re  the  d iffe re nc e s in a  syste ms the o ry 

me tho d o lo g y fro m o the r a na lytic  a p p ro a c he s to  re se a rc h.  He ylig he n (2000) 

p ro vid e s the  fo llo wing  c o mp a riso n o f b o th p e rsp e c tive s.    

 

Analytic  Approac h  

 

Systemic  Approac h  

 

• iso la te s, the n c o nc e ntra te s o n 

the  e le me nts  

• unifie s a nd  c o nc e ntra te s o n the  

inte ra c tio n b e twe e n e le me nts  

• stud ie s the  na ture  o f inte ra c tio n  • stud ie s the  e ffe c ts o f inte ra c tio ns  
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Analytic  Approac h  

 

Systemic  Approac h  

 

• e mp ha size s the  p re c isio n o f 

d e ta ils  
• e mp ha size s g lo b a l p e rc e p tio n  

• mo d ifie s o ne  va ria b le  a t a  time   
• mo d ifie s g ro up s o f va ria b le s 

simulta ne o usly  

• re ma ins ind e p e nd e nt o f d ura tio n 

o f time ; the  p he no me na  

c o nsid e re d  a re  re ve rsib le .  

• inte g ra te s d ura tio n o f time  a nd  

irre ve rsib ility  

• va lid a te s fa c ts b y me a ns o f 

e xp e rime nta l p ro o f within the  

b o d y o f a  the o ry  

• va lid a te s fa c ts thro ug h 

c o mp a riso n o f the  b e ha vio r o f 

the  mo d e l with re a lity  

• use s p re c ise  a nd  d e ta ile d  mo d e ls 

tha t a re  le ss use ful in a c tua l 

o p e ra tio n (e xa mp le : 

e c o no me tric  mo d e ls)  

• use s mo d e ls tha t a re  

insuffic ie ntly rig o ro us to  b e  use d  

a s b a se s o f kno wle d g e  b ut a re  

use ful in d e c isio n a nd  a c tio n  

• ha s a n e ffic ie nt a p p ro a c h whe n 

inte ra c tio ns a re  line a r a nd  we a k  

• ha s a n e ffic ie nt a p p ro a c h whe n 

inte ra c tio ns a re  no nline a r a nd  

stro ng   

• le a d s to  d isc ip line -o rie nte d  

(juxta d isc ip lina ry) e d uc a tio n  

• le a d s to  multid isc ip lina ry 

e d uc a tio n  

• le a d s to  a c tio n p ro g ra mme d  in 

d e ta il  

• le a d s to  a c tio n thro ug h 

o b je c tive s  

• p o sse sse s kno wle d g e  o f d e ta ils 

p o o rly d e fine d  g o a ls  

• p o sse sse s kno wle d g e  o f g o a ls, 

fuzzy d e ta ils  

Mo d e ls o f syste ms a nd  the ir simula tio n will b e  d isc usse d  in 1.XX b e lo w, b ut 

va rio us a tte mp ts ha ve  b e e n ma d e  to  ma p  this te rra in a nd  re p re se nt it 

visua lly.  Ma rsha ll C le me ns o n the  NESCI we b site  p ro vid e s a  numb e r o f 

g ra p hic s to  illustra te  his id e a s: 
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1.2 Complex Systems Theory 

 

Ma ny p he no me na  c a n b e  c o nsid e re d  to  b e  c o mp le x syste ms, a nd  the ir 

stud y (c o mp le xity sc ie nc e ) is hig hly inte rd isc ip lina ry. Write rs who  a p p ly a nd  

the o rise  a b o ut c o mp le x syste ms the o ry mo st a lwa ys sta rt with so me  kind  o f 

p ro tra c te d  d e finitio n o f wha t is c o mp le x, wha t is c o mp lic a te d , wha t is 

simp le  a nd  why this ma tte rs.  The  Oxfo rd  Dic tio na ry d e fine s so me thing  a s 

"c o mp le x" if it is "ma d e  o f (usua lly se ve ra l) c lo se ly c o nne c te d  p a rts". He re  we  

find  the  b a sic  d ua lity b e twe e n p a rts whic h a re  a t the  sa me  time  d istinc t a nd  

c o nne c te d . I ha ve  a g g re g a te d  so me  o f the  mo re  c o nc ise  a nd  re le va nt 

d e finitio ns a s fo llo ws: 

1. Co mp le xity the o ry – o r to  b e  mo re  p re c ise , the  sc ie nc e  o f c o mp le xity – is the  

stud y o f e me rg e nt o rd e r in wha t a re  o the rwise  ve ry d iso rd e rly syste ms."  

(Mc Elro y, 2004, p . 3) 

2. "Co mp le x syste ms the o ry is … a  c o lle c tio n o f id e a s tha t ha ve  in c o mmo n the  

no tio n tha t within d yna mic  p a tte rns the re  ma y b e  und e rlying  simp lic ity tha t 

c a n, in p a rt, b e  d isc o ve re d  thro ug h the  use  o f la rg e  q ua ntitie s o f c o mp ute r 

p o we r a nd  thro ug h a na lytic , lo g ic a l a nd  c o nc e p tua l d e ve lo p me nts." 

(Lissa c k, 2000, p . 112) 
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3. "The re  is no  c o mmo nly a c c e p te d  d e finitio n o f c o mp le xity, b ut the re  a re  

c ha ra c te ristic s o f the  p he no me no n o n whic h mo st c o mp le xity the o rists… 

a g re e : 

a . c o mp le xly struc ture d , no n-a d d itive  b e ha vio ur e me rg e s o ut o f 

inte ra c tive  ne two rks, tha t is, inte ra c tive  a c to rs unite  in a n o rd e re d  

sta te  o f so rts, a nd  the  b e ha vio ur o f the  re sulting  who le  is mo re  tha n 

the  sum o f the  ind ivid ua l b e ha vio urs…(whe re ) ne two rks o f p a rtic le s o r 

p e o p le , with c o mp le x c ha ins o f inte ra c tio n, a llo w la rg e  syste ms to  

c o rre la te , o r se lf-o rd e r…  

b . c o mp le x syste ms e xhib it no nline a r b e ha vio ur, o r b e ha vio ur tha t is 

unp re d ic ta b ility re la te d  to  inp ut… 

c . c o mp le x b e ha vio ur is o n the  b o rd e r b e twe e n p re d ic ta b ility a nd  

no np re d ic ta b ility – he nc e  c o mp le x d yna mic s a re  so me time s re fe rre d  

to  a s e d g e -f-c ha o s b e ha vio ur. C o mp le x syste ms a re  so me wha t mo re  

sta b le  a nd  le ss a c tive  tha n a re  the  d yna mic s o f c ha o tic  syste ms, suc h 

a s we a the r p a tte rns, sto c k ma rke ts o r se a so na l fluc tua tio ns in the  size  

o f inse c t p o p ula tio ns. Co mp le x d yna mic s c a nno t b e  a na lyse d  in the  

sa me  ma nne r a s o ne  wo uld  a na lyse  the  p re d ic ta b le  mo tio n o f a  

p e nd ulum… (thus) c o mp le x syste ms p o sse ss c ha ra c te ristic s o f b o th 

sta b le  a nd  c ha o tic  syste ms… 

d . c o mp le x syste ms a re  ro b ust, o r fit. The y re sist p e rturb a tio n o r inva sio n 

b y o the r syste ms.  Co mp le x syste ms a re  c ha ra c te rise d  b y a  va rie ty o f 

c o up ling  p a tte rns…" 

(Ma rio n, R. & Ba c o n, J., 2000, p p . 75-76) 

4. "Co mp le xity the o ry c a n b e  c o nc e p tua lise d  a s a  c o lle c tio n o f ne w a nti-

me c ha nistic  me ta p ho rs stre ssing  p ro c e ss a nd  e me rg e nc e ; it c a n a lso  b e  

c o nc e p tua lise d  a s the  mo d e lling  via  (ma the ma tic a l) c o mp uta tio na l 

e xp e rime nts o f ho w e ve nts se lf-o rg a nise ." 

             (Le tic he , 2000, p . 1) 

5. "A syste m is c o mp le x if we  c a n d e sc rib e  it in a  va rie ty o f d iffe re nt wa ys, e a c h 

o f whic h c o rre sp o nd s to  a  d istinc t sub syste m. Co mp le xity the n c e a se s to  b e  

a n intrinsic  p ro p e rty o f a  syste m, b ut it is ra the r a  func tio n o f the  numb e r o f 

wa ys in whic h we  c a n inte ra c t with the  syste m a nd  the  numb e r o f se p a ra te  

d e sc rip tio ns re q uire d  to  d e sc rib e  the se  inte ra c tio ns. The re fo re , a  syste m is 

simp le  to  the  e xte nt tha t a  sing le  d e sc rip tio n suffic e s to  a c c o unt fo r o ur 

inte ra c tio ns with the  syste m; it is c o mp le x to  the  e xte nt tha t this fa ils to  b e  

true ." 

       (Ro se n, R. (1978), c ite d  in Mikule c ky, D., 1995, p . 4) 

6. "A syste m is c o mp le x to  the  e xte nt tha t we  ha ve  mo re  tha n o ne  d istinc t wa y 

o f inte ra c ting  with it." 

(Mikule c ky, D., 1995, p . 7)  

 

7. A c o mp le x syste m is a  syste m fo r whic h it is d iffic ult, if no t imp o ssib le  to  

re stric t its d e sc rip tio n to  a  limite d  numb e r o f p a ra me te rs o r c ha ra c te rising  

va ria b le s witho ut lo sing  its e sse ntia l g lo b a l func tio na l p ro p e rtie s. 
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(Be rna rd  Pa va rd  & Julie  Dug d a le , G RIC-IRIT, To ulo use , 

Fra nc e .)http :/ / www.irit.fr/ CO SI/ tra ining / c o mp le xity-tuto ria l/ c o mp le xity-

tuto ria l.htm) 

8. "A c o mp le x syste m is a ny syste m whic h invo lve s a  numb e r o f e le me nts, 

a rra ng e d  in struc ture (s) whic h c a n e xist o n ma ny sc a le s. The se  g o  thro ug h 

p ro c e sse s o f c ha ng e  tha t a re  no t d e sc rib a b le  b y a  sing le  rule  no r a re  

re d uc ib le  to  o nly o ne  le ve l o f e xp la na tio n, the se  le ve ls o fte n inc lud e  

fe a ture s who se  e me rg e nc e  c a nno t b e  p re d ic te d  fro m the ir c urre nt 

sp e c ific a tio ns. Co mp le x syste ms the o ry a lso  inc lud e s the  stud y o f the  

inte ra c tio ns o f the  ma ny p a rts o f the  syste m." 

(http :/ / www.c a lre sc o .o rg / intro .htm# d e f) 

9. "An e xtre me ly d iffic ult "I kno w it whe n I se e  it" c o nc e p t to  d e fine , la rg e ly 

b e c a use  it re q uire s a  q ua ntific a tio n o f wha t is mo re  o f a  q ua lita tive  

me a sure . Intuitive ly, c o mp le xity is usua lly g re a te st in syste ms who se  

c o mp o ne nts a re  a rra ng e d  in so me  intric a te  d iffic ult-to -und e rsta nd  p a tte rn 

o r, in the  c a se  o f a  d yna mic a l syste m, whe n the  o utc o me  o f so me  p ro c e ss is 

d iffic ult to  p re d ic t fro m its initia l sta te . In its lo we st p re c ise ly whe n a  syste m is 

e ithe r hig hly re g ula r, with ma ny re d und a nt a nd / o r re p e a ting  p a tte rns o r 

whe n a  syste m is c o mp le te ly d iso rd e re d . While  o ve r 30 me a sure s o f 

c o mp le xity ha ve  b e e n p ro p o se d  in the  re se a rc h lite ra ture , the y a ll fa ll into  

two  g e ne ra l c la sse s: (1) Sta tic  Co mp le xity -whic h a d d re sse s the  q ue stio n o f 

ho w a n o b je c t o r syste m is p ut to g e the r (i.e . o nly p ure ly struc tura l 

info rma tio na l a sp e c ts o f a n o b je c t), a nd  is ind e p e nd e nt o f the  p ro c e sse s b y 

whic h info rma tio n is e nc o d e d  a nd  d e c o d e d ; (2) Dyna mic  Co mp le xity -

whic h a d d re sse s the  q ue stio n o f ho w muc h d yna mic a l o r c o mp uta tio na l 

e ffo rt is re q uire d  to  d e sc rib e  the  info rma tio n c o nte nt o f a n o b je c t o r sta te  o f 

a  syste m. No te  tha t while  a  syste m's sta tic  c o mp le xity c e rta inly influe nc e s its 

d yna mic a l c o mp le xity, the  two  me a sure s a re  no t e q uiva le nt. A syste m ma y 

b e  struc tura lly ra the r simp le  (i.e . ha ve  a  lo w sta tic  c o mp le xity), b ut ha ve  a  

c o mp le x d yna mic a l b e ha vio ur. 

(Ila c hinski, 1996, p p . 188-189) 

 

10. ”To  und e rsta nd  the  b e ha vio ur o f a  c o mp le x syste m we  must und e rsta nd  no t 

o nly the  b e ha vio ur o f the  p a rts b ut a lso  ho w the y a c t to g e the r to  fo rm the  

b e ha vio ur o f the  who le . It is b e c a use  we  c a nno t d e sc rib e  the  who le  witho ut 

d e sc rib ing  e a c h p a rt, a nd  b e c a use  e a c h p a rt must b e  d e sc rib e d  in re la tio n 

to  o the r p a rts, tha t c o mp le x syste ms a re  d iffic ult to  und e rsta nd . Pa ul C illie rs’  

p ro vid e s the  fo llo wing  g e ne ra l c ha ra c te ristic s o f c o mp le x syste ms: 

a . Co mp le x syste ms c o nsist o f a  la rg e  numb e r o f e le me nts tha t in 

the mse lve s c a n b e  simp le .   

b . The  e le me nts inte ra c t d yna mic a lly b y e xc ha ng ing  e ne rg y o r 

info rma tio n. The se  inte ra c tio ns a re  ric h. Eve n if sp e c ific  e le me nts o nly 

inte ra c t with a  fe w o the rs, the  e ffe c ts o f the se  inte ra c tio ns a re  

p ro p a g a te d  thro ug ho ut the  syste m. The  inte ra c tio ns a re  no nline a r. 

c . The re  a re  ma ny d ire c t a nd  ind ire c t fe e d b a c k lo o p s. 
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d . Co mp le x syste ms a re  o p e n syste ms – the y e xc ha ng e  e ne rg y o r 

info rma tio n with the ir e nviro nme nt – a nd  o p e ra te  a t c o nd itio ns fa r 

fro m e q uilib rium. 

e . Co mp le x syste ms ha ve  me mo ry, no t lo c a te d  a t a  sp e c ific  p la c e , b ut 

d istrib ute d  thro ug ho ut the  syste m. Any c o mp le x syste m thus ha s a  

histo ry, a nd  the  histo ry is o f c a rd ina l imp o rta nc e  to  the  b e ha vio ur o f 

the  syste m. 

f. The  b e ha vio ur o f the  syste m is d e te rmine d  b y the  na ture  o f the  

inte ra c tio ns, no t b y wha t is c o nta ine d  within the  c o mp o ne nts. Sinc e  

the  inte ra c tio ns a re  ric h, d yna mic , fe d  b a c k, a nd , a b o ve , a ll 

no nline a r, the  b e ha vio ur o f the  syste m a s a  who le  c a nno t b e  

p re d ic te d  fro m a n insp e c tio n o f its c o mp o ne nts. The  no tio n o f 

‘ e me rg e nc e ’  is use d  to  d e sc rib e  this a sp e c t. The  p re se nc e  o f 

e me rg e nt p ro p e rtie s d o e s no t p ro vid e  a n a rg ume nt a g a inst c a usa lity, 

o nly a g a inst d e te rministic  fo rms o f p re d ic tio n. 

g . Co mp le x syste ms a re  a d a p tive . The y c a n (re )o rg a nise  the ir inte rna l 

struc ture  witho ut the  inte rve ntio n o f a n e xte rna l a g e nt. Ce rta in 

syste ms ma y d isp la y so me  o f the se  c ha ra c te ristic s mo re  p ro mine ntly 

tha n o the rs. The se  c ha ra c te ristic s a re  no t o ffe re d  a s a  ‘ d e finitio n’  o f 

c o mp le xity, b ut ra the r a s a  g e ne ra l, lo w-le ve l, q ua lita tive  

‘ d e sc rip tio n’ .”  

(C illie rs, 2000, p p . 23-24) 

 

11. "Co mp le x syste ms the o ry is a  ne w a nd  ra p id ly d e ve lo p ing  fie ld . Muc h 

re ma ins to  b e  d o ne . The  id e a s a nd  p rinc ip le s tha t ha ve  a lre a d y b e e n 

p ro p o se d  must b e  stud ie d  in a  multitud e  o f a c tua l e xa mp le s. And  ne w 

p rinc ip le s must b e  so ug ht.  

Co mp le x syste ms the o ry c uts a c ro ss the  b o und a rie s b e twe e n c o nve ntio na l 

sc ie ntific  d isc ip line s. It ma ke s use  o f id e a s, me tho d s a nd  e xa mp le s fro m 

ma ny d isp a ra te  fie ld s. And  its re sults sho uld  b e  wid e ly a p p lic a b le  to  a  g re a t 

va rie ty o f sc ie ntific  a nd  e ng ine e ring  p ro b le ms.  

Co mp le x syste ms the o ry is no w g a ining  mo me ntum, a nd  is b e g inning  to  

d e ve lo p  into  a  sc ie ntific  d isc ip line  in its o wn rig ht. I susp e c t tha t the  so c io lo g y 

o f this p ro c e ss is c ruc ia l to  the  future  vita lity a nd  suc c e ss o f the  fie ld . Se ve ra l 

p re vio us initia tive s in the  d ire c tio n o f c o mp le x syste ms the o ry ma d e  in the  

p a st ha ve  fa ile d  to  d e ve lo p  the ir p o te ntia l fo r la rg e ly so c io lo g ic a l re a so ns. 

O ne  e xa mp le  is c yb e rne tic s, in whic h the  d e ta ile d  ma the ma tic a l re sults o f 

c o ntro l the o ry c a me  to  d o mina te  the  fie ld , o b sc uring  the  o rig ina l mo re  

g e ne ra l g o a ls. One  o f the  d isa p p o intme nts in c o mp le x syste ms the o ry so  fa r 

is tha t the  a p p ro a c he s a nd  c o nte nt o f mo st o f the  p a p e rs tha t a p p e a r 

re fle c t ra the r c lo se ly the  tra ining  a nd  b a c kg ro und  o f the ir a utho rs. Only time  

will ultima te ly te ll the  fa te  o f c o mp le x syste ms the o ry. But a s o f no w the  

future  lo o ks b rig ht. "   (Ste p he n Wo lfra m, 1988, a p p ro x. p .187) 
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Examples of Complex Systems 

 

• G o ve rnme nts 

• Fa milie s 

• The  huma n b o d y—p hysio lo g ic a l p e rsp e c tive  

• A p e rso n—p syc ho so c ia l p e rsp e c tive  

• The  b ra in 

• The  e c o syste m o f the  wo rld  

• Sub wo rld  e c o syste ms: d e se rt, ra in fo re st, o c e a n 

• We a the r 

• A c o rp o ra tio n 

• A c o mp ute r 

 

Examples of Simple  Systems 

 

• An o sc illa to r 

• A p e nd ulum 

• A sp inning  whe e l 

• An o rb iting  p la ne t 

 

Central properties of c omplex systems 

 

Afte r b e g inning  to  d e sc rib e  c o mp le x syste ms, a  se c o nd  ste p  is to  id e ntify 

c o mmo na litie s. So me  o f the  ke y c ha ra c te ristic s o f c o mp le x syste ms a re : 

1. La rg e  numb e r o f inte rc o nne c ting  c o mp o ne nts. 

2. Co mp o ne nts a re  no n-d e te rministic  a nd  no n-tra c ta b le . 

3. Inte ra c tio n-ric h re la tio nships b e twe e n c o mp o ne nts. 

4. Inte ra c tio ns e xhib it no nline a r b e ha vio ur. 

5. Distrib ute d  na ture  o f info rma tio n a nd  re p re se nta tio n. 

6. Fe e d b a c k lo o p s c a use  c ha ng e s to  the  syste m. 

7. Exhib it p ro p e rtie s o f e me rg e nc e  a nd  se lf-o rg a nisa tio n. 

8. Op e ra te  und e r fa r-fro m-e q uilib rium c o nd itio ns. 

9. Ca nno t e xc lud e  histo ry (p re -p ro g ra mme d  e le me nts 

e xist). 
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10. Ea c h e le me nt in the  syste m is ig no ra nt o f the  b e ha vio ur 

o f the  syste m a s a  who le , a nd  ma y o nly re sp o nd  to  

lo c a lise d  info rma tio n. 

 

Complex systems theory -  applic ations for soc ial researc h 
 

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. 

 
1. 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 1: 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 structure1 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). 

 

                                                      

1
 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. 
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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 

  

Fo r tho se  wo rking  in the  fie ld , the re  is a  d iffe re nc e  b e twe e n c o mp le x 

syste ms the o ry a nd  c o mp le x a d a p tive  syste ms.  Co mp le x a d a p tive  

syste ms a re  d e fine d  a s "ma c ro sc o p ic  c o lle c tio ns o f simp le  (a nd  

typ ic a lly no nline a rly) inte ra c ting  units tha t a re  e nd o we d  with the  

a b ility to  e vo lve  a nd  a d a p t to  a  c ha ng ing  e nviro nme nt." (Ba r Ya m, 

2000, p . 5) The se  c a n b e  illustra te d  b y the  fo llo wing  d ia g ra m. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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: 

1. Emergence 
2. Co-evolution  
3. Sub optimal  
4. Requisite Variety  
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5. Connectivity 
6. Simple Rules  
7. Iteration 
8. Self Organising  
9. Edge of Chaos  
10. Nested Systems  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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: 

1. 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):  

• Absence of external control (autonomy)  

• Dynamic operation (time evolution)  

• Fluctuations (noise/searches through options)  

• Symmetry breaking (loss of freedom/heterogeneity)  

• Global order (emergence from local interactions)  

• Dissipation (energy usage/far-from-equilibrium)  

• Instability (self-reinforcing choices/nonlinearity)  

• Multiple equilibria (many possible attractors)  

• Criticality (threshold effects/phase changes)  

• Redundancy (insensitivity to damage)  

• Self-maintenance (repair/reproduction metabolisms)  

• Adaptation (functionality/tracking of external variations)  

• Complexity (multiple concurrent values or objectives)  

• 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): 
 

• Self-organisation requires two pre-requisite factors to occur, non-linearity and 
far-from-equilibrium conditions. 

• A requisite amount of redundancy and reliability2 - resistance to change. 

• 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. 

• 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: 

  

 

Self-organisation

Reinforcement & 

Actualisation 

Unresolved 

Conflict Organisational 

Rest

Active Feedback 

No Feedback 

High 

Differentiation

 

 
 

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 
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2 Reliability here refers to resistance to change.  If the system has no resistance to change, it cannot cope the 

disorganising effect of noise. 



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 thing s se lf-o rg anize  ?  

     (Fro m He ylig he n, 2004, http://pespmc1.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://pespmc1.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://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/Papers/EOLSS-Self-Organiz.pdf) 

 
 
 
 

Appendix A  Page 221 

 

http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/Papers/EOLSS-Self-Organiz.pdf
http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/Papers/EOLSS-Self-Organiz.pdf
http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/Papers/EOLSS-Self-Organiz.pdf


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 1, 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 
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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://pespmc1.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. I 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 I was talking with a colleague, Dian Hitchcock, about a 
paper we were preparing ... It was at that moment that I glimpsed Gaia. An awesome thought came 
to me. The Earth's atmosphere was an extraordinary and unstable mixture of gases, yet I 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. Ilya 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 I 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 

Appendix A  Page 228 

 



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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