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Abstract 

This research was originally conceptualised as a traditional piece of qualitative inquiry in which 

the researcher would analyse participant narratives to reveal how individuals made sense of 

organisational change over time. The focus was informed by Karl Weick’s extensive work on 

organisational sensemaking. The planned methodology was built on a processual ontology and 

an epistemology based on Bakhtin’s work on dialogue. However, as time passed the research 

changed, becoming ever more influenced by the work of Gilles Deleuze. A rhizomatic theory 

of change, time and self emerged, that draws attention to the inevitable paradoxes and 

contradictions that are created in our collective attempts to make sense of how individuals 

experience change. Taking inspiration from Deleuze’s materialist philosophy of difference, I 

abandoned the research imperative that requires the imposition of order on an external reality 

by identifying regularities, categories, and bifurcations to what is thought of as empirical data. 

Instead, I tried to develop a non-representational form of inquiry in which my own struggles 

to make sense of sensemaking, time and change are acknowledged. My research became post 

qualitative, recognising that the interwoven iterative process of reading-thinking-writing, was 

central to my attempts to create knowledge. This forced me to write differently, to escape the 

chronological research narrative that moves smoothly from start to finish; from literature to 

data to analysis, conclusions, and inevitable closure. Free from this trope, some of my physical, 

intellectual and emotional entanglements that refused to be neatly represented in space and 

time are folded and refolded into the narrative. This allows me to trace multiple lines of flight 

to reveal the contradictions and paradoxes, confusion and messiness that inevitably emerge 

as change-time-sense-self are continually co-constituted and disrupted in the ongoing process 

of becoming.   
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1. Pre-text: Emergent Becomings 

 

“Becoming produces nothing other than itself. We fall into a false 

alternative if we say that you either imitate or you are. What is 

real is the becoming itself, the block of becoming, not the 

supposedly fixed terms through which that which becomes 

passes” 

 Deleuze and Guattari (2013b, pp.277-278) 

This thesis has emerged from an extensive period of writing, researching and theorising about 

the nature of change and time. It began as a piece of conventional longitudinal qualitative 

research, originally motivated by my own experiences as a management consultant involved 

in numerous change programmes within manufacturing organisations. It has become 

something else and although the words are now fixed on the page, over time it will inevitably 

change, becoming something else. But what do I mean by becoming? 

“Becoming is the unfolding of difference in time and as time…but only on the 

understanding that the difference which becomes is not specific something or set 

of somethings, but the chaos which produces all somethings.” 

May (2003, p.147) 

Deleuze echoes the ancient philosopher Heraclitus. For both, change is the only constant. 

Entities and identities are never fixed, things change (become different) over time. And equally 

the passage of time emerges through change. Change and time are the two faces of the coin 

of becoming. What follows within this thesis is an exploration of how my own ongoing and 

emergent sensemaking of the process of becoming has changed over the last decade.   

Inspired by the work of organisational writers who embraced a processual philosophy such as 

Robert Chia and Karl Weick, I initially wanted to explore the relationship between sensemaking 

activities and change within organisations. The original title proposed for the research in 2012 

was “An investigation of the sense-making processes through which actors influence change 

within Organisations”. To do this I began by engaging in multiple dialogues (interviews) with 

people experiencing change. But in the process of doing the research things changed. The 

thesis became Deleuzian. 
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Having read Chia’s (1999) work A ‘Rhizomic’ Model of Organizational Change and 

Transformation, I was already aware of the work of the 20th century processual philosopher 

Gilles Deleuze1, but initially I was wary of engaging with Deleuzian inspired research. In my 

original research proposal written in 2012, I acknowledged this (Appendix A, p.ii): 

“However Deleuze’s work is not without problems (Descombes 1979 Sokal & Bricmont 

1998, and Žižek 2003) and does not direct the researcher towards a specific 

approach.” 

Typically viewed as “high theory” (Coleman and Ringrose, 2013, p.1), I concluded that 

Deleuze's philosophy was more theoretical than practical. Equally, although I found the writing 

of both Chia and Weick very inspiring, neither seemed to have much to say about researching 

the processes and sensemaking activities which their writings explored. I therefore decided to 

focus on narratives, eventually settling on Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of the chronotope as a 

framework for data analysis. However, as I attempted to make sense of the data I was 

collecting from an extended series of interviews with several participants; it became 

increasingly evident that, for a number of reasons (which are explored throughout the thesis), 

I needed to find an alternative.  

Struggling with the messy, polyphonic and contradictory nature of the data I was collecting 

and the effect that the passage of time was having on my interpretations of it, I looked for an 

alternative theoretical prism that would help me make sense of my own research. It proved 

difficult to find one, but over time I gravitated towards Deleuze’s complex theories of time, 

and these drew me deeper into his materialist philosophy of difference and becoming.  

Taking inspiration from a small (but growing) number of social science researchers2 that have 

embraced Deleuze, my early concerns were eventually overcome by a desire to engage in what 

St. Pierre (2021) calls post qualitative3 research and Vannini (2015) terms non-representational 

research. With encouragement from my replacement supervisor Nancy Harding, I embraced 

Deleuzian thought, acknowledging that engaging with research materials4, writing and 

 
1 I have no wish to minimise the contribution of Deleuze’s collaborator Felix Guattari who is 
acknowledged   through citation whenever I refer to their collaborative works. However like many 
writers I generally refer to Deleuze in the singular and use the adjective Deleuzian to assist the reader. 
2 Exemplified by Lather (2013), St. Pierre (2014) and researchers writing in Coleman and Ringrose 
(2013) 
3 St. Pierre and others seem ambivalent about the hyphen. I treat its inclusion/exclusion as trivial and 
interchange between post qualitative and post-qualitative. 
4 Research materials is a term offered by Nancy which I have adopted. Used as a synonym for data, it 
is intended to acknowledge the complex and messy entanglements between the researcher and a 
much wider range of artifacts than is usually acknowledged in writing about the (continued overleaf) 
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theorising are not discrete activities, but are themselves entangled activities that continually 

change. 

Having done a lot of time with Deleuze, I now acknowledge that the ongoing interwoven 

iterative and embodied process of reading-thinking-writing (which includes engagement with 

research materials) is central to the creation of knowledge. Equally I am willing to acknowledge 

that knowledge creation is itself an ongoing process that is never complete. This leads me to 

question the imposition of the subject-object binary of knowledgeable researcher and 

researched. I also recognise and embrace the multiplicities, contradictions, messiness and 

paradoxes of the social world and the processes through which researchers attempt to engage 

with it. As a result the aim of my research has been transformed. Rather than being focussed 

on the creation of a discrete theory about the nature of organisational change; the research 

explores numerous processes of theorising (or sensemaking), revealing how multiple partial 

and interwoven theories have emerged over time in an ongoing process of reading-thinking-

writing that constitutes research.  

This leads me to write differently. I have abandoned the familiar chronological research 

narrative that moves smoothly from start to finish; from introduction to literature and 

methodology, then data and its analysis, before inevitably leading to conclusions and with it 

deadening closure (Whitehead, 1938). Borrowing from Deleuze’s translator, the thesis “is 

conceived as an open system. It does not pretend to have the final word” (Massumi, 2013, 

p.xii). Rather it seeks to disrupt or deterritorialize traditional ways of reading-thinking-writing 

about the process of doing research. 

The writing does not follow a blueprint, or recipe. Like other aspects of my research, the 

writing has been emergent and processual. It adopts a Deleuzian style. It is a style that cannot 

be defined precisely, but it is one that enables the researcher “to find the conditions under 

which something new is produced” (Coleman and Ringrose, 2013, pp.9-10). It is thus an 

inventive or creative style (Massumi, 2002a) that attempts to dissolve existing abstractions 

and conventions, questioning what has already been given. Paraphrasing a narrative that I co-

created elsewhere: 

“This dissolving requires that we take an unfamiliar narrative journey…[o]ne that 

avoids simply re-presenting what has gone before. It requires that we try to escape 

 
research process. Nancy acknowledged she took the term from Matts Alvesson. This may come from 
Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009), in which the authors repeatedly use the term empirical material.     
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the established rules that constrain our thought; to ask questions, to stutter and 

stumble, searching for openings and avoiding closure.” 

Fouweather and Bosma (2021, p.1796) 

It is a narrative journey that has allowed me to simultaneously explore and develop my own 

enduring but evolving commitment to the ongoing process of becoming a researcher. It could 

be argued that the writing mimics or mirrors the research, but that would suggest that 

research, methodology, writing and thought are separable. The writing does not simply 

describe (represent) what I have done, it is central to the research process and has generated 

new but partial knowledge that has continually been revised. The writing becomes part of the 

doings (Vannini, 2015), or performance of research (Sergi and Hallin, 2011); a series of creative 

and productive linguistic interactions that have shaped the research rather than detailing what 

was passively observed by a disembodied researcher (Linstead, 1994). It both partially 

documents and actively contributes to the process of doing research, illustrating how my 

theorising about sensemaking, change and time, have evolved.  

As Gilmore et al. (2019, p.5) acknowledge, “writing itself contributes to research and theory”. 

From this perspective writing becomes one of several performative activities that constitute 

doing research; all of which are interwoven. Each element feeds into the others, creating an 

assemblage of interacting parts (researcher-data-participants-theory-analysis), that Mazzei 

(2013a) refers to as entanglements. These entanglements have become folded and refolded 

into the thesis as I have sought to make sense of organisational change and time. The writing 

also shows (and simultaneously creates) my own insecurities and long running struggles to 

find an alternative way of doing research. It also acknowledges that the process of writing-

thinking-researching has changed me.  

In short, the thesis allows me to explore how my entanglement with the world has shaped (or 

changed) that world, how I understand it and as a consequence, how these entanglements 

have changed how I make sense of change. To do this, I provide a series of partial narratives 

that have emerged from my ongoing attempts to escape the normative blinkers5 of what 

Brinkman (2015) termed GOFQI: Good Old-Fashioned Qualitative Inquiry.  

The desire to escape GOFQI predates the start of this research, but I have struggled to find a 

way to do this. My original writing (Appendix A) from 2012, shows my aspiration to do anti-

 
5 A term appropriated from Law (2004). 
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representational research6 but was unable to articulate how I might do this. I had neither the 

confidence nor the lexicon to write about how I would do so. However, as my engagement 

with Deleuzian thought developed (and I have found the work of others who have sought to 

develop new ways of doing qualitative research); a voice (or voices) emerges that allows me 

to do so.  

To draw on the Deleuzian lexicon, the thesis has become rhizomatic AND nomadic. Rhizomatic 

because it abandons a linear structure. Nomadic because it does not recognise the boundaries 

of traditional academic writing and research. AND because it is many things:  

“AND is neither one thing nor the other, it is always in between, between two things; 

it’s the borderline, there’s always a border, a line of flight or flow, only we don’t see 

it, because it’s the least perceptible of things. And yet it’s along this line of flight that 

things come to pass, becomings evolve, revolutions take shape.”  

Deleuze (1995, p.45) 

Deleuze and Guattari (2013a, p.114) use the repetitive construction “AND…AND…AND…” to 

draw our attention to the particular conjunctive qualities of the word ‘and’. It is a word that 

opens up the possibility of something else, preventing or minimising the danger of linguistic 

closure. Deleuze and Guattari are encouraging their readers to embrace multiplicities, 

difference, potentialities AND…becomings. “Thinking with ‘and’ is learning to creatively think 

with and alongside becomings” (Robinson 2016, p.62). AND… counteracts the fixity of 

language that creates singularities, sameness and permanence. With AND… we can try to 

avoid defining things in terms of categorising labels, that establish identity: what something is 

(or is not). The word AND “carries enough force to shake and uproot the verb ‘to be’” (Deleuze 

and Guattari, 2013b, p.26). It allows us to leave things open, unfinished, emergent AND yet to 

be determined. Words need not define nor claim to represent the world, rather they can 

capture its openness, point in different directions, create lines of flight for the reader to follow. 

AND… can hint at what is yet to be, that which we do not understand, AND…is never finished.  

And yet, despite claiming that the writing is rhizomatic AND nomadic, it nevertheless has a 

structure. Although I struggled for a long time to find a way of writing differently, eventually I 

found a way. Taking inspiration from the Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges’ (2004) imagined 

book The Garden of Forking Paths, the thesis “has the shape of a labyrinth that folds back upon 

 
6 I would now avoid using the label because it suggests opposition to other forms of research that 
engage in representation. Instead, I would use numerous overlapping terms and phrases that reflect 
the folds and contradictions within the approach that emerged.    



6 
 

itself in infinite regression” (Murray, 2003, p.3).  Equally it draws on the Deleuzian concept of 

the Fold. The thesis is separated into four major parts (which I refer to as chapter/folds), each 

of which represents a fold within the research process. Each has a particular focus, but themes 

and ideas emerge and re-emerge throughout the work; they are not neatly corralled into 

specific zones of writing, but percolate through the thesis, bubbling up at various points within 

the narrative, changing and evolving as they do.  Nor do the chapter/folds have a distinct 

chronology, they do not chart a research journey moving towards a climatic arrival at a 

theoretical destination. As Nancy retrospectively observed, the structure is similar to that of 

the Mabinogion, a book written in Welsh during the Medieval period, but derived from a much 

older oral storytelling tradition apparently rooted in Celtic mythological folklore. It escapes 

the linear narrative of the classical epic quest. Rather, central to it are the Four Branches of 

the Mabinogi; distinct, but overlapping stories within which only one protagonist, the 

character Pryderi, appears (to a lesser or greater degree) in them all. Similarly, each 

chapter/fold within the thesis represents an overlapping branch within my writing-thinking-

researching. Collectively they trace some (but not all) of the overlapping meandering paths I 

have followed during the research process. I have become the reluctant7 protagonist, whose 

own performance as writer-thinker-researcher emerges within and between each branch. All 

the chapter/folds have been written concurrently, with each one being written and rewritten 

many times over many years, allowing time to act on each and ideas from one to flow into the 

others. I repeatedly “read backward and write into the present” (Gannon, 2017, p.252), 

creating my own precursors, using and reusing my own performances as a reader-writer-

researcher over the course of a decade. This structure has allowed me to both develop and 

explore how my own thinking about research, sensemaking and change has evolved and 

continues to evolve through my interactions with the many pasts I have created. It both 

reflects and creates my own messy, ongoing and ever-changing attempts to make sense of 

change, sensemaking, and time. In the process I trace many lines of flight that explore the 

confused multiplicity of change-time-sense-self that is continually co-constituted and 

disrupted in an ongoing process of becoming.  

I will return to the chapter/folds later in this pre-text8 but before I do, I want to explore the 

methodological and philosophical challenges of engaging in Deleuzian research. This allows 

 
7 As I will acknowledge, I have continually struggled to place myself at the heart of the research.   
8 A label appropriated from the opening section of Rhodes (2001) to interfere with the traditional 
narrative form of a thesis.  
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me to acknowledge the intellectual challenges of doing research differently and to reflect upon 

my own journey of becoming a post-qualitative researcher.     

 

Against Method AND After Methodology 

I recognise that any argument put forward against methodology and methods is a rhetorical 

act, “reflecting one’s metatheoretical assumptions” that simply creates “alternative evaluative 

criteria” (Shepherd and Challenger, 2013 p.240) against which research can be judged. 

However, by exploring my own philosophical and methodological journey at this point in the 

thesis allows me to explore my own meta theoretical assumptions against which the work can 

be judged, without falling back on the familiar tropes of a methodology chapter.   

The title of this section comes from two books that have shaped how I conceptualise the 

research process. The first is Paul Feyerabend’s (1993) Against Method: Outline of an 

Anarchistic Theory of Knowledge. Like Feyerabend, I use the term ‘against’ ironically. I am not 

seeking to offer a manifesto against methodology or methods, although I acknowledge my 

writing might be interpreted as one. Ultimately, I understand that it is impossible to escape 

the issue of research methodology within a thesis, and I have to acknowledge that other 

researchers9 who have been inspired by Deleuze are willing to engage in discussion of methods 

and methodology. Therefore, what I choose to explore are the ways in which the term 

‘methodology’ shapes and possibly restricts (territorializes) social research and how we can 

think differently (deterritorialize) the concept of methodology, and thus what constitutes 

research and how it is narrated.  

The second book I take inspiration from is John Law‘s (2004) After Method: Mess in Social 

Science Research. In it, Law acknowledges the importance of methods and methodology but 

cautions against their universal and unthinking adoption: 

“If ‘research methods’ are allowed to claim methodological hegemony or (even 

worse) monopoly, and I think that there are locations where they try to do this, 

then when we are put into relation with such methods we are being placed, 

however rebelliously, in a set of constraining normative blinkers.” 

Law (2004, p.4) [Emphasis added] 

 
9 Such as Mazzei and McCoy (2010), Coleman and Ringrose (2013), Foroughmand Araabi and 
McDonald (2018).   
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Escaping the methodological hegemonies of established research was a personal goal that 

predates my doctoral journey. In 2011 I had written a Masters dissertation exploring the 

possibility (or impossibility) of doing postmodern research. Whether I would be able to escape 

Law’s normative blinkers was something that I was uncertain about when I began this research 

journey in 2012. Arguably I haven’t thrown them off, but I have tried to see around them.  

At the start of my doctoral journey I wrote a lengthy chapter on methodology reflecting the 

challenges I was experiencing at the time. The original writing (Appendix A) reveals what I 

imagined I would be doing. But, with the passage of time, it now provides a window into a past 

through which I can explore my emergent research and chart my own becoming. It is a digital 

artefact that enables me (and the reader) to examine the ideas of a person who no longer 

exists: a virtual trace of an aspiring doctoral researcher who was engaging in prospective 

sensemaking (Gioia et al., 1994); explaining to his readers how they envisaged things would 

proceed.  

The writing established how I would research others (participants) making sense of 

organisational change over time. In the intervening years a great deal has changed but there 

are themes that are perpetuated. Then and now, there was/is a focus on processual thinking, 

and my personal struggle to find a way of doing research that is sympathetic to my own desire 

to do what I’d now label as non-representational AND post qualitative research. Whilst the 

narratives and terminology have evolved, the struggle is essentially the same one. Looking 

back to 2012 and reflecting upon my writing enables me to show how my ideas about the 

doings of research have developed, how I found a way of becoming a non-representational 

researcher and reveal why (and how) I have sought to write differently.  

Before my research began Denzin and Lincoln, two leaders of thought in qualitative research 

asserted that: 

“We are in a new age where messy, uncertain, multivoiced texts, cultural criticisms 

and new experimental works will become more common, as will more reflexive 

forms of fieldwork, analysis and intertextual representation.”  

Denzin and Lincoln (2008, p.35) 

In 2012 I certainly wanted to be part of this new age of experimental works, but as I’ve already 

acknowledged, finding a way of doing this took a great deal of time.   

Having taught social science doctoral students the delights of both philosophy and 

methodology, I had already become rather tired of the methodological warfare, or the 

Paradigm Wars that Gage (1989) had reported upon. But imagining a qualitative doctoral 
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thesis that could leave epistemology to one side and eschew the notion of paradigms, felt 

impossible in 2012.   

And clearly, I haven’t abandoned methodology, if anything I have become more embroiled in 

it by focussing on Deleuzian thought. I cannot claim to be a conscientious objector in the 

Paradigm Wars. I’ve already got blood on my hands. I might not like Gill, Johnson and Clark’s 

(2010, p.210) zealous claim that “we cannot operate without adopting some epistemological 

and ontological position”, but to argue against it requires that I do adopt a position in relation 

to both terms. I might avoid these philosophical terms by adopting Barad’s (2007) 

portmanteau term onto-epistemology, but that would be sleight of hand. Creating a narrative 

that embraces my own situatedness as a contributor within an ongoing discourse about 

methodology forces me to acknowledge the impossibility of transcending the debate. 

Deleuzian thought may offer the possibility of reimagining my researching as an artistic and 

creative struggle to understand the reality that I’m creating (or co-creating); but there remains 

within it an epistemology of sorts based on some ontological commitments.  

Nevertheless, this realisation has reinforced my aim to avoid the worst excesses of what 

Janesick poetically termed methodolatory: 

“..a combination of method and idolatry, to describe a preoccupation with 

selecting and defending methods to the exclusion of.…the story being told. 

Methodolatry is the slavish attachment and devotion to method that so often 

overtakes the discourse….It is always tempting to become overinvolved with 

method and, in so doing, separate experience from knowing.” 

Janesick (1998, p.48) 

As a result, I want to write about the doing of research (of iteratively listening, reading, 

theorising and writing) rather than articulating a particular method or methodology that I have 

adopted.  

However, returning to Law (2004); beyond our collective preoccupation with legitimizing 

particular methods, he suggests there is another problem with methodology. Namely, that it 

hides a thornier epistemological issue: 

“Particular sets of rules and procedures may be questioned and debated, but the 

overall need for proper rules and procedures is not. It is taken for granted that 

these are necessary. And behind the assumption that we need such rules and 

procedures lies a further range of assumptions that are also naturalised and more 

or less hidden. These have to do with what is most important in the world, the 
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kinds of facts we need to gather, and the appropriate techniques for gathering and 

theorising data. All of these, too, are naturalised in the common sense of research. 

Yes, things are on the move. Nevertheless, the ‘research methods’ passed down to 

us after a century of social science tend to work on the assumption that the world 

is properly to be understood as a set of fairly specific, determinate, and more or 

less identifiable processes.”  

Law (2004, p.5) 

The concept that there are particular methods to adopt presupposes a loyalty to certain ideas 

about how research is carried out. Methodology narratives all presuppose “a conscious 

application of reasonably clearly formulated rules” (Abnor and Bjerke, 2009, p.13). If methods 

are research tools, then methodology provides the rules that govern how the tools are to be 

used. Collectively they create an assemblage (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013a, p.105) that defines 

what can constitute research and thus how inquiry is to be performed.  

The benefit of these method assemblages is that they provide security and mitigate risk (Law, 

2004). At many times over the last decade, I certainly longed for a methodological comfort 

blanket. But Law draws on Appelbaum to point to the downsides of an over-reliance on 

methods and their ability to create inattentiveness: 

“The appeal of method is its easy availability. It gives itself over to whomever calls 

upon it…The danger of method is that it easily gives over to mechanical 

replacement. This is the marriage in which the power of divinatory perception is 

seized by the wily ways of the rational mind.“  

Appelbaum (1995, p.89) 

The reassurance of methodology as a form of script, providing instructions to be followed 

mechanically, is certainly alluring. Yet I also appreciate that such scripts can: 

“blinker perceptions and inhibit creativity and innovation. Actions are determined 

by established procedures, not by working backward from the desired outcome. In 

capturing the past, scripts perpetuate the past”. 

Ashford and Fried (1988, p.318) 

The danger that methodology is used to create a script or recipe that is mindlessly followed 

has been documented by management scholars. Alvesson and Gabriel (2013) highlight the 

problems of formulaic (isomorphic) research, whilst Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013) warn 



11 
 

of ‘cookbook’ research.  Equally Weick (1989, p.516) warns that “theory construction is 

hemmed in by methodological strictures that favor validation rather than usefulness”.  

From the start of this research, I was keen to avoid simply adopting a framework and methods, 

then applying them unthinkingly. Paraphrasing Bell, Kothiyal and Willmott (2017, p.547) I 

wanted to escape the “confines of a narrow and deeply entrenched conception of rigour” that 

pervades narratives on the requirements of management research.  But could I find a way to 

“open up methodological spaces for more diverse post-Enlightenment narratives” that Bell, 

Kothiyal and Willmott (2017) point towards? I hope that in writing this thesis I have eventually 

found (or created) such a space.  

However when my journey began, I understood the expectation that I follow a traditional path. 

Methods needed to be explicated in a legitimising narrative under the title of ‘methodology’. 

The lengthy narrative I produced in 2012 tried to walk the tightrope between my own 

worldview and the perceived requirements of the community.  

What I produced was something of a contrivance. Then (and now), I find it unsatisfactory. At 

the time I knew it was overly philosophical, but sufficiently dense to create an impression that 

I knew what I was doing. Reading it now, I find that despite my often-repeated aspiration to 

do anti-representational research, my narrative was very traditional in terms of both form and 

content. Citing all the great process thinkers, the writing is little more than a disembodied 

articulation of their work. And despite wanting to escape Law’s (2004) normative blinkers and 

my claims to be doing something different; I offered a framework that describes (and 

legitimises) at great length an imagined/proposed series of steps that lead from research 

questions to answers. It was a formulaic methodological script. 

Arguably, I could have copied and pasted this narrative into the current thesis. Judicious 

editing here and there, adding a few more contemporary references to reflect the passing 

years and a few ideas I’d picked up along the way, would have sufficed.  A reworked ending 

could have been retro-fitted to hide the twists and turns and suggest that things had gone 

reasonably smoothly. It would have created a more isomorphic and thus recognisable 

legitimising narrative.  

Alternatively, I could have simply redacted the whole thing, retrospectively creating an 

alternative methodological narrative representation of how the research proceeded and 

impose the Deleuzian imagery of the nomadic researcher to legitimise it. 

However I do not propose to do either of these. To escape a retrospective re-presentation of 

the research process, I take a different approach. Instead, I view my original methodology as 
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research material, which helps to bring to the surface the messiness and paradoxes of doing 

longitudinal research and that also seeks to escape established conventions. It explores how 

the distinction between the researcher and research is blurred. And, by acknowledging my 

original narrative, I can revisit aspects of my own becoming; showing how through doing 

research to try and make sense of change, I have changed. Rather than presenting a single 

piece of writing that implicitly offers a single reductive narrative, I have embraced the voices 

of others who (inspired by Deleuze) urge researchers to: 

“recognize their embeddedness, allow research to lead them, accept that attempts 

to synthesize are never finished, listen to those before them and on the margins, 

and give themselves to a life of becoming,” 

Clarke and Parsons (2013, p.35) 

In so doing, I want to use a form of writing:  

“which shows that the dirt from fieldwork is still under the fingernails, that the 

data that refused to ‘speak’ has not been left on the shelf, and the meanings that 

evade the cover story of the ‘finished’ research remain to puncture that smooth 

and soothing narrative surface” 

Taylor (2017, p.322) 

Such an approach is intended to show that: 

“…researchers do more than collect data and analyze findings. Research also 

becomes a symbolic construction of self as the researcher gains agency and comes 

to self-identify and act as a researcher. Thus, the activity of conducting research 

shapes the lives and identities of those forging the constructions (doing the 

research). In other words, research is always more than research, because it is 

conducted and constructed by people who (by doing research) engage in the 

complex challenge of symbolic meaning-making and identity-building, informed 

by changing life narratives.”  

Clarke and Parsons (2013, p.36) 

I thus seek to make visible the complex assemblage of writers, texts, readers, participants, 

recorders, transcribers, transcripts, analysts, supervisors and….in a way that experiments with 

the pre-given conventions of doing research (including how it is narrated). My hope is that 

such writing will displace rather than accumulate knowledge (De Cock and Sharp, 2007), AND 

much more….  



13 
 

In 2012, my writing on methodology began as follows (Appendix A, pp.i-ii): 

 

 

Continued…. 

Arguably since Plato and Aristotle; traditional western epistemology has mirrored 

a substantive metaphysics and sought to create knowledge about perduring 

things (Rescher, 2000 p.4); whether those things be material or ideal.  

Processual thinkers (Bergson 1911, James 1983) are rather sceptical of such 

traditional Kantian1 epistemologies that have sought to justify particular truth 

claims through the creation of representational descriptions of reality which are 

permanent, or at least have some degree of stability (Griffin, 2007).  Yet if 

reality provides no permanent entities to investigate; the processual researcher 

has to select and justify an appropriate research strategy that supports the 

creation of knowledge, without reference to what Kant described as noumena or 

things in themselves (Adams, 1997). From a Kantian perspective the role of 

science is to try and reveal the noumena; to get as close as possible to the 

reality that underlies the phenomena that is experienced through perception or 

the senses (Shaviro 2009).  In contrast, for processual thinkers, there is no fixed 

reality upon which the researcher can focus and thus “re-presentations of brute 

facts”, (Hamrick and Van Der Veken 2012, 196) that are divorced from 

experience objective) and the passage of time (universal) are impossible. 

Avoiding the creation of concrete abstractions, process philosophers prefer to 

focus on processes of becoming; the unfolding of events over time and the 

impact these have on existing stabilities or routines (Cohen 2007, Farjoun 2010). 

This conceptualisation requires no object and no efficient cause; instead it 

focuses on the relations between objects and how these evolve over time. 

 

According to John Cobb (2008) this provides an alternative kind of knowledge to 

that advocated by both Hume (empirical) and Kant (rational). Rather it creates a 

framework in which experience can be interpreted (Whitehead, 1985 p.3). 

Process thinkers have sought to avoid a bifurcation of knowledge (ibid. p.289);  

with James’ (1912) radical empiricism rejecting both realist and idealist 

epistemologies. Additionally, a processual perspective questions the Aristotelian 

scientific tradition: it does not assume simple cause and effect mechanisms, nor 

categorical generalisations; instead it focuses on novelty (Chia and King, 1998), 

 

_________________ 
1 The term Kantian is used to reflect a modernist logio-scientiific worldview that is built 

upon elements of Kant’s philosophy. This perspective does not mirror all elements of 

Kant’s Transcendental Realism. 
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Rereading this opening salvo, I am uncomfortable with a rather cliched reference to Plato and 

Aristotle that unsubtly signals my philosophical credentials and allows me to position myself 

as a processual thinker. However, I am impressed at how engaged I was with process thinking 

and quite surprised just how much space I gave to Deleuze (before appearing to discard his 

philosophy). I can hear Chia’s (1999) voice shaping my narrative, with reference to the 

Deleuzian rhizome, but at the time my engagement with Deleuze was actually quite limited. 

Deleuzian terms such as assemblage, deterritorialization, minor science and nomadism were 

yet to push their way into my narrative. At the time I was grappling with Difference and 

Repetition (Deleuze, 2004b), one of his early works and had not moved on to his subsequent 

work with Guattari. Interestingly, I cite one of these later collaborations, although I suspect 

this was taken from Chia (1999).  

However process philosophers such as Rescher, Cobb and Griffin were given space, revealing 

my early entanglements with Whitehead and recognising his contribution to process thinking. 

As the research progressed, these Whiteheadian voices faded away as I focussed on first 

Bakhtin and then Deleuze.  

I also see that ‘time’ was unproblematised at this stage. As I have already briefly 

acknowledged, time became a key concept during this research. As my research progressed, I 

difference (Linstead and Mullarkey 2003) and relationality (Cooper 2005). 

Given the complexity and fluxing nature of organisations a rhizomatic model of 

organisations based on the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari (2004) appeared to  

offer an interesting alternative to traditional more concrete ones. Led by Robert 

Chia’s (1999) work, there has been a steady stream of work on organisation and 

change influenced by their work.  Linstead (2000) Styhre (2001), Tsoukas & 

Chia (2002) Lawley (2005), Thanem (2005), Yu (2006) Linstead & Thanem 

(2007), Livne-Tarandach & Bartunek (2009), Santana & Carpentier (2010) 

Pavlovich & Chia (2010); suggesting that the meta-physics of Gilles Deleuze is 

one that is sympathetic to a process perspective, emphasising difference and 

contradiction, rather than uniformity and order. Inspired by Bergson, Deleuze 

questions the representational epistemologies of European thought. However, 

Deleuze’s work is not without problems (Descombes 1980, Sokal & Bricamont 

1998, and Žižek 2004) and does not direct the researcher towards a specific 

approach. For Deleuze there is a clear distinction between science and 

philosophy and whilst he sees them both as creative activities, his work remains 

within the realms of theoretical philosophy. Thus whilst shaping my own 

abstractions, it offers no research framework or a suggestion of appropriate 

methods.  
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found that change and time are enmeshed in the process of becoming. Time became 

problematised in the doing of the research. This will be explored in a subsequent chapter/fold. 

Beyond this, I’m also struck by how abstract and depersonalised my narrative is. I suspect this 

was due to my own epistemic insecurity: a reluctance to proclaim or enact a radical research 

agenda.  The result is a traditional third person scientific narrative. Some of the philosophy is 

a little simplistic and despite acknowledging my own philosophical perspective, the writing 

remains representational.  

This early writing style suggests that I was trying to de-centre myself (St. Pierre, 2008) from 

the research process. It could be seen as an attempt at objectivity: removing the ‘I’ from my 

narrative to suggest there is nothing other than the data and my role was to be that of diligent 

harvester of truth. Such an interpretation is questionable. At the time I would have liked to 

deny any positivist aspirations to neutrality but clearly, I felt the need to conform. Keen to 

avoid challenging the norms of GOFQI, I used this quote from Patton, to legitimise my own 

approach.  

“The neutral investigator enters the research arena with no ax to grind, no theory 

to prove, and no predetermined results to support. Rather the investigator’s 

commitment is to understand the world as it unfolds, be true to complexities and 

multiple perspectives as they emerge” 

Patton (2002, p.51) 

Patton is canny enough to sidestep the objectivity vs subjective debate, his goal is empathic 

neutrality that aims for balance, fairness and completeness, whilst acknowledging the 

complexity of the social world.  However, it could be argued that such a position assumes that 

the researcher can (or should attempt to) distance themselves from the research process and 

provide a balanced and reasonably complete interpretation of what others have said. St. Pierre 

(2008) suggests that this aim leaves the researcher wedded to positivist thought. This was not 

my aim in 2012. Rather my intention was to allow people the opportunity to speak, to be 

involved in the research and for me to listen, allowing their words to remain visible, whether 

or not those words resonated with my own subjectivities. Although I wasn’t familiar with the 

term at the time, I wanted to avoid what Haraway (1988, p.581) has called the ‘god trick', of 

“seeing everything from nowhere”. My narrative in 2012 partially reflected this by 

acknowledging the role of my own entanglements with participants (Appendix A, p.vii.) 
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“Interviews are thus conceptualised as discourses or dialogues, through which actors 

and the researcher co-create new knowledge about the ongoing change processes 

within an organisation.” 

This hints that I was aspiring to non-representational forms of research and writing, without 

appearing too radical. But it seems I had not quite worked out how to do this. Writing in the 

third person, I was able to simultaneously surface and depersonalise this issue, acknowledging 

that (Appendix A, p.ii.): 

“…processual writers of organisation seem rather more focussed on theory than 

research practice. Establishing just how to utilise a processual worldview within a 

piece of empirical research proved a difficult process..” 

But beneath all the methodological writing and an obsession with process thinking, without a 

blueprint or script I was struggling. My initial writing hints towards the problem I was facing 

(Appendix A, p.x.): 

“…it is noticeable within work published over the last decade by processual thinkers 

studying organisations, that empirical studies are infrequent” 

As far as I could see, the Chias and Tsoukas the Langleys and Holts, of this world seemed happy 

sticking to theory. The question that I couldn’t put down on paper was: Who was actually 

doing processual research?  

I struggled to see process thought being reflected in published research. It was a struggle that 

continued for some time. I was yet to read Hernes and Maitlis’ (2012) edited collection. When 

I did, I was hoping it would offer some inspiration. The work’s title: Process, Sensemaking and 

Organizing made explicit the connection between process thinking and work on sensemaking, 

which was not always obvious in the literature at that time. Indeed Weick (2012, p.103) 

admitted that he was one of the last to realise his status as a ‘process theorist’. I had been 

drawn to sensemaking after engaging in process philosophy, so reading that others had 

already made connections between the two was reassuring. Elsewhere in the book, Langley 

and Tsoukas (2012, p.11) acknowledged that “more process organization studies are needed”, 

legitimising my desire to take the process turn, but without indicating precisely what was 

required. They did however go on to acknowledge that “empirical process research...can be 

challenging”. As if to highlight this point, only three of the thirteen chapters in the book 

detailed empirical research. At the time it felt like I was exploring virgin territory, which was 

both exciting and daunting. Of the three empirical works in the book, only one (Weibe, 2012) 

subsequently resonated, because of its focus on time. Unlike in most sensemaking literature, 
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time was not presented as the unproblematic backdrop against which change unfolds. Rather, 

Weibe presented time as a series of conceptual frames that people create to make sense of 

organisational change. Whilst I returned to Weibe’s work later, all three of the papers based 

on empirical research seemed to adopt Haraway’s god-trick. The research (as described) 

conformed to the established tropes GOFQI and did not seem to embrace a philosophy of 

becoming or a post-qualitative form of inquiry. 

With the passage of time more empirical work emerged. In early 2013, some of the big hitters 

of Process Studies (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas and Van de Ven) edited a special issue of the 

Academy of Management Journal entitled Process Studies of Change in Organization and 

Management: Unveiling temporality, activity and flow (Langley et al., 2013). When I found it, 

I was excited. Given the journal’s stated aspirations, it was no surprise that all the articles 

engaged in empirical work. The special issue contained 13 articles, of which seven were 

described by the authors as longitudinal. All (to a greater or lesser degree) embraced 

temporality, or more precisely considered the passage of time. Again, time was largely 

unproblematised, but at the time, this was also true for my own nascent research. The editors’ 

assertion that “longitudinal data are necessary to observe how processes unfold over time” 

(Langley et al., 2013, p.6), reaffirmed my decision to engage in longitudinal research. Four of 

the studies were described as archival, with another relying upon secondary data, but the 

other eight appeared relevant. All but one of these involved qualitative research. 

Reading through these articles I discovered that Chia did in fact do empirical research (MacKay 

and Chia, 2013). To my disappointment, like all the other articles, it didn’t appear to stray from 

the conventions of GOFQI. Eisenhardt’s (1989) Building Theory from Case Study Research was 

cited in nine papers. The popularity of her N Step Guide10 for doing Case Study is 

unquestionable11, but even in 2013 such a recipe or script left me cold. Research that was 

preoccupied with repeatability, validity and reliability did not strike me as very processual. 

Without wishing to claim the processual high ground, it seemed to indicate a much weaker 

process perspective (Bakken and Hernes, 2006), than I was hoping to take. Similarly, seven of 

the papers referred to Grounded Theory, citing Glaser and Strauss (1967) or Strauss and Corbin 

(1997 or 1998). Although I didn’t have the terminology at the time, I was already uninspired 

by Glaser and Strauss’ (and their followers’) attempts to de-centre themselves from their 

 
10 A term I borrow from Collins (2005) to describe linear sequential models. Collin’s focus is on models 
of change, but such ‘how to’ guides abound within the wider management discourse.   
11 Currently 70,000 citations and rising according to Google Scholar. 
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research. Other mainstays of qualitative methods12 collectively garnered a further five 

citations. It was hard to see much research that was throwing off Law’s normative blinkers. 

Unsurprisingly nobody cited Deleuze in the 2013 special issue of AMJ. 

These two collected works on process and organisation studies frame the long struggle I faced 

searching for a methodologic approach that I felt comfortable with. In the absence of an 

approach, I simply began engaging with the research process. Interviews were arranged, 

recorded and transcribed. ‘Data’ were uploaded to Nvivo. Coding began and follow-up 

interviews arranged. More data were harvested, and coding continued. Bakhtin gave me a 

loose analytic framework that enabled me to begin engaging with my research material. 

Retrospectively I can acknowledge that I was caught in “the representational trap of trying to 

figure out what the participants in our study “mean” and helps us to avoid being seduced by 

the desire to create a coherent and interesting narrative that is bound by themes and patterns” 

(Jackson and Mazzei, 2012, p.viii).  

It was only when I began using Nvivo to try to make sense of the transcripts and audio 

recordings, that I realised I was constrained by the “interpretive imperatives” (IBID., p.ii) that 

limit how analysis must be performed.  I found traditional forms of qualitative analysis 

unsuitable for my data. Every reading and every attempt at very loose coding created another 

narrative (of sorts). The spoken and written words could be marshalled to create a limitless 

number of interpretations. Granted some were more 

coherent than others, but when I returned to them, I 

found they refused to stand still. In some ways NVivo 

facilitated this. It allowed me to re-code, merge codes, 

splinter codes, create new competing codes and new 

hierarchies of codes. It enabled me to over-code. The 

words I had captured always carried an excess of 

meaning, allowing new interpretations to emerge. I’d 

listen to a recording and code a transcript. Then whilst 

coding another, I’d realise there was a new meaning to be 

found in the previous one. I’d rush back and add another 

layer of coding. And so it went on. Like the swirling 

murmuration of starlings13 the words could be marshalled 

 
12 Miles and Huberman (1994) and Patton (2002) 
13 Imagery that Nancy subsequently advised me has been used by Simpson, Buchan and Sillince (2018, 
p.656) to imagine leadership “as an endless ongoing flow of emergent becoming”.  
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to create patterns and themes, only to dissolve away and reconfigure themselves into new 

arrangements giving new meanings (or sense), sending me (and my data) in new directions. 

Any attempt to fix meaning would at best be temporal. Rather than becoming a researcher, I 

was becoming undone (Mazzei, 2013b, p.105). 

Like Maclure (2013), I began to appreciate another problem with coding. The act of coding 

cuts through the original material, detaching words from those that precede and follow. In 

summarising and categorising, the material is denuded. The researcher reveals what they think 

is important and hides the differences and contradictions, meanderings and corrections that 

exist (or existed) within their research material.  

Nevertheless, I stayed entangled with NVivo. I have used NVivo for many years as an 

immersive tool, one that allows me to swim around in masses of texts and sounds without 

(hopefully) drowning. I, like Maclure (2013, p.174), enjoy “that part of the research process 

that involves poring over the data, annotating, describing, linking, bringing theory to bear, 

recalling what others have written, and seeing things from different angles.” However, in 

contrast to most post-qualitative and post structural researchers (and to the surprise of 

Nancy), I chose to do this digitally. NVivo gave me a limitless supply of highlighters and infinite 

margins on which to scribble. Using multiple screens, I had two or three transcripts visible at 

the same time. By importing journal articles, I linked things that emerge in a transcript to 

theory (precisely where it is surfaced in a journal article), destroying the boundary between 

literature, ideas and empirical data. NVivo also sped up the manual process of getting the 

words ‘down on the page’14, by linking chunks of audio with specific written words. This made 

it easy to hear the utterance rather than just its representation on the page. And equally to 

annotate the associated words on the page with observations about the embodied utterance.  

My loose codings within NVivo remained relatively free of themes. Rather than classifying 

excerpts of text into pre-defined or emergent categories of meaning, I sought to identify 

interesting sections of text, using the digital equivalent of a high-light pen. Nevertheless, when 

I began looking at my research material (post transcription), the dangers of playing God 

emerged. Preliminary loose coding seemed to invite categorisations and aggregations that 

would inevitably lead to reduction. 

Whilst I did not want to reduce my data, I did invest years entangled with the research 

materials within NVivo. But for much of this time, I struggled to see how I could avoid the 

reductionist representations I feared. With time, Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptualisation of 

 
14 I eschewed auto-transcription because I wanted to listen to the interviews. 
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a Body without Organs, helped me escape the reductionist trap. Later I would find Mazzei’s 

(2013a) Voice without Organs, legitimising my decision to bring a Deleuzian perspective to the 

interviews and what they generated. Retrospectively the words of Mazzei resonate: 

Rather than representing participant voices through the presentation of a 

coherent narrative, thinking with Deleuze and Guattari enabled me to both 

theorize and present a voice that is not contained by a singular subject nor 

bounded by the binaries between the discursive and the material. What is made 

possible for qualitative researchers seeking to analyze this uncontainable voice is 

a reconsideration of how research texts thus conceived are constituting and 

constituted as agential in our research practices that trigger new assemblages, ad 

infinitum. 

Mazzei (2013a, pp.739-740) 

Ultimately the process of loose coding immersed me in the research material, it forced me to 

read and listen to the words, to think about what had been uttered during my dialogues with 

participants. It provided a plethora of digital Post It Notes, quick-links and highlighted text. 

With these I could navigate through the sea of words (and sounds) I’d collected, allowing the 

creation of multiple non-representational accounts of my own becoming.  

Retrospectively I can apply a host of Deleuzian inspired labels to my research, but I only really 

engaged with these terms late in my research journey. Through the process of doing research, 

I’ve added a plethora of such terms15 to my own legitimising narrative, valuing their usefulness 

as labels and appreciating the possibilities that they create.  

Despite this, I am also aware that I am simply trading terms, reflecting the impossibility of 

escaping the norms of academic writing.  However, in highlighting this struggle to find a 

methodological narrative, I hope that I am acknowledging some of the inescapable dilemmas 

of research that: 

“…tries to be restless and willfully immature. It seeks to push limits and strives for 

renewal. Indeed,….non-representational work aims to rupture, unsettle, animate, and 

reverberate rather than report and represent”. 

Vannini (2015, p.5) 

 
15 I do not seek to list or disentangle the terms. Rather, I use the terms interchangeably to refer to 
ways of thinking and doing research that are influenced by Deleuze.  
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Lorimer seems to have captured the non-representational approach I adopted organically. It 

is an emergent approach, and one which recognises the role of the researcher and their 

interactions with other people (and objects): 

“The focus falls on how life takes shape and gains expression in shared 

experiences, everyday routines, fleeting encounters, embodied movements, 

precognitive triggers, practical skills, affective intensities, enduring urges, 

unexceptional interactions and sensuous dispositions. Attention to these kinds of 

expression, it is contended, offers an escape from the established academic habit 

of striving to uncover meanings and values that apparently await our discovery, 

interpretation, judgement and ultimate representation. In short, so much ordinary 

action gives no advance notice of what it will become.”  

Lorimer (2005, p.84) 

However, although the approach I adopted emerged gradually, there is an enduring scepticism 

towards traditional research within it. The call to move away from representationalism is not 

a new one. It is seen in the initial introduction to my original methodologic writing, in which I 

cite Shotter (2006) and Nayak (2008)16 who had both articulated the benefits of doing so.  

Only later would I begin to work out how I might do this. I was already aware of the Deleuzian 

concept of Nomadism before listening to Barbara Simpson talk about some of her nascent 

research projects in a research seminar for doctoral students held in 2015. In the seminar she 

described one of her research projects as nomadic. This prompted me to reflect, eventually 

embracing both the label and Deleuzian thought more openly. Previously, I’d seen Deleuze as 

too ‘left-field’ for an empirical doctorate and if I’m honest a little pretentious. With implicit 

‘permission’ from an established organisational processual writer, and encouraged by Nancy 

to embrace my Deleuzian fetish, the imagery of the nomad began to emerge in my writing.  

But what is nomadism, or more processually, what is the process of becoming nomadic?  

Deleuze and Guattari (2013b, p.428) use the imagery of the wandering nomad, unconstrained 

by the norms of sedentary societies to differentiate between two types of science: 

“What we have, rather, are two formally different conceptions of science, and 

ontologically, a single field of interaction in which royal science continually 

 
16 Nayak (2008, p.187) argues we need to move ‘beyond’ representations, by “opening ourselves up to 
the reality of movement and becoming”. 
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appropriates the contents of vague or nomad science while nomad science17 cuts 

the contents of royal science loose” 

Cole (2013, p.225) fills in the details describing what nomad science involves: 

“becoming, unstable identities, the questionable middle ground of qualitative 

research between participants and researchers (see Braidotti, 2000), being lost 

and in-between research aims, methodology and executing the write up (e.g. 

McCoy, 2010). Nomadic science differs from royal science that sets up stable 

identities, fixed categories and divisions between the researched and the 

researcher” 

Thus becoming nomadic involves ignoring or stepping over the boundaries and strictures of 

existing research practices, which (intentionally or not) constrain what is possible. This might 

sound like a manifesto for ‘anything goes’, a methodological revolution, but I hope not. The 

nomad does not seek to destroy, but simply to remain mobile, adaptive, inventive, 

imaginative; in order to create what Haraway calls a system of interference that can 

interrupt/dissolve/deterritorialize existing practices. And in the process make new forms of 

practice possible. 

Returning to Cole (2013, p.227): 

“It [nomadism] does not undermine alternative approaches to data handling, but 

provides another option, one that results in new ways to understand and write 

about qualitative data…that requires the researcher to thoroughly interrogate his 

or her shifting relationship with the data field and how it is represented.”    

Alvesson and Sandberg (2014, p.968) do not draw on Deleuze, but they also use the imagery 

of the nomad, advocating an approach to management research that breaks out of what they 

called ‘boxed-in’ research and can address the “shortage of imaginative and interesting 

research within the MOS field”. They encourage researchers to cross disciplinary boundaries, 

wandering around to find inspiration, being willing to appropriate practices from other 

communities. Unknowingly I followed Alvesson and Sandberg. Searching for examples of 

Deleuzian research, I crossed over boundaries, bringing relatively unfamiliar concepts into 

the MOS18 fold. I appropriated the term non-representational from the cultural geographers 

 
17 Deleuze and Guattari (2013b) also use the term minor science. I have taken this to be synonymous 
with nomad science, nomadic science and Nomadism 
18 Management and Organisational Studies 
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such as Hayden Lorimer and borrowed post-qualitive from the educational researchers 

Elizabeth St. Pierre and Patti Lather.  

My research became nomadic AND then non-representational AND then post-qualitative AND 

as a result it became Deleuzian, rhizomatic, an entanglement of concepts, a multiplicity of 

practices (and labels) that cannot be fully disentangled.  

Perhaps, if I am to embrace these Deleuzian concepts it would be better to say that it is the ‘I’ 

who is becoming a nomadic researcher. All these Deleuzian inspired labels do not simply apply 

to my research, but to an assemblage of flesh and blood engaging in a process of doing 

research. I have travelled around in space and time, interacting with participants, my own 

writing and a host of more respected writers. The boundaries between myself, the participants 

(interviewees and supervisors) and materials (transcripts, recordings, writings and literatures) 

have blurred, in the emergent processes that I hope constitute research.  

As my research entered its later stages I read Simpson, Tracey and Weston’s (2018) paper 

which calls for methodologies that provide “a way for us to enter into the flow of our 

participants’ experiences”. This certainly resonated with me. Such approaches require 

engagement with what Shotter (2006) calls ‘withness thinking’ which he contrasts with 

representational ‘aboutness thinking’. For Shotter, adopting a traditional representational 

approach means that:  

“we un-relate ourselves to the very events occurring around us that, if we were to 

relate ourselves appropriately to them, can in fact issue us with the very ‘action 

guiding calls’ we need if we are to ‘go on’ to respond to them appropriately.”  

Shotter (2006, p.587) 

Non-representational research embraces the researcher’s situatedness within a complex 

social setting. The truth is not waiting to be discovered objectively, nor does it emerge from 

the researcher’s consciousness. Rather knowledge is gained by engaging in processes of 

inquiry and recognising that these processes are creative, artistic activities. By adopting such 

a perspective, “where entities, as far as they are seen to exist, are products of processes rather 

than existing prior to them” (Bakken and Hernes, 2006, p.1600); requires a shift in emphasis 

from the outputs of research to the ‘doing’ or process of research. Mirroring the idea explored 

by Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld (2005) attention shifts from nouns (labels) to verbs19 (doing).  

 
19 Alert to the dangers of fetishizing the gerund (or gerunding), I acknowledge that this does not mean 
abandoning the noun. 



24 
 

My current writing hopefully reflects this. In 2012, I tried to articulate how the research would 

proceed, with only limited acknowledgement of my role in the research. My thinking was 

about the research. Now I am acknowledging the researching, pointing to my ongoing 

entanglements through which the research took place. The writing does not describe the 

research, it has become part of the research; it is within the research. 

Equally it would be nonsensical to talk about my research. From the start I acknowledged the 

contribution of participants, but as time passed, I realised that it was not just participants with 

whom I was dialoguing. The research emerges from many entanglements. Entanglements with 

participants, recordings, transcripts, supervisors, my own writings, other researchers and 

writers. Voices have merged, and whilst I don’t have the license to avoid citation, my words 

contain traces of many voices. There are places where I’m no longer able to identify precisely 

where the voices that emerge in my narrative have come from, but I hope that is not perceived 

as poor scholarship. Using the language of Bakhtin, I acknowledge and embrace a polyphony 

of voices that have participated in the process of doing research. No single voice holds sway, 

there are many voices in the choir. My own, Deleuze’s, the participants’, Nancy’s, and a host 

of other philosophers’ and organisational theorists’.  Granted I might find myself acting as 

choirmaster, but that doesn’t mean I want to receive star-billing. Nor do I claim to have 

corralled all these voices to produce a single harmony. Abandoning a traditional linear 

narrative allows a polyphony of voices to circulate throughout this thesis. 

As I’ve already acknowledged, I’ve struggled with my ‘own’ voice and its place in the research. 

This struggle has been (and remains) complex and messy. Although it isn’t made explicit in my 

original writing, even then, I struggled with the concept of phenomenology and its elevation 

of the subject. And yet in my initial methodology I drew on Dervin (1997) to make the following 

point (Appendix A, p.iv.): 

“Although not explicitly stated by Dervin, I interpret this as referring not just to the 

processes being researched but also to the research process itself, both being shaped 

by the researcher. Thus methodology becomes an explication of a phenomenological 

process through which research questions are explored.”  

Now, I associate phenomenology with an epistemology of representation and would avoid 

labelling my research as such because the term is arguably wedded to a realist philosophy in 

which the truth (identity) can be revealed, if only the researcher applies themself. Both St 

Pierre (2013) and Mazzei (2013b) seem to agree with me. For the Deleuzian inspired post-

qualitative researcher, phenomenology is the antithesis of an ontology of becoming.  
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Yet despite adopting the label in 2012, I had no plans to make the research about myself. I 

already had a distinct unease about doing auto-ethnographic research (something I explore in 

later chapter/folds). I had no expectation that I would be experiencing organisational change 

and the idea of keeping a reflective journal during the process to authenticate the research 

and legitimise my findings, was not something I found appealing. And yet despite this, my initial 

methodology refers to using a reflective diary that would be used ‘iteratively throughout the 

generation and analysis of the data and personal reflections are expected to be fundamental’.  

Looking back, I interpret this reference to a reflective diary, as part of a methodological script 

(Ashforth and Fried, 1988); a research trope, that was pragmatically adopted to meet the 

normative expectations of GOFQI. As I explore later, I was wary of enforced reflexivity and its 

narcissistic tendency to elevate a transcendent self that claims to offer definitive knowledge.  

Despite these reservations my own place within the research re-emerged in the process of 

engaging with my research material. The dialogic nature of the interviewing process forced me 

to acknowledge that I was enmeshed in the process of doing research. I have found myself 

situated in the middle ground that Cole (2013) points towards, a complex, messy, rhizomatic, 

changing space. And, as the research process has unfolded, I’ve not always been in full control 

of this space. Time has drifted, time has disappeared, and time has changed how I write about 

the doings of research. 

Consistent with the processual worldview I held at the start of the process, the research has 

definitely been emergent. What I have come to realise is that it is not the research that has 

changed, from one distinct form to another. Rather, it is my own understanding of what might 

constitute research (including the narration of research) that has changed. With the 

encouragement, patience and contributions from Nancy, my performative script has 

continually evolved. By writing differently and making visible the twists and turns, 

contradictions, revisions and dead ends that have emerged in my own sensemaking over time, 

an alternative way of thinking-writing-doing research emerges. How I have written about the 

doings of research echoes Lorimer’s (2005) narrative: by moving beyond the descriptions, 

models and theories (that typify traditional analytic research), I hope to create something that 

is ‘more-than-representational’. I don’t claim it offers a blue-print or script that others might 

follow, but it may offer insights into how researchers can escape the limitations of GOFQI by 

writing a thesis differently. 
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Writing a thesis differently 

I appropriate the title of this section from Honan and Bright’s (2016, pp.731-732) article which 

seems to offer a manifesto for Deleuzian style of thesis. The authors describe their work as 

follows:  

“This paper is part of our attempt to play with, to extend and to disrupt the 

practices of language, text and method that are constructed within normative 

accounts of doctoral thesis writing, and to move beyond the strictures of the 

“scientific method” while at the same time writing about and within the post-

qualitative turn (Lather and St. Pierre, 2013). Our aim is not to reject academic 

writing but to interfere with normativities of practice that have come to sanction 

what is recognizable as academic writing and examinable as thesis text.“ 

They also promise to: 

“provide some ideas and ways forward for writers who are attempting to 

deterritorialize research, who are attempting to experiment with new 

representational forms.” 

Honan and Bright (2016, p.731) 

The authors create a very similar message to the one I have already offered in this opening 

chapter/fold. However, I cannot claim that I drew inspiration from their paper. I only became 

aware of it when I saw it cited in Ruth Weatherall’s (2019) Writing a doctoral thesis differently.  

The similarities between the two papers extends beyond their titles, but there are differences. 

Honan and Bright engage deeply with Deleuze’s ideas about language, including his concept of 

minor literature20. Although they draw on David Bright’s own struggles to write a thesis 

differently, it is a clarion call for Deleuzian thinking and writing within doctoral theses across 

the social sciences. In contrast Weatherall’s writing takes far less from Deleuze and far more 

from post-qualitative inquiry. It places her own struggles as a management researcher trying 

to write a different kind of management thesis at the heart of her narrative. She also highlights 

the long-standing tradition of ‘writing differently’ within organisation and management 

literature21, but despite this finds it:  

 
20 Which I have done with my Deleuze buddy Bas (Fouweather and Bosma, 2021) and do not propose 
to repeat here. 
21 Citing works such as Grey and Sinclair (2006), Pullen and Rhodes (2008), Parker (2014) and Pullen 
and Rhodes (2015) 
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“surprising that there has been so little consideration within management on the 

writing of doctoral students and the constraints and limitations that govern what 

sort of thesis is produced…. I deeply felt two implications of the conventional thesis 

structure: conventional writing was limiting the possibilities of thinking differently 

about theory, and masculine styles of writing were marginalising other ways of 

being a management researcher. I came to feel strongly that writing the thesis, 

learning through writing and solidifying (or strangling) an academic identity 

through the writing process needs consideration. I needed to find ways to become 

the type of management researcher I wanted to be and to find creative ways of 

unbinding myself from convention.” 

Weatherall (2019, pp.104-105) 

This observation resonated with me. Like Weatherall, I was aware of the ‘writing differently’ 

movement within MOS. The title of this opening chapter/fold comes from Carl Rhodes’ (2001) 

Writing Organization, which drew attention to the restrictive norms of academic writing and 

encouraged other MOS scholars to write differently. However, like Weatherall, I struggled to 

see much sign of it in doctoral management writing. And again, like Weatherall, I have felt 

strangled by convention. But despite sharing Weatherall’s desire to find creative ways of 

unbinding myself from convention, I am also aware that the stakes are far higher when 

submitting a doctoral thesis compared to submitting a journal article. Inspired to write 

differently, I have previously taken risks and tried to push the limits of what is acceptable within 

management journals, and I acknowledge, with varying degrees of success. In 2016, Bas and I 

produced a polyphonic essay entitled Playing around in creative space for a special issue of 

Organization Studies. It was deliberately tongue in cheek, opening with some of James Joyce’s 

most creative writing and drawing on the concepts of Deleuze’s minor literature AND 

Foucault’s heterotopia. Not to our surprise, it was rejected. Reflecting on the comments of the 

editor in their rejection email; I wasn’t overly disappointed, but what I seemed to express was 

frustration: 

“We sought to step outside, and be provocative by not adhering to traditional tropes 

(the argumentative discipline he [the editor] advocated).We started with Joyce’s 

most provocative work, we acknowledged the dangers of being misunderstood…We 

tried to step outside mainstream logic, to challenge, to create a piece of work that 

needed our readers to work hard…Yes, we would have alienated some, but we 

pushed the boundaries.” 

(Fouweather, 2016).  
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But despite disagreeing with the editor’s feedback, we accepted that the work was not ready 

for publication and/or that it was too different. We learned from the experience. A few years 

later with excellent support from editors and reviewers we were more successful in pushing 

boundaries.  

I hope I have applied what I have learned from those experiences effectively, because this 

writing is different. Having a thesis rejected because it is written differently (or badly), would 

be much harder to handle than a provocative manuscript. I’ve emotionally and intellectually 

invested a decade in becoming Deleuzian. It has not always been easy. Within subsequent 

chapter/folds, the doubts, anxieties and stresses that have emerged during the process of 

doing research differently emerge.  

And yet despite the difficulties, like Weatherall (2019, p.111), I also want to acknowledge that 

writing this thesis differently has been “(heaven forbid) funny or entertaining”. With the 

unlimited support and freedom offered by Nancy and the continued patience of Helen, I have 

genuinely enjoyed the intellectual process of crafting this thesis. The process (of becoming 

Deleuzian) has been rhizomatic, a confused multiplicity of emotions and thoughts, positives 

and negatives; one that has given me both immense pleasure and many sleepless nights.  

Although my journey is now almost over, I hope that the thesis isn’t too different. Although the 

writing is rhizomatic, the thesis does have a structure. As I’ve already acknowledged, the thesis 

is made up of four main chapter/folds. Each is different, but all of them explore the doings of 

the researching. All are infused with Deleuze, process thought and my entanglements with a 

variety of research materials that extend beyond what is traditionally thought of as data; thus 

unbinding me from convention. The approach to writing each chapter/fold has been similar, 

with writing being central to the research process. Narrating constitutes the doing of research. 

And through the writing I become Deleuzian. The writing has effected/changed time, 

sensemaking and change. It has changed me, and inevitably the writing has changed over time.  

Each chapter/fold has been repeatedly rewritten, but none of them are complete. They are all 

open, partial and inevitably invite revision. Each one meanders, stuttering and stumbling, 

collectively creating a fused multiplicity of ideas, an open system that creates and explores 

many folds, many lines of flight, that I hope the reader will follow and perhaps develop further.  

However, each chapter/fold ends with what I have called an Entangling Postscript, in which I 

return to the interconnected themes of organisational change and sense-making that have 

been central to the theorising and writing that has constituted this thesis. 



29 
 

Arguably, the chapter/folds could be read in any order. Like the Mabinogion, they do not follow 

a chronological journey, but there needs to be a point of departure. The starting point I have 

chosen is The Fold. Perhaps paradoxically, it is the last chapter/fold I started writing (in 2019) 

and the writing style adopted is perhaps the most Deleuzian within any of the chapter/folds. It 

is heavily influenced by my close reading of Deleuze’s (2006) Foucault and writers22 who have 

sought to further the concept of post-qualitative research. I begin by first identifying the few 

organisational writers who have engaged with Deleuze’s concept of the Fold. Then, rather than 

defining what it is, I discuss how it functions. Having done this, I embrace ideas from St. Pierre; 

exploring some of the folds that have emerged during my research journey. Such folds are 

usually smoothed out during the narration of research, but by allowing them to be seen, I 

experiment with the doing of qualitative inquiry. This blurs the boundaries between researcher 

and researched as other material and events that are often excluded from the research process 

are folded into the narrative. I hope that this shows what post qualitative research writing can 

become and how it makes different forms of inquiry possible. 

Next comes The Processual Fold. This writing allows my changing engagement with process 

philosophy to emerge. There is one central theme within the chapter/fold: the possibility of 

thinking differently. It does not engage explicitly with the concept of post-qualitative or 

nomadic research, maintaining the artificial boundary between theory and other parts of the 

research process. Thus it is perhaps the most traditional chapter/fold; approximating to a 

literature review of process thought within organisational writing. That is certainly how it 

began in 2012; an attempt to show my credentials as a processual researcher investigating 

organisational change. And in some ways, the writing reflects this. Although the writing has 

been folded and refolded numerous times, it begins quite conventionally. It starts with a brief 

critique of traditional theories of organisational change, and my initial philosophical 

commitments, before moving on to explore writing on processual thought. Like many others, I 

explore the philosophical underpinnings of process thought and how it has emerged as an 

alternative to more established forms of organisational theorising. Gradually however, the 

writing style becomes more Deleuzian, as I begin to question the narratives that I and many 

processual writers have offered. Taking inspiration from Deleuze, I challenge the binary that I 

have perpetuated, one that differentiates between process and entitative modes of thought. 

Equally, I question the chronological narratives that retrospectively present process thought 

as historical journey, offering instead the image of a rhizomatic series of entanglements that 

cannot be easily disentangled. This leads me to evaluate Deleuze’s posthumous contributions 

 
22 Particularly Elizabeth St. Pierre. 
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to the process turn within organisational writing and how through my entanglements with 

Deleuze and other process thinkers, my thinking has changed. The chapter/fold ends with 

personal reflections on the tribalism of processual thought, raising the possibility that I and 

others who have adopted the lexicon of process thought might be hoisted on our own petard. 

In the process of writing this chapter/fold, I hope that I have avoided doing so, and am able to 

embrace the confused multiplicities of rhizomatic entanglements from which new ways of 

thinking-writing-researching can emerge, if we are willing to think and write differently. 

The next fold is entitled A Crowded Fold: A polyphonic dialogue with Bakhtin and Deleuze. It is 

a long piece of writing that was largely written in late 2018 and early 2019, with only minor 

revisions in late 2021. It is shaped by Bakhtin’s ideas about language and combines these with 

themes within Deleuze’s writings. One theme, that of language, ties Deleuze and Bakhtin 

together. The second Deleuzian theme is becoming. With, the encouragement of Nancy, many 

of the concepts that emerge in this writing were subsequently reused and developed in the co-

authored work The Desire to Rethink Power AND Performativity AND Process (Fouweather and 

Bosma, 2021). However unlike that work, this chapter/fold is not purely theoretical. Bakhtin’s 

and Deleuze’s theorising about the nature of language, dialogue and becoming are mobilised 

to make sense of the sort of research materials (interview recordings and transcripts) that form 

the bedrock of Brinkman’s (2015) Good Old fashioned Qualitative Inquiry (GOFQI). Large parts 

of the chapter/fold are given over to an extended and at times very detailed analysis of 

interview transcripts and the recordings from which they were made. Within the norms of 

GOFQI it could be framed as the data analysis chapter. However, I prefer not to see it as a 

summary representation of words I have harvested. Rather I see it as a series of attempts to 

make sense of my entanglements with the research material that I purposefully collected. As 

the title suggests this chapter/fold is crowded with many voices. Alongside my own, it includes 

some of the voices who participated in the research, Deleuze’s (and his collaborator Felix 

Guattari’s), Bakhtin’s (and his alter ego, Voloshinov’s); along with numerous social science and 

management writers, who have explored similar concepts.   

The writing begins by exploring my initial engagement with Bakhtin, which started early on my 

research journey, focussing on his concept of the chronotope. Unsatisfied with this, I chart my 

journey to Deleuze, and his twin concepts of voice and becoming. These eventually led me to 

Deleuze’s work on language and I explore in detail its complex relationship with becoming. 

Through this I began to realise that I was becoming re-entangled with both Bakhtin AND 

Deleuze. To understand these entanglements I returned to my research material, using their 

ideas to make sense of it. Equally, I looked to the research material to make sense of their 
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ideas. Thus research material and theory are folded together. And unlike in GOFQI, neither is 

given priority, nor are they disentangled.  Theorising, reading and listening (of the research 

material) go hand in hand, collectively informing the doing of research, each having an effect 

on the other and equally an effect on me. There are no dramatic conclusions, no attempt at 

data reduction to reveal what it collectively means, no grand theory of how people make sense 

of change. Instead I explore the dialogic chains that were created during the process of 

interviewing, attempting to make sense of them through my own stuttering writing. Creating 

meanings by dialoguing with my research material, without claiming to perform Haraway’s 

(1988) ‘god trick’. If the writing is a form of analysis, I conceptualise it as post qualitative 

analysis: creating lines of flight rather than deadening closure. 

In the final chapter/fold, The Temporal Fold: In Search of Lost Time, I build on my attempts to 

make sense of my own sensemaking and in the process, I find myself trying to make sense of 

both change and time. After a brief introduction, this chapter/fold begins by exploring my 

engagement with sensemaking and the body of work inspired by the writings of Karl Weick. At 

the start of my research journey, this body of work was important for my planned research. 

However, as I explored it further, I began to feel disillusioned with it and how it represented 

the sense making process. Retrospectively I found other voices (notably Introna, 2019) that 

highlighted some of the blind spots and issues within sensemaking literature. One of these 

issues is the treatment of time. This becomes the focus of the chapter/fold, as I explore the 

twin issue of time and temporality within management writing and my own entanglements 

with writing on time. Initially guided by the work of Robert Chia, I create a narrative that 

provides a sketch of my efforts to make sense of time. The narrative ends where Chia's early 

processual writing on time begins: with my rediscovery of Henri Bergson and Gilles Deleuze. 

Engaging with Deleuze’s (1991) Bergsonism provides a bridge between their works, through 

which I explore the repetitions and differences within their conceptualisations of time. 

Building on these ideas and my engagement with research materials (including research 

transcripts and my own writings) I follow a number of lines of flight, through which I explore 

and develop insights into the complex nature of time. These lead to the emergence of new 

ideas about the confused multiplicity within which the concepts of change, time, language and 

sensemaking are intertwined. The chapter/fold ends with reflections on my long, slow journey 

in which I have tried to make sense of time, change and sensemaking.  
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2. The Fold: Tracing the folds within Post Qualitative 

Research 

 

Exploring the Fold 

“A labyrinth is said to be multiple, etymologically, because it has many folds. The 

multiple is not merely that which has many parts, but that which is folded in many 

ways. Each level corresponds perfectly to a labyrinth: the labyrinth of the coextensive 

content of matter and its parts, the labyrinth of liberty in the soul and its predicates.”  

Deleuze (1993, p.3) 

Deleuze’s concept of the Fold is a difficult one to grasp. His translator (Conley, 1993) 

acknowledges that Deleuze does not use the term consistently or rigorously. He applies it to 

both the physical world and abstract ideas, simultaneously fusing and confusing the material 

and the spiritual (Ambroży, 2015, p.80). The Fold lies at the heart of Deleuze’s materialist 

philosophy of difference. For Deleuze the universe and everything within it is produced by 

folding. Folding creates creases or boundaries, that provide the demarcation between an 

interior and an exterior. Through the process of folding new forms emerge. Galaxies, stars, 

mountains, and biological life are all produced by folding matter into complex shapes. And 

importantly both consciousness and the self-other binary that it creates emerge through 

processes of folding. In this chapter/fold I explore the concept of the Fold. Taking inspiration 

from Deleuze, I fold the Fold into my own research writing. Through this process the ‘I’ that 

represents the subject is folded into the narrative to illustrate the transformative force that is 

the Fold. But to begin with, I examine the Fold within organisational writing. 

 

The Fold in Organisational Writing 

Deleuze’s conception of the Fold is seldom seen in management writing, but it has sporadically 

surfaced over the last twenty years. Kornberger and Clegg (2003) were pioneers who 

attempted to bring it into the fold of management and organisational theorising. Following in 

the footsteps of human geographers (e.g. Doel, 1996) they used this Deleuzian concept to 

explore the organisation of physical spaces, suggesting that: 
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 “The fold is the immanent space in-between where the boundary between the 

inside/outside and included/excluded gets blurred. The fold is a pocket where 

reversal of order does not destroy an organization but makes it more refined”  

Kornberger and Clegg (2003, p.87) 

More recently Gherardi (2019) drew upon the Fold to consider ‘placeness’ and the impact of 

the physical space that the embodied ethnographic researcher occupies.  

But it is not simply a term that applies to physical space, the Fold is a metaphysical concept. 

All spaces can be folded. All spaces are labyrinthine, open to endless refolding and 

reformulations.  The Fold also relates to being, to the subject, to consciousness. Pedersen 

(2008), and Poldner, Branzei and Steyaert (2019) have deployed the concept to explore the 

self and its becoming within an organisational context.  

Clegg, Kornberger and Rhodes (2005, p.154), see it is a place “where order and disorder meet”, 

suggesting that the Fold is where order and chaos collide, creating an opportunity for learning 

and becoming. In a similar vein, Ortmann and Sydow (2018) see it as a creative point of 

departure and site of organisational improvisation.  

Pick (2017) has arguably gone deeper into the Fold than other management writers, combining 

it with Deleuze’s rhizome to create something that appears new. Pick attempts to show how 

organisational theory can be refolded, using literary fiction and Deleuze to offer new 

theoretical possibilities, or new folds. Yet despite Pick’s commitment to the Fold, his work can 

be seen as the refolding of work by Lilley (2009) in which Deleuze’s ideas about the role of 

fiction in the organisation of reality had previously been surfaced.  

The Fold appears as a multiplicity of overlapping ideas that occasionally emerges within 

management writing. If the Fold is to be viewed as an entity23, it is illusive, elusive, labyrinthine, 

constantly changing as writers and researchers attempt to bring it into focus.  

 

But what is The Fold?  

To ask, “What is The Fold?” is arguably a category-mistake, reflecting the pervasive substance 

ontology that creates “entitative conception[s]24 of reality” (Chia, 1997, p.690). The Fold is not 

a discrete entity that can be neatly defined. Nor (for Deleuze) is it a metaphorical device. We 

 
23 Arguably it might be better to embrace a Weickian perspective and use the more processual term: 
foldings; but Deleuze stresses the multiplicity of the Fold. 
24 Chia (1997) suggests a single conception, but I would argue there are multiple. 
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should not see it as a familiar signifier that has been hijacked to represent something else. It 

is no Trojan Horse, no Straw Man, not even a river that refuses to be stepped in twice. Like so 

many other Deleuzian terms (e.g. rhizome, plateau, body without organs) the Fold is 

provocative. It is not intended to describe, but to stimulate. In the lexicon of Deleuze it is an 

image of thought. Like a painting, a poem, or a piece of music, it is intended to create a 

response. The Fold provokes. It brings forth a voice (or many voices). It is a style of thinking 

that seeks to escape the binaries, absolutes and hierarchies of traditional Western thought. 

The image of the Fold provides an antithesis to representationalism, reductionism and 

essentialism. The quest for the Platonic Ideal, the Kantian Noumenon are lost in the labyrinth 

of the Fold.  

But I’m in danger of defining the Fold by its negative: what it is not. To understand the Fold, 

we must try to escape entitative thinking (whether positive or negative) and attempt to grasp 

its function; to see it as an immanent generative process and to appreciate how this process 

brings about change.    

Its function is to create a transformation of thought, so that we might “avoid distinction, 

opposition, fatal binarity” (Badiou, 1994, p.54). The power of the Fold is to remind us that what 

we imagine as reality is:  

“infinitely complex, such that it is impossible to describe any particular position or 

division in terms of hierarchical organisation of parts or points. Unfolding only 

serves to open up another fold.“  

Marks (1998, p.76) 

There are no singular entities fixed in time (and space) that can ever be unfolded. In the words 

of Deleuze (1993, p.6) “A fold is always folded within a fold”. Everything is enfolded, the 

entities we imagine are complex foldings, that cannot be unfolded, only refolded.  And, if we 

grasp this, we will appreciate that the concept of the Fold cannot be reduced to a single 

definition. It is multiple, labyrinthine, slippery, rhizomatic.  It has no beginning and no end. The 

function of the Fold is to remind us that we cannot unfold what has already been folded and 

our attempts to do so, only create more folds.   

So where to begin if there is no beginning, if we cannot unfold the Fold? Adopting a recurring 

trope of Deleuze’s rhizomatic thinking (Yountae, 2014), I once again begin in the middle25, 

where it is possible to “do away with foundations, nullify endings and beginnings” (Deleuze 

 
25 See Fouweather and Bosma (2021)  
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and Guattari, 2013b, p.25). The middle is open to all kinds of possibilities, it does not impose 

a teleological narrative of linear becomings.   

“The middle is by no means an average; on the contrary, it is where things pick up 

speed. Between things does not designate a localizable relation going from one 

thing to the other and back again, but a perpendicular direction, a transversal 

movement that sweeps one and the other away, a stream without beginning or 

end that undermines its banks and picks up speed in the middle.” 

Deleuze and Guattari (2013b, p.27) 

In the middle I identify Deleuze’s (1993) The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque. It is neither the 

first nor last emergence of the Fold in his writing. In it Deleuze uses the philosophy of Leibniz 

to re-present and develop some key ideas he had already developed26. Drawing on the 

aesthetic of the Baroque period in which Leibniz lived, Deleuze shows how form and depth 

were created through the pleating and gathering of fabrics. The Baroque style folded existing 

materials, styles and techniques to create new intricate and dense forms with high degrees of 

ornamentation. It is a style that glorified folds, creases, curves, twists and turns; creating novel 

multi-dimensional, multi-facetted and multi-coloured labyrinthine objects, that are at once 

both synthetic and organic, fluid and yet static, open and closed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Baroque Style 

What emerges from the Baroque defies easy description and/or representation. Venerating 

style over function; the Baroque is a mash-up of ideas that creates the opportunity for endless 

repetition, but repetition that is never the same. The singular becomes multiple. This is, for 

me, the power of the Fold. It provides an image of the process of transformation and its 

limitless potential to create something new. Mountains, organisations, butterflies and people 

 
26 Notably with Guattari, in A Thousand Plateaus and Anti-Oedipus  
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(subjectivities) are all created and maintained through multiple foldings. What defines them 

is not a particular form but their ability to endlessly fold and refold.  

But Deleuze’s concept of the Fold does not simply rely on the Baroque. It had already emerged 

fleetingly in his 1968 work on Spinoza (Deleuze, 1988) before re-emerging in Deleuze’s tribute 

to his recently departed friend Foucault27 (Deleuze, 2006). Here, the Fold is presented without 

the ornamentation of the 18th century aesthetic. Stripped of its finery, Deleuze gives us 

another fold within the Fold. Exploring what he calls the “inside of thought” (IBID., p.78) or the 

process of subjectivation, he illustrates how the self/subject is created by endless folding and 

refolding that creates (and maintains) an interiority (self) and an outside (environment). Thus, 

the self is the creation of a thinking mind28 that discerns the external world and establishes a 

transient boundary between itself and that outside world (exterior); which for Deleuze is an 

open, fluid, unstructured and undifferentiated zone of possibilities, that equates with the 

future.  

Drawing on the imagery of geology, Deleuze explores what he imagines is the boundary 

between self and this outside. The zone of 

subjectivation (the self) is surrounded or 

enveloped by strata. These are like layers 

of rocks formed from the dust and debris 

of the outside. This is formalised 

knowledge, a partially stable sediment, an 

accretion of past experience. Above this is 

the strategic zone, which Deleuze (IBID., 

p.100) describes as “the air or the ocean”; 

a fluid mobile area of swirling ideas drawn 

from immediate experience, kept in 

motion by the chaotic forces of the outside. Like water percolating through rocks, it trickles 

down through the strata creating small cracks and fissures within it. 

For Deleuze the Fold of interiority (the self) is not simply a space or void within the strata of 

the past. Nor does it contain an essential self, or eternal soul. It is never sealed off from the 

outside despite being surrounded by apparently fixed strata. The outside permeates the 

 
27 Originally published in 1986 
28 It should be acknowledged that ‘the mind’ is a conceptual fold we have created to make sense of 
particular properties of an organism/body that is itself produced and maintained by a constant folding 
and refolding through which a physical inside and outside are created through the configuration of 
energy/matter.    
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space/fold and pushes against the apparently fixed strata of knowledge. Like molten magma, 

the outside exerts pressure on the strata, exploiting the fissures and weaknesses within it. This 

deforms, twists and folds the strata, changing the nature of knowledge, and in the process, it 

reshapes the interior (self).      

Importantly, this geological process (of subjectivation) is never complete, the interior and the 

exterior are inescapably intwined, and the pressure/force of the outside is constantly 

reshaping the inside as the strata around it are refolded. The interior is created by its dynamic 

relationship with the exterior. There is no fixed subject and object, just an endless series of 

foldings, through which both inside and outside are continually reconstituted.  

Reading Deleuze’s Foucault brought the concept of The Fold to life for me. What I have briefly 

described represents just one chapter within the work. It is a re-imaging29 of ideas about the 

self that Deleuze had explored with Guattari. But the work does not just create an image of 

the Fold, it uses the Fold. Deleuze refolds the work of Foucault, to create something new. It is 

Foucault, but not as I knew it. Deleuze does not seek to faithfully represent the work of 

Foucault, to distil the Foucauldian canon down so that he might capture its essence. Rather he 

folds his own thought into it, embraces its contradictions and disjunctures, maps some of its 

twists and turns, its involutions30, to create multiple different images. Deleuze avoids creating 

a simple linear narrative, he does not start at the beginning of Foucault’s work and trace an 

ordered progression to an end point defined by Foucault’s death.  Deleuze provides multiple 

perspectives on Foucault, each of which opens up new possibilities that other readers might 

follow and develop. It inspired me and Bas (Fouweather and Bosma, 2021) to do just that, 

mobilising both Foucault and Deleuze to refold the concepts of power and performativity 

within organisational theory.  

My own foldings illustrate that the Fold is many. It provides more than an image of the self 

and its becoming and equally is more than a new way of describing physical space. The Fold is 

multiple. It provides an alternative perspective for all transformations and becomings; be they 

classified as geological, biological, organisational, conceptual, linguistic, or personal. It 

provides an image of becoming “in which the world and everything in it is in a constant state 

of folding, unfolding and refolding” (Pick, 2017, p.803). The Fold is the force (or function) that 

creates movement and change. Put simply it is change, the transformation of form. For 

 
29 Although this term could be seen as synonymous with ‘re-imagining’, it is used to preserve the 
Deleuzian concept of the image of thought.   
30 A term from physiology and mathematics used by Deleuze. In both domains it represents a ‘turning 
inwards’ that complicates rather than simplifies. 
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Deleuze what we imagine as singular and inevitable is illusionary, form is multiple and 

constantly changing; deformed and reshaped by dynamic forces that fold and refold it.  

It is found in the baroque, in the tectonic 

struggles of the subject and in the skilled 

hands of the origamist.  

Perhaps the image of the Fold created from 

origami is wanting? It suggests a passive 

object being formed by an omnipotent 

creator, but we must avoid imagining that 

one image will represent the multiplicity of 

the Fold. Within the Fold there is always the 

possibility of another transformation, 

another involution. The horse becomes a 

bear, a frog, an elephant, a crab: a myriad of 

contradictory representations. In the hands of the origamist a piece of paper has the potential 

(or capacity) to become many things, it is a virtual multiplicity of possible forms, all created by 

folding and refolding.  

 

So how to use the Fold in research?  

Again, posing the question might reveal another category-mistake; suggesting that there is a 

recipe to be followed and also that research is a discrete activity that is separate (or isolatable) 

from other intellectual (and non-intellectual) endeavours. Mazzei (2013a, p.735) suggests that 

embracing Deleuzian thought means:  

“there can no longer be a division between a field of reality (what we ask, what 

our participants tell us, and the places we inhabit), a field of representation 

(research narratives constructed after the interview), and a field of subjectivity 

(participants and researchers). Instead, these are to be thought as acting on 

one another simultaneously.” 

Distinguishing between theory, research and writing creates arbitrary demarcations in the 

multitude of ongoing performative practices through which academic subjects are brought 

into being. The three rhizomatic activities cannot be isolated. The tendrils of each permeate 

the others and spread still further. They cannot be unfolded. Nor teased apart. Equally they 
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cannot be separated from the bodies that are entangled with keyboards, screens, ‘empirical 

data’ and theoretical texts through which multiple subjectivities emerge. The writer-subjects 

I have already identified who embrace the Fold are at once researchers and theorists; bodies 

continually folding and refolding, producing multiple interior selves (and exteriors) through 

performative acts. Gherardi (2019) draws on Deleuze and implicitly points towards the Fold in 

her exploration of post-qualitative ethnographic research, arguing that: 

“texts, actors, materialities, language, agencies—are already entangled in 

complex ways, and that they should be read in their intra-actions, through one 

another, as data in motion/data that move”  

Gherardi (2019, p.741) 

Gherardi’s adoption of Barad’s lexicon with its intra-actions and entanglements succinctly 

captures the challenges that I have faced in writing this thesis. What I imagined as data could 

never be isolated, it refused to stay still, to behave. I was unable to locate “a unique, 

essentialist subject” (Mazzei 2013a, p.732) that I could isolate and track over time. The words 

that I and my participants co-created and which I tried to retrospectively represent could never 

be reduced or distilled down into one coherent narrative. The words seeped out of the 

interview data, and I seeped in. As I and my participants worked through change, we were 

changed. Not simply by the changes happening in the workplace, but by our intra-actions. Our 

words entangled and new subjectivities emerged. Data intra-acted with bodies and both were 

changed.  

Everything is folded together. Nothing is fixed, every intra-action brings about change. During 

my research journey, what emerged in one interview would irrupt within another. Theory was 

entangled in the data. There were folds in the research process: folds in my data, folds in my 

writing, folds in me and the participants.  

Embracing the Fold transforms the research process. Qualitative research is folded. It becomes 

post-qualitative, forcing the ‘I’ who does research to acknowledge the limitless number of 

folds that are created through their intra-actions. St. Pierre (1997, p.178) quotes Foucault to 

suggest that traditional qualitative research seeks to “suppress the anarchy of difference” in 

its attempt “to order what can never be contained”. In post-qualitative research the 

complexity and messiness of the research process which are usually hidden (Nairn, Munro and 

Smith, 2005, p.236), are revealed. Transgressive data (St. Pierre 1997), mishaps and mistakes, 

labyrinthine detours and dead ends, doubt and uncertainties, and emotional, intellectual and 
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political struggles, are allowed to surface. Rather than trying to ‘iron out’ the creases31 that 

emerge through the entanglements that accompany the doing of research, the researcher 

explores the creases, through which they and their research emerges.  

The researcher becomes a sculptor of the Baroque 

fashioning creases that create texture, layers and 

(hopefully) depth, to their work.  

However, imagery of researcher as sculptor needs 

to be treated with care. Mazzei (2013a) warns that 

we must be careful of imposing arbitrary divisions. 

The sculptor must not be seen as the detached 

designer-creator independent of and unaffected 

by their intra-actions. They are entangled with the 

materials and tools they use and shaped by them. 

They pick up scars and blisters from handling their 

tools. Arms grow stronger and muscles ache from 

the unyielding marble. Dust enters the folds of 

their body. It irritates eyes and lungs, inducing tears and coughs that disrupt the creative 

process. Ancient folds within the marble create faults and imperfections that frustrate the 

sculptor’s will, forcing them to work with rather than on it.  Each part of the sculptor-chisel-

mallet-marble Deleuzian machine is affected by the others.  

Thus the ‘I’ of the post-qualitative researcher must acknowledge that it also emerges from and 

is constantly changed by the ongoing process of folding. The ‘I’ becomes a mobile signifier for 

a quasi-stable voice that emerges within the folds of what is traditionally termed the research 

process. The researcher (as a fixed entity) dissolves, becoming an entanglement of multiple 

subjectivities that emerge in the process of doing of research.    

But what happens if the researcher dissolves and becomes entangled in an emergent process 

in which traditional boundaries are called into question?  I guess the answer to that question 

is to say that the ‘I’ who is typing now, doesn’t have a definitive answer. As Lather (2013) 

highlights post-qualitative research resists stasis and capture, it follows lines of flight. If it is to 

be non-representational it must avoid representing itself. Rather than defining what the 

 
31 The term ‘crease’ as a synonym for ‘fold’ irrupted from Nancy during supervision. As she 
highlighted, it escapes the imagery of the neat folds of the origamist. It emphasises the organic and 
messy reality of folds that are not intentionally produced but emerge (and disappear) when multiple 
forces intra-act.   
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research does, perhaps it is better to follow lines of flight that my entanglement with the Fold 

created.  

To do this, I select two folds that emerged within the research process and retrace them. They 

are both messy creases. Creases that I had battled to iron out, but which refused to meekly 

disappear. Embracing the Fold allows me to draw attention to them. The first crease relates to 

my messy entanglement with both participants and data during the research process. I 

illustrate through my entanglement with Steve (an unexpected participant), the apparently 

problematic data we co-created during three lengthy interviews and my subsequent efforts to 

make sense of it. The second relates to me, and the multiple subjectivities that have emerged 

during the process of doing research. I will focus on how I have been affected by my many 

entanglements during the research process, how the outside has refolded the inside, shaping 

the ‘I’ who has been doing the research.  

Retracing these folds/creases inevitably draws the researcher into representations, but I do 

not claim what follows are representations or deconstructions that reveal the essence of my 

interview data, or even my entanglements with participants. Rather I understand the writings 

as the output of imminent and inventive processes that refold previous entanglements to 

produce something new. For both pieces of writing, I have followed St. Pierre’s (2021, p.6) 

advice to “read hard, write hard and think hard”32 in order to draw attention to the labyrinths; 

the messiness and paradoxes that emerge when we try to make sense of our complex 

entanglements. 

 

Steve: Engineering Conspiracy Theories and other folds 

Steve was a participant in my research, although initially I had not intended to interview him. 

Even when I started recording our conversations, I was unsure what contribution the data we 

co-created would make. However, as events unfolded, he did become increasingly entangled 

in the research process, especially as I retrospectively attempted to make sense of our intra-

actions. Revisiting our interview transcripts encouraged me to reflect upon the processual and 

emergent nature of doing social research. In what follows, I revisit my entanglements with 

Steve (and the data we cocreated) using the concept of the Fold to construct a narrative that 

explores the contradictions and multiplicities of the research process. 

 
32 Neither she nor I suggest that these are isolatable activities, they are concurrent and overlapping 
activities within a writing assemblage (of bodies and screens and books and keyboards). 
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Steve worked as an engineer for a large multinational automotive company (referred to as 

AUTO in subsequent excerpts). The company was going through a large ‘rationalisation’ 

programme in which production was being moved to ‘emerging markets’ (places where labour 

costs were lower) allowing the closure of older and more expensive European plants. Through 

a personal contact (who I’d previously taught on a DBA programme), I managed to secure 

access to one of the UK sites that was due to shut down.  

I met Steve on my initial visit to the site. My contact thought Steve and I would get on, so had 

asked Steve to give me a site tour. My contact was right. Steve had recently completed an 

MBA and was keen to discuss the finer points of organisational change, both in theory and 

practice. Although we had a lengthy dialogue about the changes that were taking place on the 

site (during and after the site tour), I had not originally intended to interview Steve. His role 

extended beyond the site, and he was part of the team that was moving equipment from the 

site to another facility in China. Although manufacturing would cease at the UK site, Steve’s 

‘head-office’ role would not change. Since Steve was not directly impacted by the change 

programme, I saw him as something of a bystander. I was interested in the direct experience 

of change, not what I then considered to be second-hand accounts and opinions infused with 

the prevailing theories taught on an MBA programme. Despite my yearning to break loose 

from the constraints of what I thought of as traditional research, I suspect I was searching for 

some form of pure unadulterated data that reflected an individual’s experience of change. I 

concluded that Steve was not experiencing change. His job involved moving equipment and 

capabilities around the globe and closing the UK site was not a change for him. He was a 

change agent not the ‘idealised victims of change’ I was interested in interviewing. At the time 

I failed to appreciate Steve’s entanglement with the equipment he was involved in moving and 

the people who would be impacted (made redundant) through his actions. Only later would I 

appreciate that change was not a one-way process, through his entanglements Steve would 

also change in many ways. 

As our original meeting came to an end, Steve indicated that he had enjoyed our intellectual 

dialogue and was interested in seeing what my research eventually revealed. I too had enjoyed 

our conversation and indicated that I would let him know when I was next on site (so that we 

could have another chat).  

However, another chat began to look increasingly unlikely. Despite having gained access to 

the site, the local gatekeeper (the site director) who I needed to identify potential participants 

proved elusive.  Following my meeting with Steve, I returned to the site director’s office. He 

was clearly busy. As I introduced myself and attempted to explain the nature of the research, 
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we were constantly interrupted by a series of entanglements involving the site director and 

his mobile phone. Before long, the phone pulled him to a meeting. He’d not be long.  I waited. 

Time passed. It was Friday afternoon, and I knew what to expect. After an hour, the site 

director re-appeared, apologising profusely. He suggested I email his PA on Monday to arrange 

another meeting as he disappeared to another meeting. His PA scheduled our meeting and 

then rescheduled it, then cancelled it, with a commitment to put something in his diary when 

things were not so busy. It appeared I’d not be interviewing anyone at AUTO, nor meeting 

Steve again. 

However, these unfolding events eventually filtered through to Steve. My initial contact, who 

was keen to help suggested Steve would be willing to participate in the research. It appeared 

the labyrinthine organisational structure of the business allowed Steve to participate in the 

research without the approval of the site director (or at least Steve felt it did). Despite my 

reservations about Steve’s suitability, in the absence of the participants I had imagined 

interviewing, I decided that I’d take up his offer. Subsequently we had three long, stimulating 

and wide-ranging discussions over the course of eighteen months.  

During the long drive home after the first of these interviews, I had the distinct impression 

that the data we had just generated was not going to be of much value for my research. The 

interview had lasted almost two hours, during which time we had spoken about the principles 

of Lean manufacturing, globalisation, the shortcoming of management at AUTO and the 

tyranny of emails. We hadn’t really spoken about how Steve was making sense of change. He 

did make general comments about his attitudes to change, but I was conscious that he was 

creating a retrospective account. Was he creating a particular ‘self’, rather than reporting on 

how he made sense of change?  

The following day my suspicions were confirmed when I listened to the recording of the 

interview. I didn’t feel that Steve had really said much about change or the sensemaking I 

hoped to reveal.  Nevertheless, transcription began, reinforcing still further my initial 

impression. I’d had a pleasant intellectual conversation about the realities of working in a 21st 

century global organisation, but I didn’t detect much sense-making about change from Steve.     

I felt disappointment. The ‘I’ that was doing the research at this point had a preconception of 

what good research data was; and this first set of intra-actions with Steve had produced very 

little of it. 

But what was I supposed to do? It felt rude to cast Steve aside because his data was not rich 

enough. I’d already indicated there would be multiple interviews and Steve was keen to 
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contribute. I was now entangled with Steve. I wasn’t sure how to tell Steve that his 

contributions were not fit for purpose.  

But hang on, what about my part in the process? Was it Steve’s fault that I’d allowed the 

interviews to become unproductive (for me)? Having soaked up Bakhtinian theory, I wanted 

all the interviews to be productive dialogues in which data was co-created; but perhaps there 

was too much dialogue and not enough productivity? Maintaining the style of our previous 

conversation, I had certainly done a lot of talking. Was I to blame? Had it been me who had 

wasted Steve’s time? Was I a bad interviewer? That thought certainly crossed my mind during 

transcription.   

I resolved that my job was to buckle down and iron out the creases. I needed to make sure the 

interviews were as productive as possible. A good qualitative researcher would wrestle the 

data they needed/desired out of the interviewee. My interview schedule would keep me (and 

Steve) on track if I remembered to use it. So, although Steve did not fit my original idealised 

interviewee, and I didn’t feel the first interview had gone well (from the perspective of my 

research), I resolved to keep going. I’d accepted his offer and he was the one with the right to 

withdraw at any time; not me. If I failed to marshal Steve, then that was my problem. Even if 

the interviews generated little productive data, I’d made a personal commitment and would 

see it through.  

After all, unproductive passages of dialogue within the interviews could (and perhaps should) 

be discretely airbrushed out of the analysis. Imagining every sentence would open a window 

into the ongoing process of sense-making was naive. The good qualitative researcher knows 

they may have to sift tonnes of words to extract the valuable nuggets. And ultimately, if there 

was no gold buried in the transcript, the researcher’s job was to find it elsewhere. Steve’s 

words could be erased from the analysis: a jumble of messy creases that would be unseen in 

the final thesis. 

A few months later I set out on the long drive to meet Steve again, hoping that I (and he) would 

be more productive. When I arrived, it quickly became apparent that things had changed. The 

scope of the rationalisation programme at AUTO had expanded, leaving Steve uncertain about 

his future. My decision to continue felt vindicated. Now there was a chance of gathering the 

data I wanted, even though I had not foreseen this twist and had actually continued out of 

respect for Steve.   

Yet, despite my good intentions to be a ‘better’ researcher, this second interview didn’t go to 

plan. I suspect we were co-conspiring to go off topic in our meandering conversation. I 
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remember listening to Steve as he spoke, wishing he’d address the issue I’d raised, but equally 

thinking that Steve had every right to talk about what he wanted. We were collaboratively 

sensemaking through our dialogue and I had to deal with it respectfully. There was no right 

and wrong answers, and if he asked me a question, then I responded to it.  Retrospectively I 

see that we were entangled, part of a human-machine-human33 assemblage, intra-acting, 

producing a stream of digital material over which I did not have full control. Just what I would 

do with this data, wasn’t clear, but I followed the twists and turns (or folds) that emerged 

during the conversation. Again, it caused me to question whether I was a good researcher. 

The third interview followed a similar course. We explored Steve’s uncertain future and the 

possibility that his role within AUTO would change, but again our conversation took many 

twists and turns. Again, I questioned the value of the interview and my abilities as a researcher.  

Deciding what to do with this complex and messy data was difficult. As I explore in other 

chapter/folds, I didn’t find the neat narratives I had imagined. Was my job (as a researcher) to 

edit all this stuff to provide a singular explanatory story of Steve, representing him as individual 

battling to make sense of change? Or did I accept it was just best to forget my interviews with 

Steve?  

Only much later, having become more entangled with Deleuze, post-qualitative research and 

the Fold, did I become appreciative of the folds within our extended dialogues. I could see how 

news events, personal values, psychology and even the political philosopher Leo Strauss 

irrupted into the conversation. Issues raised in earlier interviews emerged in later ones, but 

rather than being repeated, they were changed, refolded into the ongoing processes of 

collaborative sense-making. I embraced the multiple different Steves (and Ians) that emerged 

in the labyrinthine folds of multiple shared conversational intra-actions. Through repeated 

readings and writings and thinking, the transcriptions became a valuable and productive 

source of creative inquiry.    

The following dialogic intra-action emerged in our third interview, but within it, the concept 

of conspiracy theories (underlined) which had previously surfaced in the first interview re-

emerged in our meandering conversation. Although this fascinated me, there was a great deal 

more that could have easily been ignored, but I have chosen to show all the folds in this extract 

in which Steve begins by looking forward and considers his future role: 

Steve I don't want an operational job at, you know, this stage of my life. I'm 

interested in doing what I'm doing coz I get a chance to explore and 

 
33 Steve, digital recorder and I. 
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develop. Um, but to be disposable, I don't, I just don't care. You know, I'll 

go and do something else. Whatever it might be, I think I'll be all right. Taxi 

driver, why not? Anything.  

Me That's fascinating. I was with somebody yesterday and they were going 

through a change process, as you can imagine, and they had anxieties. 

They, they, they had anxiety. They had issues around, you know “Am I 

required, I'm a surplus, what will happen?”. And you're kind of side-

stepping that. You're just saying, "Well". 

Steve Coz it's not personal, I don't think. I suppose, uh, yeah, it's not personal. If 

the organisation, uh, decides next year, which they may well do because 

they're looking for massive savings, way beyond what sites can deliver just 

based on what I know. And the other thing, I suppose, is, that it's not 

personal. I don't think organisations fire most of the people that they're 

firing because it's personal. It's just impersonal decisions that are being 

made about how the business should operate. And I could be quite 

philosophical about it and say, "Well, that's the needs of the business and 

that's the needs of society. More widely, that's what they've asked for and 

then we're just sort of little pawns in that game." I genuinely don't worry. 

About nine years ago when I was working at Bedford site, and I thought I 

was quite relaxed about it. And then over time, I got more and more 

anxious about it, started to lose sleep about it. And uh, it was, I think at that 

point that I just realised that, uh, you know, this is about my feelings. It 

wasn't personal. The people who were doing it, I could understand the 

reasons that they were doing it. But it was just my mentality towards it and 

not being open-minded enough. I was trying to find another replacement 

job for the one that I was doing. And if I'd been a bit more open-minded, 

I probably didn't need to be so anxious. I did actually get two job offers 

towards the end, but I'd been through that cycle so it's just been a bit 

despairing about trying to find another job. When I took this job, it was a 

dream job for me. It still is a dream job. I still love it to bits. You know, even 

last night, working away, thinking, "This is great," what we're doing at the 

moment. But I think it's worth looking at that to say, while I don't necessarily 

deserve it in that respect, it's not something I've created. I'm just lucky. I 

was in the right place at the right time. And uh, I've had a good run of it 

already, and if it lasts for three or four more years, I'll be exceedingly 

happy. I want to change jobs when I'm fifty anyway. I might even have 

said it to you before. I've fixed in me mind that by the time I'm fifty, I don't 
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wanna keep on doing this sort of-- you're always in that rat race in some 

way, shape, or form. 

Me I find that really fascinating sitting here, coz your starting point was to say, 

"Happy, happy being an engineer." And then you moved seamlessly into 

the world of psychology, existentialism. You know, you discussed, "Well, 

you know, I had worries and they were about worries about worries”. 

Steve I watched a program yesterday. I don't know if you saw it. But it was about 

Syria and the, the doctor. I think it was a UK doctor, had an English accent, 

and he might be Syrian by birth or, you know, his parentage. And he was 

working in Syria and uh, in Aleppo, of all places where he might work. And 

you saw all these poor sods. And often I see things like that. I, I think I've 

said to you, I’ve become, uh, more and more of a conspiracy theorist 

believer, and you said, "Shit happens. Don't believe in the conspiracies." 

And I always remember that coz I, I just still think of that, which is-- and it's 

nice to believe in conspiracies but it might just be shit happens in the world. 

But I was a little conspiracy theorist believer, you know, since I turned 40 

and I've not [pause] changed my mind. But I just look at all the rest of the 

world in, in terms of the, the poverty and uh, lack of education and lack 

of access, and then I look and reflect on my own life which is, you know, 

like company cars and taxis to airports and airplanes and hotels and 

drivers and sitting in boardrooms like this talking to people. And me wife 

says, "Oh, you haven't done any work today," and I said, "I've talked for 

five hours. That's work." How can talking be work? I talk for a living. You 

know, I do a little bit of work but the bulk of my time [pause]. Yesterday I 

spent about five hours just talking, explaining stuff and sort of trying to, uh, 

I supposed, decipher certain things [pause]. I think it's just lucky, you know, 

if I compare and reflect upon the lives that I see of people around me and 

the work that they do. And then, you know, for me, often it's about picking 

and choosing which projects I'm gonna work on. It doesn't feel genuine 

that [pause]. It doesn't feel, in, in some sense, that it's a, a significant 

enough contribution that you then got to worry about it because it feels 

selfish I suppose. I think I've just got to reflect on that and think, "Well, I'm 

just lucky I'm doing what I'm doing, and uh, if that luck, in some sense, runs 

out, I need to create more luck. But there is real work there I can turn my 

hand to, I think, like engineering, project management, lean consultancy 

of some kind. And uh, I can go back into maybe where, sort of, where I 

need to fight for my daily bread rather than what I do at the moment, 
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which is, I try to work as hard as I can, but everybody says that. Coz 

nobody's gonna say, you know, "I'm sort of tossing it off." I don't think you'll 

get that. Everybody says they work hard. But I really enjoy what I do. I do 

love it, but I think it's luck. That's how I'd sort of classify it, coz I think there's 

a lot of clever people working hard but they probably don't enjoy what 

they do. It's, uh, more of a grind. 

Me You've talked about you're lucky and that you go to work and you're 

fulfilled and that there's stuff happening. Um, and, and perhaps other 

people would, [pause] would, have a different narrative about either, you 

know? Narratives that tell you, as it were, of oppression or perhaps 

narratives of hero. "I've done all these great things," you know. Um, and 

they're all just, just kind of ways that we, we understand our, ourselves, I 

suppose. 

Steve Just, uh, you know, I suppose, relaxed is the best way to be, as opposed 

to the alternative. And uh, that saying, that: "Que sera sera, what will be 

will be." So, we'll see what happens next year. But I've been saying that for 

years, so [pause]. 

The extract I think shows Steve’s ongoing sensemaking. He jumps around; but the extract 

opens and ends expressing feelings of powerlessness and acceptance. He seems to be working 

to emotionally detach himself from the process of change. It is personal. He has a good job 

which he appreciates, but he’ll be ok: “Que sera sera”34. In between the horrors of a 

humanitarian crisis, he has viewed the night before, memories of experiencing change from 

years ago, conversations with his wife and our previous conversation are all entangled. Steve 

is infusing the present with the past. Arguably it could be disentangled (as could my role within 

the dialogue), unpicking and analysing the strands within the conversation. Instead, I found 

myself exploring one of these folds, revisiting what had gone before.  

Revisiting this part of the transcript, I was fascinated by Steve’s indirect quote from me. My 

words from an earlier interview appear to be re-folded into Steve’s narrative. The words "Shit 

happens. Don't believe in the conspiracies" sounded so much like my voice that I assumed that 

I had uttered them (or something similar). However, revisiting the transcript (of our first 

interview), I could see they were not my words. Over a year earlier both Steve and I had used 

the term “bullshit” in relation to the formal communication about change. From this, the 

conversation moved on to a critique of contemporary management jargon. Steve had been 

 
34 A phrase Steve uses four times during this interview. 
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scathing of it and had critically pointed to how the term “productivity” had been used to 

legitimise change. He questioned what senior management meant by “productivity”, 

suggesting there was no shared understanding about what it meant:  

Steve  I think it's like word productivity that is used, and I know by talking to 

people, a whole host of people, that haven't got the same interpretation 

of what it means. It just means different things. And if you start to 

deconstruct that and ask the people what they actually thought about it. 

But rather than deconstruct the term, Steve veered off to deconstruct another term that he 

found equally problematic. 

Steve Somebody used the word growth, just in a casual conversation, Britain's 

got growth again. I said, "Explain to me the definition of the word growth," 

because I don't know, genuinely, you feel that Britain's got growth, 

somebody said that. What does it mean? What is the definition of growth? 

He couldn't explain it to me.  

Steve seemed to be moving into Foucauldian territory, drawing attention to the role of 

discourse: 

Steve I've said this assertion to my family, in March the BBC started to switch their 

discourse towards a positivist, sort of sentimental viewpoint, I noticed it. 

There were several articles that came up, I listened to the radio and you 

could see this concertina effect, positive messages coming out. I said it's 

just, and I call it the - what's the right word for it? It's make believe. It's not 

real. If they say it enough, it'll happen. So now somebody's primed the BBC, 

and then when the commentators start saying that other people will start 

to say it and sooner or later it'll wash through, and we'll see positive 

numbers.  

My own scepticism of conspiracy theorists led me to question Steve’s narrative by drawing his 

attention to his use of a non-specific “they”: 

Me  Can I just [pause], I'm going to question the notion that there's a “'they”. 

Steve clearly grasped where I was trying to take the conversation and seemed happy to follow 

my lead. He immediately picked up on the cue: 

Steve I know and I didn't believe it until I turned forty and now I believe there's a 

'they'. So, I'm a conspiracy theorist. 

Me You’re a conspiracy theorist? 
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Steve This is my conspiracy theory, because at 40, I decided for whatever 

reason, I'm going to become a conspiracy theorist believer, not purposely, 

but it just seemed to have happened. I would say that they put that out 

there wittingly, because they understand that most people, I say most 

people, and I know I'm not framing that very well, a lot of people will look 

at that positive sentiment and read what they want into it because they're 

looking for good news, they're looking for optimism [pause]. It could be a 

conspiracy.  

Me It could be. I mean, absolutely it could be but [pause], but that doesn’t 

mean it is. 

Steve What's his name. Leo Strauss would disagree with you. He would say that 

we've got to have an elite - I was reading his paper the other day. Or his 

general, sort of, discussion and his idea of neo-conservatism, and he 

would say that you've got to have an elite, that can see the truth, but it's 

got to keep the truth hidden. And then [pause] 

Me But there are no truths 

Steve Yeah. I accept that. I accept that, but the truth that's perceived by the 

elite, and whoever the elite are, they're out there. They're invisible. So, I 

don't really believe all this, but it's an interesting, sort of, point of view I 

suppose, and it suits them to create that sentiment whichever way 

because the people at the top end of society have not lost out in the 

depression, and they're probably not going to lose out as the economy 

turns [pause] turns the corner. 

In a matter of seconds our collective sensemaking dialogue had taken us from management 

bullshit to the indeterminacy of language, the power of the media to shape discourses, Steve’s 

middle-aged adoption of conspiracy theories and Leo Strauss. 

A year later it irrupted back into our conversation. My deliberate questioning of a ‘they’ 

signalled my scepticism of conspiracy theories, which Steve captured in his indirect quote: 

“Shit happens. Don't believe in the conspiracies." Given that Steve was representing my 

position from a much earlier conversation, there was no reason to expect an accurate 

‘verbatim’ quotation from him; but I was amazed it had re-emerged. Steve had been able to 

summarise my attitude towards conspiracy theories succinctly, adopting what I think as one 

of my idioms (“shit happens”), even though NVivo tells me I never uttered the words during 

any of my conversations with Steve. It was unsettling and puzzling to see how he had created 

a new version of an earlier conversation, that seemed to capture everything that I hadn’t said, 



51 
 

but rather alluded to.  The earlier conversation had irrupted within the later conversation, but 

it had been transformed, refolded by Steve; my implied scepticism within one interview 

distilled down and reproduced as a single slogan in another. In the process he created 

something that felt like my voice; even though it had never been voiced.  

Later in this final interview conspiracy theories would re-emerge. Again, we were talking about 

the closure of the UK plant because production was moving to China from where components 

would be shipped back to serve the European market. This leads Steve to reflect on 

globalisation and global supply chains and their sensitivity to oil prices: 

Steve That's the stuff that we should be worried about but nobody's really talking 

about it, you know, in terms of worrying if you're talking about domestic, 

sort of, uh, sales because China has realised the problem of, uh, fuel. 

Although fuel seems to be [pause] dropping but I think it's all politics right 

now. Well, it's another conspiracy to destabilise countries.  

Having not picked up on it during the interview (or decided to ignore it), I only have the 

transcript to help me to make sense of Steve’s words. I have to be honest and acknowledge I 

struggle to know what the conspiracy was. Did it relate to globalisation, offshoring or oil 

prices? Was China a victim or instigator of the conspiracy? Was it a comment on the 

unrelenting advance of globalisation, or was he questioning the organisation’s potentially risky 

decision to move manufacturing offshore?  

Steve’s belief in conspiracy theories appears important to him, but initially I didn’t really know 

what to do with this recurrent theme that had first emerged (and gone largely unnoticed by 

me) in our first conversation over a year earlier. Could I claim that the re-emergence of 

conspiracy theories was in some way significant? Did Steve make sense of a changing world 

by imagining an omnipotent unseen hand? Possibly, but he was also clearly aware that “shit 

happens”. I don’t recall being convinced that he was a conspiracy theorist. It crossed my mind, 

that Steve was simply responding to me. Had my original implied scepticism towards 

conspiracy theories been interpreted as a form of micro-aggression or sleight? If so, did Steve 

choose to return to conspiracy theories because he had more to say on the matter? Or did 

Steve simply want to engage in philosophical conversation and was hoping to stimulate a 

constructive debate with me? He’d inferred (correctly) that I have a dismissive attitude 

towards conspiracy theories and perhaps it was simply a conversational device that emerged 

spontaneously in the later interview. There were multiple interpretations and any attempt to 

deconstruct it as a single ‘theme’ would be speculative. Perhaps I was over-analysing the 

interviews. But wasn’t that my role? It was certainly something that had piqued my interest, 
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but I struggled to see what I could do with it. Using the Deleuzian lexicon this was a line of 

flight I had followed, but one that appeared to have no place in my thesis. It was a messy 

crease that I needed to iron out.  

Only later would I see the research process as a succession of interconnected folds; multiple 

entanglements of bodies and machines producing digital material (sic. data) creating a “voice 

that escapes easy classification and that does not make easy sense. It is not a voice that is 

normative, but one that is transgressive” (Mazzei and Jackson, 2009 p.4).  

As I began to explore Deleuze’s concept of the Fold, I would find other folds within the data, 

other contradictory irruptions within our dialogue. Steve begins the excerpt by asserting he 

does not care about being ‘disposable’, suggesting he would be happy to drive a taxi. Material 

from another interview conversation (with another participant) becomes folded into this one. 

Intrigued by Steve’s reported ambivalence about change, I introduce the issue of anxiety, 

which someone from a different organisation had raised earlier in the week. Initially Steve 

continues to be ‘matter of fact’ about organisational change. However, he does acknowledge 

that in the past (around nine years ago) he did experience anxiety when faced by 

organisational change. Steve indicates that through that earlier anxiety invoking change, he 

found his current job which he loves. Thus, although anxiety has emerged within Steve’s 

narrative (possibly at my insistence), he pushes it below the surface, presenting it as a past 

aberration. He has tamed his anxieties. Or perhaps, Steve does not want to recognise he is 

anxious about the current change? 

As he continues it emerges that despite loving his job which he concedes he may lose, he is 

planning on a change when he reaches fifty, whilst also acknowledging that we are all caught 

in the “rat race”. In response, I highlight the multiplicity of his responses, how he is happy and 

yet feels trapped.  At this point Steve refers to the horrors unfolding in Syria, using the indirect 

quotation he has created for me whilst also confirming that he remains a conspiracy theorist. 

The humanitarian crisis in Aleppo allows Steve to acknowledge his good fortune, he is lucky 

and if ‘shit’ (change) does happen he will create some more luck. In response, I suspect I picked 

up on the plight of the people in Aleppo (and perhaps elsewhere in his organisation), 

suggesting that the narratives of others might not be so lucky, that their stories could be less 

positive. Steve seems to accept this but does not shift his personal narrative, indicating that 

his attitude is to remain relaxed (as he has for many years) and wait to see how things emerge.  

Although I didn’t appreciate it until recently, the more I tried to iron out the messy crease 

within the word-data we had co-created, the more creases (or folds) I introduced. Steve was 
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not anxious but can point to past anxiety. He accepts that he may be powerless to change 

things and must accept his fate, but equally has faith that he will continue to be lucky. He loves 

his job but questions whether he deserves it. He loves his job but is seeking a change when he 

reaches fifty (he acknowledges elsewhere that he was 45 at the time of the interview), 

although it is unclear why. He wants to have more time with his children, but acknowledges 

by the time he is fifty, one will be at university and the other will have left home.  Events in 

Syria make him aware that he is fortunate, but equally, he is caught in a ‘rat race’ from which 

he cannot escape. He is a self-confirmed conspiracy theorist but is committed to remain 

relaxed about the future. Steve seems to be a series of contradictions. What does the 

researcher make of this? What does it tell us about change?    

Later in the interview, Steve reveals more. Although he indicates that he loves his job and 

appreciates the “airplanes and hotels and drivers and sitting in boardrooms”, he does not 

enjoy the travelling. He wants to spend more time at home. He rails against the tyranny of 

emails, conference calls and pointless meetings. He is frustrated by the new boss that the 

organisation has imposed upon him; despite also expressing indifference to working for yet 

another manager (he reports having ten managers in nine years). Although he apparently has 

the freedom to pick the projects he wants to be involved in, he is also working on projects 

which he sees as pointless. He is enjoying working with colleagues in China, but when that 

project is complete, he may be redundant.  

As the interview draws to a close, I ask him “Does your perspective, your engineer identity, help 

you to deal with change, uncertainty, and you know, all the things that happen in an 

organisation?”.  

I sense I’ve framed this spontaneous question in a way that reflects how I have interpreted 

Steve’s narrative about himself; despite his previous acknowledgement of uncertainties, 

anxieties and frustrations. In response Steve begins calmly: 

Steve I think so. I mean, in organisations like AUTO, I do take, I suppose, a broader 

view of where I fit in, which is, you know, I think you sort of presented it 

quite well. Nobody would miss you particularly other than a social level. 

And even then, most of the people I socialise with, I would expect have 

been in similar roles. So, if I had to leave their sort of, uh, uh, club of Lean 

guys in the next few weeks, they're not gonna shed tears over it.  

He moves on to talk about his profile, exploring credibility, authenticity and reputation, 

before refocussing on change: 
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Steve And uh, for me, that notion of change, which is change is taking place 

every day so, you know, there can be significant changes that are sort of 

life changing changes, but at a professional level, what more change, uh, 

you know, can I sort of face other than the changes I'm facing every day 

because there's uncertainty every day. And then you just sort of reflect on 

that and think, "Well, there's just nothing I can do to control that, so I've just 

got to take what I've got”. If I don't like the way that my boss treats me, I 

can change that. I don't need to necessarily try and change him coz he's 

probably too long in the tooth to change. If I allow it to continue, if I feel 

harassed by 22 emails a day, if I allow it to continue, I've only got myself to 

blame coz I allowed it. I was, you know, this, this notion of sort of 

enactment, I was party to it. I, I co-created that relationship. I don't worry 

about change [pause]. I don't know if I answered your question, as normal. 

Me I think you did answer it. I think that was a nice postscript. That was, [pause] 

it felt, you know, we've been on this journey for what? Well over a year. 

And that was a nice narrative about your approach to change. So, I really 

appreciate it. I appreciate your honesty. 

Steve  You're welcome, yeah. 

Was Steve genuinely unconcerned about change? Was he as rational as he seemed to imply? 

What could I say definitively about his attitude to change? He was well educated, able to 

rationalise what he was feeling, to reflect upon his experiences and present a self who 

understands the realities of organisational life and the inevitability of change. He 

acknowledged his own agency and his responsibility to maintain a professional veneer, to 

control (or repress) his emotions and anxieties, to be like his peers who would not shed a tear 

if he left. And yet, I sensed an emotional fold that perhaps he wished to conceal, which seemed 

to emerge again and again. He was frustrated by his latest boss, he was angry at the 

organisation and the pointless things he was asked to do. Perhaps most of all, he seemed 

frustrated with himself for allowing things to develop as they had. He was lucky but 

acknowledged he was trapped, whilst also planning to escape in a few years.  

It felt impossible to offer a single pronouncement on Steve’s sensemaking in relation to 

change. There were clearly frustrations and/or conspiracies, but who was I to disagree with 

his assertion that he didn’t worry about change? There was a lot of issues and contradictions 

folded into the transcript I created from my dialogues with Steve. I have drawn attention to a 

few, but there are many.   
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Returning to the transcripts that I created after my entanglements with Steve, there is not one 

singular voice or one linear narrative with a neat conclusion. There is a multitude of polyphonic 

voices, and many interwoven stories. Through my writing I have conspiratorially encouraged 

the reader to burrow into some of the folds35 with me, sharing one of many possible journeys 

through the research labyrinth. But like my journey with Steve, this shared journey with you 

does not have a neat ending.  

There are numerous other folds that we could have explored (or refolded). I don’t feel able to 

make sense of Steve’s conspiracy theories, to claim the role of sensegiver (Gioia and 

Chittipeddi, 1991), telling you the reader what to make of Steve. Nor do I wish to define Steve 

by his apparent commitment to conspiracy theories. He is a multiplicity: engineer, husband, 

victim, hero, philosopher, interviewee, future taxi driver, change agent and perhaps a post-

structural conspiracy theorist.  Steve is constituted of many folds, many contradictions which 

defy easy classification. And equally I hope that I have shown that doing research is equally a 

messy entanglement of folds, and that allowing these folds to surface gives richness, texture 

and depth to our work. I have burrowed into the folds that emerged working with Steve and 

have refolded these, but such folds can be seen throughout the research process. In the next 

section I explore another fold.  

 

The Emotional Fold: Boys do Cry 

As I continued to struggle with my data, the folds within Deleuze’s writing and the works of 

those who have been inspired by it gradually became entangled within (or folded into) my 

own performative acts. Taking inspiration from St. Pierre (1997) I wanted to see if I could 

acknowledge, rather than obscure the folds not only in my dialogues with participants, but 

those irrupting within me. 

St. Pierre reimagined both her own data and research practices. Her writing explores her own 

struggles with what she cautiously terms data. Building on Lather’s (1993, p.676) concept of 

‘transgressive validity’; St. Pierre (1997, p.184) draws attention to the “barely intelligible 

transgressive data” (IBID, p.184) that forces her to reconstitute her own subjectivity. Like 

Lather, she seeks to offer a personal and ephemeral antithesis to more traditional 

methodologies. To do this she acknowledges different types of transgressive data within her 

research practices, which by implication would normally be overlooked or redacted from 

 
35 Another poetic and embodied image borrowed from Nancy. 
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traditional research narratives. In the words of Mazzei and Jackson (2012, p.748) she allows 

this data to “speak” and in the process extends the scope of what we imagine constitutes data 

(and research).  

St. Pierre identifies four different types of transgressive data: emotional data, dream data, 

sensual data, and response data. I do not view these as providing a universal all-encompassing 

typology of transgressive data; they are specific to St. Pierre and reflect the folds that she is 

able (and possibly) chooses to reveal/create.  For St Pierre, these are irruptions that seep or 

rush into her subjectivity and thus her research, even though it appears they were not 

intentionally introduced. My interpretation is that these forms of data emerge through her 

own engagement with the research process. They are generated within her fold of 

subjectivation and folded into (or irrupt within) her research. They are informed by and equally 

inform her research.  

Not wishing to simply mimic St. Pierre’s approach, I will consider just two of her types of 

transgressive data that I sense have been significant within my own experience of doing 

research. In this chapter/fold I have already acknowledged how responses from Nancy have 

become folded into my data. Her feedback has encouraged me to revisit my writing, infusing 

it with thoughts and words that have emerged during supervision. I will return to explore 

response data later but begin by exploring emotional data. 

St Pierre attempts to capture in words the impact of emotional data (her own emotions) on 

the research process: 

“In the end, you must take me at my word, and whether and how you do that is 

undoubtedly beyond my control. I will give it my best, since I care immeasurably 

for the women of this study. I find my own validity when I write and cry and then 

write some more. As the bones of my soul break ground for my intellect, I push 

through into spaces of understanding I did not particularly want to occupy. Why 

do the tears come? My posture as academic researcher and writer is jolted and 

deflated and displaced by connections and thoughts and folds erased from 

awareness until they are worded. As I write and theorize the lives of my 

participants, I theorize my own, as Fay (1987) says we must. The outside folds 

inside and I am formed anew.  

My writing disturbs the fear which skulks among my own identity relays and 

flushes my attachments which furtively dodge analytical attention. In the thinking 

that writing produces, I wobble in the move Trinh (1989) describes between other 
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and not other; I am provoked into Butler’s (1995) subversive citation: I am flayed 

by Spivak’ s (1992) wounding process of deidentification. This is deconstruction at 

its finest, most caustic and abyssal  - my own displacement and irruption into 

difference - self-formation” 

St. Pierre (1997, p.181) 

My research narrative is different, but I was struck by the apparent honesty36 of St. Pierre’s 

writing. When I first read it, I questioned how it related to me. The interviewing I did was not 

traumatic. I shed no tears when I revisited my transcripts. I did not care immeasurably for the 

women and men of my study. Some participants expressed that they were aggrieved or 

angry, felt exploited or disappointed because of the organisational changes they were 

experiencing. Many (explicitly or implicitly) acknowledged anxiety about an uncertain future, 

but equally they seemed capable of ‘working it through’, of forging a career be it inside or 

outside their current organisational setting. My intra-actions with my participants did not 

cause me to cry.   

However, something within St Pierre’s emotional writing struck a chord. In particular her 

assertion that “My writing disturbs the fear which skulks among my own identity” which 

prompted me to think about how I have been transformed through the research process.  

After a great deal of very private reflection, I realised it was important to write about myself 

and how the process of doing research has changed me, even though I understand that 

writing is a performative act that changes the ‘I’ who produces the words.  

Although I am about to allow my own emotions to irrupt on the page, I have long sought to 

keep them hidden. As I embarked on this form of writing, through feedback from Nancy, I 

have come to see that I have used philosophy as an emotional shield37, engaging with thought 

rather than revealing what I feel. And yet paradoxically, my own struggles to find a way of 

doing research that met my own epistemological ideals, has haunted (and arguably still 

haunts) me. Philosophy has been not just a shield but also a dagger in my side. Although 

difficult to put down on paper, trying to reconcile my Deleuzian worldview with what I long 

perceived as the normative expectations of traditional research has had an emotional impact 

upon the ‘I’ who emerges within my writing.  

 
36 I refer to ‘apparent honesty’, not to suggest that St. Pierre is being disingenuous, but to 
acknowledge that writing is part of the process of subjectivation, a performative act that brings forth 
the self, rather than re-presenting a self that exists outside its own linguistic foldings.   
37 Another term that has emerged from my intra-actions with Nancy, prompted by her reference to 
“Philosophy as a cover for emotion”. 
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Throughout my writing thus far, I have presented my frustrations as an intellectual (rather 

than emotional) struggle; creating a self who is a processual maverick defiantly kicking against 

the methodological establishment. Despite the rhetoric of process and becomings, I have by 

and large presented a one dimensional philosophical being, detached from a body, without 

feelings and whose desires are limited to achieving some kind of theoretical purity. Up until 

this point, my emotions and anxieties have not been allowed to emerge fully within the 

thesis. Yet within this narrative of the heroic quest to overcome entitative dogma there is an 

emotional fold; a fold I have sought to avoid exploring for most of my adult life.  

When I began the research, I wanted to avoid introspection; understanding that in my early 

adulthood it had negative impacts on my mental wellbeing. I rejected keeping a reflective 

diary and steered clear of autoethnographic forms of research, fearing that they might open 

a door I had closed a long time ago. Despite my best intentions, the research process 

reopened that door. Like St. Pierre, I am willing to admit that I too have been flayed by a 

process of deliberate de-identification. My attempts to suppress my existential doubts about 

the quality, veracity and acceptability of my research led to anxiety and a degree of 

depression. The welts are healing, and I am now (in 2021) tentatively able to acknowledge 

the emotional fold within my research. To draw attention to this fold, I have sought to write 

about it. What follows is a personal narrative, constructed purely from memory. I do not claim 

it is an accurate representation, but rather a piece of retrospective sensemaking, that has 

helped me to explore how I have dealt with change.   

As I struggled with my data and looked to Deleuze to help me escape the labyrinth, my slow 

progress and changes at both work and at home, created an ever-increasing emotional drain 

on me that has impacted upon my mental health. I do not blame Deleuze, or others. Rather, 

I can now acknowledge the situation was a result of my inability to manage my competing 

desires.     

As work on my PhD progressed, I found myself leading a highly successful on-line 

Masters programme. This would eventually lead to me being offered and 

accepting the role of Director of Digital Learning. In retrospect I can see that my 

desire for more immediate recognition from colleagues prevented me from 

prioritising my PhD. Equally I have an enduring habit of under-estimating and 

over-committing. As I stepped into the role, administrative colleagues were 

being ‘lost’ (made redundant) in the name of Business Excellence. 

Simultaneously, academic colleagues were seeing the writing on the wall and 

making hasty exits. With every departure (whether forced or not) there was more 
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to do and more crises to deal with. But from my perspective this was change 

management, something I could deal with. I’d had a career doing it, and 

handling change didn’t threaten my identity. I didn’t like how the changes were 

being handled and could see the damage they were having on the 

organisation and ‘my programme’; but I knew that things needed to change. 

Yet as the workload increased and time for my research reduced, I began to 

feel trapped. I realised I wanted out, but without a doctorate my options were 

limited. But by this time, I had other concerns, and this led me to push my 

frustrations and anxieties away. 

At home, I and my partner Helen found ourselves carers for my father, who’s 

own sensemaking was becoming increasingly limited as dementia took hold. A 

medical diagnosis only confirmed what we already knew. We understood the 

disease, the journey we were on and the eventual destination. Together Helen 

and I got on with it. It was a strain, but we had each other and the resilience to 

deal with the situation. We consoled ourselves that we could only do our best.    

Perhaps not surprisingly, given these pressures, I found I was unable to write 

anything I thought worthy of my grand ideals. When I could find time, I indulged 

in reading Deleuze and reading about Deleuze. It worked as a displacement 

activity, but it gradually dawned on me that this was leading me further into the 

labyrinth, rather than into the bright sunlight I yearned for. Deleuze seemed to 

offer no obvious way of doing research and in fact, the more I absorbed his 

thinking, the more it seemed that Deleuzian research was an impossibility. I 

began to feel trapped in the folds of Deleuze. It was a feeling that was 

simultaneously hidden and amplified by what was going on at work and at 

home.  

My narrative to Nancy acknowledged the challenges beyond my research, but 

also pointed towards in-depth Deleuzian inspired analysis. I reported slow but 

steady progress, but in reality, I had little I felt I could share. I hid the self-doubt 

and insecurities behind a philosophical shield. Nancy was patient and 

supportive. Our meetings providing me with an escape. I left them feeling 

positive, allowing me to temporarily escape my self-doubt and believe my 

journey would one day be over.  

Back at home, time spent sitting with a dog-eared copy of a Deleuzian text in 

front of a screen and keyboard kept up the pretence of progress. If Helen saw 

signs of my anxieties, I pointed to the challenges at work and home. Helen was 

frustrated that my thesis was becoming an unending task but learned not to 
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push me too hard. The thesis became an unspoken tension, its continued 

presence marked by its absence from our intra-actions. 

But beneath the subterfuge, I found myself swimming in a turbulent sea of 

anxieties. Was it work, the emotional toll of my father’s progressive and inevitable 

decline, or the PhD? I could not unpick the rhizome, or smooth out the folds. It 

was all of them, and none of them. Perhaps it was a mid-life crisis? I could not 

make sense of what I was feeling, and this inability left me feeling trapped. 

Always a poor sleeper, I would wake in the early hours, drenched in sweat and 

anxiety. In the silent darkness my heart raced, and my head would spin, trying 

to grapple with what I was feeling. But there was no single efficient cause to be 

found, just swirling anxieties. I’d lay awake for hours, trying to fix on something 

else that would take the feeling away. Listening to the opening refrains of the 

dawn chorus and imagining the bright new day emerging behind the curtains. 

Visualising weekend jobs on our smallholding which promised an escape from 

all the intractable stuff that was invading my dreams and forcing me awake. 

Thinking of the sporadic moments of happiness and joy on the journey we were 

sharing with my father. I would try to remember a past not contaminated by 

Deleuze and dementia and work, then impose it on the future. Anything to 

escape the feelings of the present. At other times I resolved to change my 

relationship with work; imagining the conversation I would have with the Dean. 

Sometimes these tactics worked, and the sanctuary of sleep would return. Other 

times, the multiplicity of my anxiety would gate-crash the party and refuse to 

leave. A cacophony of irrupting voices, which would only fall silent when the 

bedside alarm signalled the re-emergence of clock time. With it came respite. 

The morning routine of dog walk, shower and breakfast would allow me to 

temporarily escape my nocturnal prison. After which, the practicalities of life 

would banish the anxieties, only for them to reappear when life stopped and 

lights went out. I found myself delaying that moment, do something, anything to 

keep away the anxiety, hoping that I’d fall asleep swiftly before the unwanted 

feelings returned.    

When this anxiety emerged, I do not know. I suspect it had a long and gradual 

gestation and it took some time to realise it was happening. It remained a secret 

fold within the fold of my own subjectivation. I couldn’t smooth it out, or make it 

go away, but I could try to ignore it, hiding it beneath other folds. Yet it always 

had the potential to trip me up. In the end it did, but it took time. 
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The final stages of my father’s life heralded a first change. As his connection with 

the world reduced, the care he needed increased to a level we could not 

provide. It was a change that none of us wanted, and one we had knowingly 

avoided for as long as we could, but one we were unable to prevent or resist. 

Helen and I found a care home and prepared for what was to come.  

My father deteriorated quickly. A few months later I remember sitting on his bed 

in a darkened room where my father would soon die. Sitting in silence, I held a 

now familiar translucent thin grey hand that had until recently offered a vice like 

grip.  

As the disease had taken hold, the touch of my hand had often soothed his 

anxieties, providing security in an increasingly strange and confusing world. A 

few weeks earlier, I had held it in a noisy hospital bay as medics rushed around 

to keep him alive. He had clung to my hand and intently stared at me, his touch 

and eyes all he had left to connect with the outside. “It’s ok Dad, I’m here, it’s 

Ian, you’re ok” as I softly squeezed his hand, trying to take away the confusion 

and anxiety I saw in his eyes. Gradually, the fear inside him dissolved. The muscles 

in his eyes relaxed, his grip softened slightly. He slowly drifted off to sleep still 

holding my hand.  

But that time had passed. The hand I held in the darkened room was limp. The 

eyes no longer spoke.  I suspect we were both alone, but we were together. I 

sat in silence listening to his shallow breath. I looked at folds of skin covering an 

assemblage of organs that no longer connected to the outside. Did he feel my 

touch? I suspect not. The few words I spoke to him were no longer able to 

penetrate the inside. His eyes no longer opened to perceive the outside. The 

process of subjectivation was over, the strata had long since dissolved. If 

anything remained of the inside it would never make itself known. It would soon 

merge with the outside.  

The next morning, the inevitable call came. I sat on the bed with my father’s 

body, but this time I was definitely alone. Shafts of glorious spring sunlight forced 

their way into the gloom, connecting me to the world outside, heralding the 

arrival of new life to replace the one that had ended an hour ago. I said my 

goodbyes and wiped away a few solitary transgressive tears.   

My father’s death was a relief. We had watched his decline and knew where 

the process would end. Thankfully he did ‘go gently into that good night’. After 

years of caring for him, I felt no ‘rage against the dying of the light’. A load had 

been lifted and for a few months, I escaped my anxieties. I suspect my work and 
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PhD were brought into perspective. They were just minor folds on the surface of 

life, that needed to be smoothed out. Work was just work, the PhD an indulgent 

hobby. These were not things to lose sleep over and not things to cry over. 

Rational sensemaking had overcome my anxieties.  

But gradually, the old anxieties returned. With most of my old colleagues having 

moved on, I was finding work ever more unsatisfying. I desperately wanted out 

and yet equally my escape depended upon completing my thesis. At the same 

time, I was still struggling to work out what a Deleuzian thesis looked like. 

Nevertheless, I was working things through and was making some progress. So, 

although the anxiety had returned to haunt my sleep, I was managing to live 

with it.   

Then the emotional dam burst, triggered by events at work. I was invited to a 

meeting with my new boss to discuss a new undergraduate programme 

focussed on technological transformation. Having previously given him some 

feedback on the programme outline, I was aware that he was keen on 

‘updating the portfolio’. It quickly became apparent that he wanted me to do 

the updating and that the programme needed to be ready in a matter of 

months. Nothing my boss said made me warm to the task. I was no longer 

emotionally invested in the institution, or perhaps it would be better to say, the 

only emotions I had for the institution were negative. None of this could be 

expressed explicitly. Instead, I gave lots of practical reasons why I was not the 

person to take on the challenge. Eventually he accepted my arguments. I left 

the meeting feeling rather pleased that I had fended off this incursion so 

adeptly. I could keep my head down, finish my thesis and leave.  

The next morning, I received a call inviting me to another meeting. Apparently, 

my boss had re-evaluated the situation. The meeting was going to provide the 

‘support’ I needed to set up the programme. It was clear I didn’t have a great 

deal of agency. The barriers I had erected so skilfully the day before were taken 

down. I would no longer be the Director of Digital Education and would hand 

over responsibility for managing the MBA programme. I had a marvellous 

opportunity to apply all my skills and experience on an exciting high-profile 

project that would transform the school. I left utterly dejected.  

For a week, I reflected upon my situation. I did play with the idea that this 

change was intended to force my resignation. I decided it probably wasn’t. 

More likely I was a victim of short-term expediency: the powers that be couldn’t 

think of anyone else to deliver the new programme. I was simply a pawn being 
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moved around in a bigger game. When I failed to ‘volunteer’ my services, the 

organisation simply responded to ensure their vanity project would be realised. 

Yet, irrespective of their rationale, I felt totally trapped and betrayed. A title I had 

been given in recognition of the contribution I had made (and which signalled 

my expertise in digital learning) was to be taken from me. What would my 

colleagues think of my apparent demotion (although strictly speaking it was just 

a loss of title)? My professional identity felt threatened. I could also see that 

taking on this major project (which I clearly couldn’t refuse) would side-line my 

PhD (again); something to which I was definitely emotionally attached.   

As I battled to make sense of the situation my anxiety levels rose. I had to work 

harder and harder to keep my anxiety at bay. It didn’t simply invade my sleep, 

it became inescapable. Even when working on the small holding (which had 

been a guaranteed escape from the stresses of the world), my head remained 

a swirling mass of anxiety. I could feel my blood pressure rise and my heart pound 

as I thought about the situation and how I might escape it. I couldn’t 

concentrate on anything else. Helen obviously inferred that things were not 

good at work and I couldn’t avoid talking to her about it. However, I did not, 

could not, express the level of anxiety I was experiencing. Everything was bottled 

up. Every cliché about men’s ability to deal with emotions rang true.  

Then, early one morning everything erupted. My sleep was again invaded. I 

woke from a vivid dream, heart pounding, anxieties swirling around my body. 

Writing now, I don’t have the words to capture what I was feeling. Perhaps the 

best I can offer is another cliché: Munch’s Scream. Try as I might, I couldn’t 

escape it. Sunlight began to filter into the room. I rose silently and seeking an 

escape, took the dog for a walk. We walked for over an hour, but the anxiety I 

was feeling refused to diminish. If anything, it seemed to get worse. As we 

returned home, I admitted that I was ill and that I needed to seek help. 

I waited for Helen to get up, rehearsing what I’d say to her. I needed to hand in 

my resignation, and if that meant the end of my PhD, then so be it. I couldn’t 

continue any more. As the clock advanced towards six thirty, I sat in silence 

knowing that the alarm would herald an emotional conversation I was dreading.  

As she came into the kitchen Helen asked what was wrong. I tried to say 

something but have no memory of the words that came. What I remember is a 

flood of abject tears that signalled my desperation. They were tears that Helen 

had never seen before, but I suspect they did not surprise her. The tears gradually 

abated as years of pent-up emotions were released. I tried to articulate 
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everything I was feeling and that I needed to hand in my resignation. Helen 

listened, telling me with her eyes that everything would be ok.  

My anxieties about the future evaporated in that deluge of tears. Writing a letter 

of resignation allowed me to make the changes needed to finish my PhD and 

escape the trap I had created.    

Having explored this fold, the question I ask myself is what does my writing reveal? I have 

always sought to avoid the sort of “internal self-involvement mired in narcissism” that Lather 

(2013, p.640) suggests plagues contemporary forms of humanist inquiry. But perhaps, (like 

St. Pierre) I have been flayed by the process of de-identification? Equally it could be argued, 

I have been liberated by expressing (on the page) the sort of emotions that I have always 

tried to keep under wraps. Another reading (again inspired by Nancy) would suggest it is a 

discursive construction: a performative act to create an identity as an embodied and 

emotional researcher. Embracing multiplicities, I could suggest it simultaneously reveals all 

these things.  

However, I do not offer it to show my vulnerability and pain, nor to suggest that boys should 

cry and that in some way I have escaped the shackles of toxic masculinity. Returning to St. 

Pierre’s (2021, p.6) invocation to “read hard, write hard and think hard”, I want to follow two 

lines of flight.  

First, I want to fold my own writing back into the other forms of data I co-created during 

interviews. Second, this leads me onto St Pierre’s conception of response data, which I have 

yet to explore.  

 

Que sera que sera: Revisiting my intra-actions with Steve 

Revisiting my conversations with Steve, I am struck by how outwardly what Steve expressed 

mirrors what I suspect I would have said if our situations had been reversed. As I have 

acknowledged, the Steve that emerged in the interviews was multiple. During his 

performative routine he took on many roles, but although he acknowledged anxiety, 

disillusionment and frustrations he generally presented himself as a capable and resilient 

engineer, who understood the dynamics of organisational life and his place within it. He 

accepted that he had limited agency and couldn’t change everything (the tragedy emerging 

in Syria, or the changes within the organisation), but he could adapt and if needs be, find 

alternative employment. Although he didn’t like all aspects of his job, he clearly enjoyed most 
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of it and considered himself fortunate. Outwardly he was able to make sense of things within 

our shared dialogue. 

I didn’t have (nor would I have wanted) access to what I will call (for convenience) the darker 

recesses of his mind.  Before I interviewed anyone, I had considered the ethics of my research 

and had been conscious that exploring change could potentially take people into rather dark 

places. I understood I wasn’t a therapist or coach and did not want to put anyone in an 

uncomfortable place or develop dependent relationships that could lead to psychological 

harm. Looking across all my intra-actions (with multiple participants) I can see that I didn’t 

need to worry about it. When the topic of anxiety emerged, respondents were able to talk 

about it without any apparent upwelling of negative emotion.  

In the case of Steve, is seemed that anxiety was something consigned to the past, referring 

to events almost a decade earlier: 

“I was trying to find another replacement job for the one that I was doing. 

And if I'd been a bit more open-minded, I probably didn't need to be so 

anxious”. 

Anxiety seemed to be something he could talk about at a distance. The passage of time 

appears to create a space between him and anxiety. Retrospectively Steve had been able to 

make sense of what had happened a long time ago, allowing him to talk about anxiety. In a 

similar way, I did not write about my anxiety or share it as it was happening. It was only after 

many months that (triggered by St Pierre’s writing) I considered writing about my own 

anxieties. Whether Steve was feeling anxious (in the present) about the uncertainties he was 

facing is impossible to say; but had he been, I wonder whether he had been able to speak 

about it in an interview?  

In another interview I asked Steve directly about his attitude to change, Steve again 

used the past to frame his response: 

“I don't worry about [pause] what's the worst AUTO can do to me? They can 

fire me, there's not much worse that they can do to me. So, I don't [pause] so 

that's the worst change, and I already resigned once. I handed my notice in 

once, and they asked me back, so I was prepared to walk away from it 

because I wasn't prepared to be bullied, or my perception of bullying. So, er, 

you know, the things I worry about change are more in personal life, they're 

not work related.” 
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He uses the past to make sense of the present. Steve had already ‘been to the edge’ and uses 

the past (at least within his narrative) to make sense of his current situation.   

Revisiting other transcripts, I have since found the same retrospective reporting folded into 

the transcripts. Maria acknowledged past anxieties but indicated that because of her 

experiences she was now less impacted by change narrative: 

“Whereas previously, I probably would be really upset and anxious. I'd 

probably be anxious about my job, I'd probably be suspicious, and all sorts 

of things like that. But I actually don't have any of those feelings; I just feel in 

a sense, as you say, a bit disengaged in the whole thing…It's little bit of a 

concern but I can get over that because it happens quite a lot” 

Paula’s narrative was similar:  

“So yeah, that, that change upset me and irked me a bit. But [pause], but 

I'm over that now obviously. At first, I was a bit nervous as where that left me 

as a person. I mean I like Glenn. I have no problems with Glenn at all, but I 

did worry about that for a long time… but then I started settling down again, 

and I thought “Well I'll be alright”. But I just take each day as it comes now… 

It went on for I while, I felt like that. Do you know what I mean? So, [pause] 

but I'm over that. I'm all right now” 

Through intra-acting with the data (including those I created) I become aware of the emotional 

folds within the transcripts. Arguably they have almost been ironed out, but the trace of past 

emotions remains. Emotions are acknowledged, but in the past tense. The emotions have been 

rationalised and tamed. Anxiety is made safe so that it can be shared with the researcher. The 

unruly is ordered and a particular ‘self’ is performatively maintained (at least for the duration 

of our conversation). 

Equally, as I burrowed into these emotional folds, I saw another way in which emotions were 

allowed to surface. Emotional responses to change were reported through a second person. 

Here Sandra, a healthcare manager talks about supporting others who were struggling with 

change:  

“I had a chap not long ago and he was ah, really worried about the 

changes at work and right out of his comfort zone. He'd been here a long 

time and been asked to do different things. But I said to him, "You know, part 

of the anxiety is, is, is fear, basically. What, you know, some of what you 

recognise and some of what you don't. And sometimes you don't 

necessarily have to say things or it's important for you to know that you're 
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frightened of it." And we talked about the example of crocodiles. I said, "So, 

you know, I'm frightened of crocodiles." He said, "Well I think I'd be-- I am 

pretty frightened of them." and I said, "How many of them have you seen? 

In your adult life, how many times have you met one?" And he said, "I don't 

know that I have." I said, "So, why are you scared of them? You know, what, 

why, why, why are you scared of crocodiles when they're not there?... You'd 

know that you, you needed to be scared cause it's, it's a crocodile - so it's 

no wonder you're dealing with a lot of change. Some of it is-- some of the 

fear around it, and the anxiety that comes, is provoked because it's subtle 

and reminds you of other situations that you've been in. They may be not 

the same, but, but that triggers, you know, the, the internal mechanisms that 

want to keep you safe as a person, you know." So, that overrides the 

conscious knowing of what's going on. You know? So, what happens is, 

there's something inside is making you feel alert, but you don't know what it 

is and that, then that makes it all the more scary, you know. So, it's, um, it's 

interesting is, is how all that, that pans out, I think….You know, lots of people 

talk about, you know, change, change, but I, I think if you look at people, 

um, in particular, if you, you, you, you reflect on people's lives, um, and it's 

easy to do. I always like that, that quote, you know, that, I think it's 

Kierkegaard said, "Life can only be understood backwards, but must be 

lived forwards." 

Others spoke about the fear of change in the context of those around them, but Sandra’s 

monologue stands out, because she ends it by referring to a philosopher-writer. After 

explaining how she helps others to deal with their fears, she ends by rationalising individuals’ 

relationships with the past: we make sense of the world around us retrospectively. Imposing 

Deleuzian language on Sandra’s words: The self that emerges is determined by how the past 

is folded into the present, how the past is deployed to make sense of (or rationalise) the 

future. If we are unable to arrange the folds, the future becomes unknowable and negative 

emotions irrupt within the self.  

I can see that Steve mirrors my own retrospective sensemaking; using the memory of his 

father to make sense of the present; in this case to make sense of his relationship with work: 

“I think that's life experience for me from my father, my father's story is that he 

started work when he was 12, and he worked all his life until he got too ill to 

work. That's what stopped him, he had heart problems, angina. He had an 

operation to fix his heart, and then some of the dust he had breathed in - this 

then explains about my respirator sort of fetish; because he used to work on 
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cleaning out steam engines when he was younger, when he first came to the 

UK, in terms of climbing and cleaning out all the coke, and that sort of stuff. 

And he dies two years ago, basically because he couldn't breathe anymore, 

that was the problem that he'd got, and in his last couple of years when he 

was alive, he'd bought a Mercedes, and myself and two of my brothers, we 

helped him buy a Mercedes. We all do very well, my brothers are sort of all 

reasonably-- they do reasonably well in terms of what they do. And he got to 

the stage where he couldn't drive it anymore, and he used to go out, get the 

key off my mum, and go out, sit in it, start the engine and just sit in it, because 

all his life he wanted a Mercedes, and for me, what he said to me years ago 

was, "Just be careful", he goes, "Because work will always be there," and he 

counselled me against doing work when I was younger. He goes, "Go and 

study, because work's waiting for you, don't worry about it. You'll do it your 

whole life." 

I do not wish to suggest that Steve and I, are representative of how middle-aged men make 

sense of the world. I am not suggesting that the loss of a father forces men to acknowledge 

their own mortality and their own emotions. Rather, I am highlighting similar folds within two 

narratives, and how these folds can intra-act. The narrative I offer has emerged from 

burrowing within the folds of St Pierre’s writing, my own experiences of doing research, and 

the data that emerged from my entanglements with Steve. It doesn’t have a beginning, or an 

end, it is rhizomatic, labyrinthine. But within it there is one entanglement that I have yet to 

explore, that of my entanglement with Nancy, the person who has supported me on my 

intellectual labyrinthine Deleuzian journey.  

 

Response Data: An entanglement with Nancy 

In her exploration of Deleuzian research St. Pierre (1997, p184) considers how she brought 

the outside into her research project in order to disperse “the self/other binary”. She claims 

to do this through integrating 'the other’ within her research. This she accomplishes by 

acknowledging the input from a host of people (described as non-participants) who had 

engaged with her emergent writing and shaped how it developed. These people she sees as 

respondents and thus what they created was response data, which she claims to fold back 

into her research. St. Pierre acknowledges that input from others takes place in much 

research writing. Work is shared by researchers with peers, mentors and supervisors, who 

provide critical (and hopefully constructive) feedback. As I initially read about the concept of 

response data, I did reflect on whether this was a desperate attempt to differentiate post-
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qualitative research from what came before. After all, reviewers, colleagues and supervisors 

have long been acknowledged within research. Equally those emotionally involved in the 

research process (family and even pets) routinely appear within an Acknowledgements 

section. Was referring to these people as creators of data really necessary?  

However, St Pierre argues that this form of data is often excluded from research writing and 

when it does appear, it is presented as a form of verification (or legitimisation) of the research 

process. She argues that researchers should recognise “this disruptive, unplanned, 

uncontrollable, yet fruitful fold in their work so that we can begin to collect data about 

response data and study the transgressions they enable.” (IBID., p.185).  

St. Pierre, also raises an interesting ethical dimension relating to the issue of power:  

“researchers may be encouraged by their colleagues, particularly by respondents 

in positions of power, to revise methodological practices and to reconstruct texts 

in ways that do not reflect either their theoretical or ethical positions and, even 

more importantly, in ways that do not honor their participants” 

St. Pierre (1997, p.185) 

This assertion was certainly interesting to me. The suggestion that response data generated 

by someone in a position of power could pervert the course of the researcher is quite radical. 

The guiding role of supervisors is seen as integral to doctoral research. St. Pierre seems to be 

suggesting that rather than the benign supervisor/reviewer providing the guiding hand that 

keeps the researcher on the right path, they become the enforcer of methodological 

orthodoxy.  

Did I see Nancy as an enforcer? Definitely not. My gratitude for the encouragement, support 

and patience she has shown me is difficult to express. She has encouraged me to indulge in 

what I have ironically referred to as a “homoerotic Deleuze fetish” (Fouweather and Bosma, 

2021, p.1811), to write differently and to follow my own meandering path. I don’t think she 

has ever tried to steer me back into the fold of traditional qualitative research.  

Our philosophical dialogues that masqueraded as supervision, never seemed to be defined by 

relations of power. If Nancy was exercising power, it was very soft power.  During our (not so) 

brief encounters, I brought Deleuze and Bakhtin to the table and Nancy brought Barad and 

Butler. And, although I can see a gender divide in our choice of authors, we were united in a 

shared love of philosophies of difference. Nancy never suggested I stop ploughing my 

Deleuzian furrow. When I mentioned writing a Deleuzian paper for Organisation Studies, she 
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was very enthusiastic, but she advised to steer away from her preferred philosophers. At no 

point did I feel pressure to undergo philosophical gender realignment.  

Nevertheless, St Pierre’s concept of response data has made me think about my own writing 

and how Nancy’s words and thoughts have been folded into my writing. I can see that through 

our intra-actions, my writing and thinking did change subtly. Even though Nancy never 

suggested I deviate from Deleuze; I did read both Butler and Barad out of intellectual curiosity. 

This, in combination with my forays into post-qualitative research, allowed terms such as 

entanglements and intra-actions to seep into my narrative.  

However, the response data provided by Nancy has not simply given me new concepts and 

imagery38. Nancy has been ever-alert to the unwanted emergence of the entitative, 

essentialist self or subject. Whenever my writing was in danger of falling into the humanist 

trap, she has given me a gentle nudge, encouraging me to perform the linguistic gymnastics 

needed to create the processual, performative, and embodied narrative I aspire to. Here is an 

example of Nancy the writing coach, giving feedback on a draft of this chapter: 

 

Refolding Nancy’s observation into my later writing, the offending language is subtly changed 

to de-centre the writer-subject. The sentence becomes (page 39): 

The writer-subjects I have already identified who embrace the Fold are at once 

researchers and theorists; bodies continually folding and refolding, producing 

multiple interior selves (and exteriors) through performative acts 

 
38 Examples of which I’ve already acknowledged in earlier footnotes. 
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Perhaps this is an example of ‘soft power’; the supervisor enforcing post-human purity into 

the student’s writing? Or is it simply an indication that Nancy was willing to closely read my 

work and help me to achieve my own writing goals?    

Elsewhere, Nancy’s close-reading nudges me to engage more fully with the concepts I am 

trying to explore, extending what I am trying to articulate, creating an additional fold within 

my writing. Here Nancy comments on one sentence that might be problematic. 

   

Through this intra-action, I take a detour, following a new line of flight:

  



72 
 

At other times, Nancy gave the ‘I’ who writes the encouragement to do what they found 

most daunting (both emotionally and methodologically). Having dipped a toe in the deep 

waters of St. Pierre’s 

emotional data and written 

about my own emotions, I 

feared that I had strayed 

into the sort of writing I 

had always sought to avoid. Was I elevating the self and at the same time engaging in 

narcissistic self-flagellation? Nancy’s comments provided the validation I desperately 

needed. My doubts and fears were assuaged. The response data gave me the confidence to 

carry on, following a path that I found uncomfortable and unfamiliar, finding the confidence 

to keep trying to acknowledge that boys do cry.  

Elsewhere, Nancy’s response data has been more direct, in keeping with the traditional role 

of the supervisor reviewer. Here, despite welcoming my attempts to write differently, she 

highlights opportunities 

to improve my analysis of 

data that emerged from 

my intra-actions with 

Steve and the transcripts 

that I produced. I hope 

that I have applied this response data effectively and allowed the reader to better 

understand the labyrinthine journey I took them on. 

Throughout the later stages of my journey, Nancy has given me positive feedback that has 

encouraged me to carry on folding words in ways that I hope will create engagement and 

appreciation from my imagined reader. 
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There is one aspect of the 

response data that Nancy has 

generated that has never been 

folded into my research, until 

now. That is our shared 

working-class heritage.   

Nancy’s comments on the left 

show that we have for many 

years explored our working-

class roots. We both grew up in 

coal-mining communities and 

have often discussed how far 

removed they are from the 

confines of the Academy. 

Although I have touched upon masculinity in my writing, I have resisted acknowledging my 

working-class heritage.  

When I first entered University as a nineteen-year-old undergraduate, I certainly had an 

outsider complex. Accepted to study Chemistry at Oxford, I was unable to adjust to a world 

that was so far removed from my own experiences. Despite the efforts of my peers and the 

Dons to welcome me, I left the dreaming spires after three unhappy terms. I returned to 

university in my thirties, by which time, I was a senior manager working for a multinational 

corporation. Re-entering the citadel to start an MBA, I had adopted the performative cloak 

of the middle-classes. I might still have had Yorkshire vowels, but I did not feel an outsider 

because of my past.  

So why mention this apparently irrelevant theme within the response data Nancy has 

provided? I think it important to acknowledge that not all transgressive data is necessarily 

productive. Our entanglements and intra-actions are messy and rhizomatic. We cannot 

follow every line of flight or map every twist in the labyrinthine process of doing research. 

Some folds need to be smoothed out. I have drawn attention to this minor crease, not to 

suggest I have held out heroically against an ideological incursion, but simply to 

acknowledge that it has been largely smoothed out.   

This very brief foray into the response data created by Nancy, is intended to show what St 

Pierre argues is a form of data that is often excluded from research writing. For St. Pierre, 
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it is another form of transgressive data, but I’m not so sure. Acknowledging the role of one’s 

supervisor and reviewers has long be an expectation in all forms of academic writing. 

Folding (or accommodating) feedback into one’s research is surely the norm. Does providing 

a greater level of transparency of a reviewer’s contribution represent a dramatic shift in 

qualitative research? Does it make the research post qualitative? If simply inserted in 

isolation, I think not. St Pierre’s aim of dispersing the ‘self/other’ binary, does not mean the 

binary dissolves. Rather, it draws attention to the complex folding processes through which 

the binary emerges. 

 

Returning to the Fold 

Now it falls to me to bring this exploration of the Fold to a close, by considering what 

embracing the folds within the research process produces.  

First of all, it highlights that data is not simply the voices of others (participants), that the 

researcher harvests and then interprets. The researcher is a source of data, and so too is the 

world they inhabit and those who may have informed the research process. Data is not an 

isolated stream of words, it is always multiple39. I see St Pierre’s transgressive forms of data as 

folds within my research journey, that have shaped the research and the researcher. Yet, as I 

have alluded to earlier, St. Pierre’s list should not be seen as universal. Every research journey 

will have different folds, different forms of transgressive data that irrupt within it, creating 

different twists and turns that shape the researcher and their performative journey through 

the labyrinth.  

But importantly, traditional research has sought to iron out these folds, so that they do not 

threaten the linear narrative that proceeds from questions of research design and 

methodology to data collection and through analysis to eventual (and perhaps inevitable) 

conclusions. Even though we do not always acknowledge it, our performative acts are 

inevitably informed by this data. Some of that response data comes from secondary sources: 

the books and articles we read. The university regulations that inform the training we receive 

are folded into our research, establishing how our research should proceed and what a thesis 

looks like. We also collect primary data in the feedback and observations of our supervisors 

and others who comment on our plans. Our friends and family contribute more response data. 

It all shapes what we do and whilst we might question whether it is actually transgressive (as 

 
39 Even in more traditional research data is treated as the plural of datum. 
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St. Pierre suggests); these forms of data do collectively define what other forms of data (and 

thus practices) are acceptable and which are transgressive.  

Embracing the folds within the process of doing research does not provide a post-humanist, 

post-qualitative methodology; a recipe to be followed. Rather it encourages the researcher to 

acknowledge their own becoming(s) through their entanglement with what is traditionally 

seen as data (interview recordings and transcripts) and those things that are often 

marginalised (emotions, time, supervisors, loved ones). Bringing these things into the fold of 

our research practices disrupts what we understand research to be, but it does not destroy it. 

Rather it brings added depth and texture to what we produce, blurring the boundaries 

between the inside and outside.   

Whilst the path I have traced has taken many twists and turns, I have deliberately returned to 

where I started. In doing so, I hope to avoid creating a linear narrative of closure. Instead, I 

return to an opening quotation and infuse it with response data from Nancy.  

 

As Nancy asserts the Fold remains highly elusive, it is a transformational process rather than 

entity. Folding disrupts or transforms existing shapes and forms. This fold (within the thesis) 

disrupts traditional forms of research writing. What is arbitrarily excluded is included. What is 

hidden is revealed. It blurs the boundaries between researcher (inside) and researched 

(outside). And through this, new understandings emerge, only to disappear to be transformed 

by subsequent foldings. Writing (AND writhing AND wrangling) this chapter/fold into being has 

been difficult, but it has enabled me to refine my understanding of what Deleuzian folding 
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does and what post qualitative research can become. And in the process, it has transformed 

me and perhaps refined the reader’s understandings of what might constitute research. 

But of course, there are other folds…… 

 

Entangling Postscript 

The previous section has focussed on the implications of embracing the Fold from a 

methodological perspective. Indeed this chapter/fold could be seen as functioning as 

a piece of methodological writing in which I explore my own sensemaking journey and 

how that journey has changed me. And yet, through these multiple, labyrinthine 

entanglements new insights about organisational change and sensemaking emerge. 

My entanglements with Steve and the data we co-created highlight how new 

organisational forms are constantly emerging as the past is refolded. Steve had worked 

within the organisation for at least a couple of decades and his narrative tells us that it 

had been through multiple changes in that time. He (like other participants) continually 

refers to previous changes. Paraphrasing Deleuze (again), a fold is always folded within 

another fold: organisations continually change through immanent and inevitable 

processes of folding. Arguably, this is simply a restatement of Chia’s (1999) ‘Rhizomic' 

Model of Organizational Change and Transformation. However, the Fold offers further 

insight: organisations exist because they change. Change is not only inevitable, but it is 

through continual change that organisations come into being and that ‘being’ is 

maintained by continually refolding to create new organisational forms. These new 

forms are not a break with the past (a new beginning/becoming) but a continuation 

of it. Change and continuity are thus understood as the two fundamental elements of 

organisational life.    

Equally my entanglements with Steve (and the wider research journey I have been on), 

reveal that sensemaking is a continual process of refolding. Both Steve and I repeatedly 

refold the past to make sense of the future. Conspiracy theories, last night’s TV and 

stories of past events are folded together in a series of here and nows (presents). And 

through these refoldings both the individual and sense emerges and is/are partially 

captured through the narratives that emerge through dialogue. Inside and outside, the 

self and the world are both changed and maintained through the ongoing process of 

linguistic foldings. The process of sensemaking can thus be understood as an ongoing 

and dynamic process of re-folding the past, through which the self is maintained by 

continually changing. This insight moves sensemaking theory beyond the traditional 

discourse of sensemaking as an attempt to establish narrative representations to 

imagine it as a creative emergent process of becoming.      
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3. The Processual Fold: Thinking differently 

 

Introduction 

This fold began as a scholarly exploration of change management literature and process 

philosophy. My plan had been to critique ‘traditional’ approaches to change management, 

define what process philosophy was and then chart its development from ancient origins to 

its emergence in contemporary organisational studies. Part critique, part philosophical 

chronology, part literature review, it was intended as an early chapter that would show that I 

was part of the process turn: I understood what process thought is and was familiar with 

current processual writing on organisations. However, as my reading and thinking progressed, 

I became uncomfortable with such a representational form of writing. As a result, this 

chapter/fold has been through several iterations. Some of the original writing remains 

untouched, other parts of been rewritten and folded back into the narrative, but many parts 

have been discarded. Additionally, as time has passed, so has the place of process thought 

within organisational and management theory (OMT) and I have tried to reflect this.  

It begins with minimal changes, briefly exploring the nature of change management literature 

and relating this to my own entanglement with organizational change both philosophically and 

experientially. This leads on to a much-abridged consideration of the nature of process 

philosophy, drawing on the works of philosophers and from organisational theorists. Then, 

taking inspiration from Deleuze I provide a critique of the binary that I have just perpetuated 

by differentiating between process and entitative modes of thought. This leads me to 

challenge the notion that it is possible to represent process thought either intellectually or 

historically (as I had originally intended to do). Instead, I consider Deleuze’s posthumous 

contributions to the process turn within OMT by exploring three different philosophical 

entanglements which have been significant within my own journey, but equally have (to lesser 

and greater degrees) shaped the development of processual thought within OMT. The 

chapter/fold ends with personal reflections on the nature of processual thought, the 

possibility of dissolving existing binaries and the possibility of embracing multiple modes of 

thought.   
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Thinking Differently about Change 

“The point is that usually we look at change, but we do not see it. We speak of 

change but we do not think about it. We say that change exists, that everything 

changes, that change is the very law of things: yes, we say it and repeat it: but 

those are only words, and we reason and philosophise as though change did not 

exist. In order to think change and see it, there is a whole veil of prejudices to brush 

aside, some of them artificial, created by philosophical speculation, the others 

natural to common sense” 

Bergson (2007, p.108) 

Despite Heraclitus’ assertion that “everything changes and nothing abides”, organisational 

theorists have tended to view social formations to be stable structures that remain unchanged 

until actors actively change them. As a result, the unfreeze-change-refreeze abstraction of 

organizational change and change management is so well established it seems beyond 

question. Drawing on the Field Theory of psychologist Lewin (Burnes 2020); the CATS (Change 

As Three Steps) model endures (Cummings, Bridgman and Brown, 

2016). Granted, theories of change have developed since the CATS 

model first appeared in management writing in the 1980s, but 

Lewin’s legacy40 continues to shape how organizational change is 

approached by both theorists and practitioners (Burnes, 2020). As 

Hendry (1996, p.624) suggested; “Scratch any account of creating 

and managing change and the idea that change is a three-stage 

process…will not be far below the surface.” There may now be a 

multitude of different models and frameworks for managing change (Kraft, Sparr and Peus, 

2018), with ever increasing levels of complexity; but the idea that organizational change 

requires the active intervention of change agents (leaders/managers/consultants) remains 

deeply ingrained within prevailing conceptualizations of organizations. Influential writers on 

change management, such as Hayes (2018) acknowledge that changing organizations is a 

process, but the narrative Hayes and others present, reinforces the image of a reasonably 

stable organization that without intervention would be locked in a particular form. Despite 

Tsoukas and Chia’s (2002, p.570) assertion that “organisation must be understood as an 

 
40 Cummings, Bridgman and Brown (2016) argue that the CATS model owes little to Lewin’s work, and 
rather more to the repeated failure of academics to read his work and instead rely on a few 
misappropriations of it from the 1950s. Burnes (2020) provides a robust counter argument. 
Interestingly although there is debate about the relation between Lewin’s work and the CATS model, 
both parties seem to recognise Lewin’s credentials as a process thinker.  



79 
 

emergent property of change”; for many theorists and practitioners the organization remains 

an object to be changed, not a source of change. Paradoxically perhaps, the veil of prejudices 

that Bergson (2007, p.108) asserted stop us from ‘thinking change’ seem to persist. 

Whilst acknowledging the prevailing orthodoxy of organizational change, my ontological view 

of both change and organizations was strongly processual before I embarked on my research 

journey. I was already aware of organisational writers41 who had questioned the assumed 

permanence of organizations. These writers had already proposed an ontological shift in how 

we ‘see’ change. It was a shift away from fixed entities and towards a focus on processes of 

continual and in some cases immanent change. The shift draws the researcher away from 

dominant theories of change within management literature, in which change is a necessary 

but sporadic/episodic externally driven process, through which stable organisations move 

from one reasonably stable state to another (Chia, 1999). In contrast, a processual perspective 

suggests that the organization is never frozen, it is fluid, always changing. There is no 

unfreezing or refreezing to be done, all there is, is change. Change is the constant, and the 

apparently stable organization is seen as a derivative of the ongoing process of immanent 

becoming. Organising becomes a Sisyphean struggle to try and stabilise (freeze) and control 

an inherently dynamic network of relations that refuses to be fixed in one configuration (Clegg, 

Kornberger and Rhodes, 2005). For a relatively small number of theorists writing at the start 

of the 21st century, adopting a processual perspective to explore organizational change was a 

significant departure from what Chia (1999) referred to as traditional entitative approaches 

that gave ontological priority to permanence and imagined change as sporadic events that 

disrupted it.  

My own experience working as a change consultant, made me sceptical about the claims of 

change agents to bring about sustainable organizational change. Ethnographic research had 

questioned whether interventions based on such thinking were actually effective. Orlikowski 

(1996) showed that successful change occurs when actors adopt evolutionary, adaptive 

approaches which are not fixed on defined outcomes or end points (refreezing). I saw the 

change initiatives I had been involved in as attempts to create permanence within fluxing 

organizations that refused to stand still. It wasn’t hard changing organizational structures and 

routines; the hard work was maintaining a new form of organizing. Apparently passive 

organizational actors were constantly changing and adapting the organizations they were co-

creating. The reality of each organisation; with its complex and apparently chaotic (Thiétart 

 
41 Who are cited throughout this thesis. 
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and Forgues, 1995) interactions of processes, systems, culture and people seemed rather 

more schizophrenic (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013b), than rational (Brunsson, 1985; Prechel, 

1991). Having read philosophy texts and critical analyses of knowledge communities out of 

intellectual curiosity, I was drawn to processual philosophies with an emphasis on complexity, 

multiplicities and emergence. The processual work that I read, and my personal experiences 

mutually reinforced each other.  

Whilst I had my own views about organizational change, I was curious to see how others made 

sense of their working environments, the ongoing changes that they experienced and how 

they responded to these. This, I decided, was going to be the focus of my research. I wanted 

to explore the complexity and paradoxes of organizational change. My intention was not to 

build a theory of organizational change, nor to create a generalized objective 

description/representation of organizational change as a discrete event. Influenced by Chia’s 

(1999) work on the rhizomatic organization; I was confident that wherever I looked there 

would be change. Impressed by Karl Weick’s writing, my intention was to focus on 

sensemaking and specifically how individuals made sense of change. 

Arguably, such a project could have been completed without a cerebral journey into the 

processual nature of reality. However, as I prepared to embark upon my own research journey, 

it became clear that the philosophical genie, which had been out of the bottle since Burrell 

and Morgan’s (1979) seminal work, remained at large for many organisational theorists. 

Struggling to deal with the questions of both complexity and relevance, Sandberg and Tsoukas 

(2011, p.339) argued for a “coherent onto-epistemological framework for generating […] 

theories” that would better capture the experience of organizational actors. Citing William 

James, Henri Bergson and Alfred Whitehead, the triumvirate of process philosophers42; Chia 

(2011, p.183) highlights the need to think differently and “acknowledge the primacy of the 

heterogeneous and multidimensional becoming of things, events and situations”. Tsoukas and 

Chia (2011, p.15) posed the rhetorical question “what is organizational change?”; pointing out 

that this was a conceptual, rather than empirical question that required elucidation. I found 

myself agreeing with their assertion that a different philosophical orientation was needed “to 

interrogate the very framework within which OT [Organisational Theory] questions are 

explored” (IBID.). 

 
42 Philosophers such as Rescher (1996, 2000) and Griffin (2007) and organizational theorists including 
Chia (1999), Hernes (2008), Nayak and Chia (2011) and Langley and Tsoukas (2016) have all identified 
the same three early 20th century philosophers. 
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I decided that I would make my own ontological position that conceptualized change as the 

fundamental property of organizing, central to the research. My first supervisor seemed 

supportive when I suggested moving beyond traditional (functionalist) change management 

literature to explore sensemaking through a processual lens. With their agreement, the 

process of doing processual research began. As my writing reveals, my own thinking has 

changed during the process of becoming (a post qualitative researcher). The process has been 

a long one and is explored throughout this thesis, but at its very heart has been the activity of 

reading-thinking-writing about change from a processual perspective. But what does it mean 

to think processually? 

 

Thinking differently about Processes 

“When we consider and reflect upon Nature at large, or the history of mankind, or 

our own intellectual activity, at first we see the picture of an endless entanglement 

of relations and reactions, permutations and combinations, in which nothing 

remains what, where and as it was, but everything moves, changes, comes into 

being and passes away. We see, therefore, at first the picture as a whole, with its 

individual parts still more or less kept in the background; we observe the 

movements, transitions, connections, rather than the things that move, combine, 

and are connected. This primitive, naive but intrinsically correct conception of the 

world is that of ancient Greek philosophy, and was first clearly formulated by 

Heraclitus: everything is and is not, for everything is fluid, is constantly changing, 

constantly coming into being and passing away” 

       Engels (1999, p.72) 

Penned in 1878, Engel’s description of nature and our attempts to understand it, draws 

attention to the world of processes. The similarity between this brief excerpt and the 

narratives of contemporary process theorists who emphasise the dynamic complexity of 

modern organisations is quite marked.  And, like these later process theorists, Engels 

recognizes the danger of traditional forms of inquiry:   

“The analysis of Nature into its individual parts, the grouping of the different 

natural processes and objects in definite classes, the study of the internal anatomy 

of organized bodies in their manifold forms — these were the fundamental 

conditions of the gigantic strides in our knowledge of Nature that have been made 

during the last 400 years. But this method of work has also left us as legacy the 
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habit of observing natural objects and processes in isolation, apart from their 

connection with the vast whole; of observing them in repose, not in motion; as 

constraints, not as essentially variables; in their death, not in their life.”  

      Engels (1999, p.73) 

This closing remark can be seen as precursor of James’ (1909, p.263) often quoted assertion 

that “what really exists is not things made, but things in the making. Once made they are 

dead”. 

Engels recognises that a processual conception of reality is intrinsically correct but labels it 

naïve, highlighting that science has advanced by ignoring the processual nature of reality. He 

is not alone. The philosopher Bertrand Russell (2000, pp.64-65) asserted: 

“Science, like philosophy, has sought to escape from the doctrine of perpetual flux 

by finding some permanent substratum amid changing phenomena…This search 

begins with Parmenides” 

Philosophically, traditional scientific inquiry is built on the thought of Parmenides and the 

classical thinkers he inspired. Russell, goes on, explaining our collective reliance on 

Parmenidean thought: 

 “When you think, you think of something; when you use a name, it must be the 

name of something. Therefore both thought and language require objects outside 

themselves. And since you can think of a thing or speak of it at one time as well as 

another, whatever can be thought of or spoken of must exist at all times. 

Consequently there can be no change, since change consists in things coming into 

being or ceasing to be.”   

Russell (2000, p.67) 

Russell’s emphasis on the role of language within traditional thought is interesting. Process 

theorists have considered the role of language in ‘freezing’ our perception of reality and seek 

(to varying degrees) to address this tendency. Weick (1979, p.44) urged processual thinkers to 

“stamp out nouns” to focus on activity (and processes) rather than things. Perhaps Weick’s 

evocation should not be taken too literally43, but process thinkers often adopt language that 

“captures the realities of agency, flow, equivocality, transience, reaccomplishment, unfolding, 

 
43 Bakken and Hernes (2006) use Whitehead’s work to argue against Weick’s position, highlighting that 
nouns and verb are co-constitutive.  
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and emergence, realities that are often obscured by the language of variables, nouns, 

quantities, and structures.” (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005, p.410). 

In contrast, Russell (like Engels) emphasises that it is only by focusing on atemporal objects 

and things that the world becomes knowable. This Parmenidean legacy is seen in traditional 

science (and management research) which seeks to establish order and categories; seeking 

universals that define classes of things. In broad terms this view can be seen as part of the 

modernist tradition, accepting: “[t]he essential capacity of humanity to perfect itself through 

the power of rational thought” (Cooper and Burrell, 1988, p.92). Tsoukas and Chia (2002, 

p.567) make a similar point: “Traditional approaches to organizational change have been 

dominated by assumptions privileging stability, routine, and order.”  

Process philosophy challenges these assumptions. Drawing on the legacy of Parmenides’ 

contemporary Heraclitus, as I’ve acknowledged already its emergence is generally credited to 

the triumvirate of process philosophers (James, Bergson and Whitehead) working at the start 

of the 20th century. It is claimed that it offers a developed conceptualization of reality that 

embraces change, or as Nayak and Chia (2011, p.292) put it, “that reality is change”. It is a 

philosophy that is premised on the rejection of permanence and stability. Parmenidean 

thought is rejected. Unlike traditional entitative conceptualisations (Chia, 1999) and variance 

models (Mohr 1982), which focus upon things; process thinking focuses on the processes 

through which entities become. Whitehead (1985, p.23) asserted that; “..how an actual entity 

becomes constitutes what that actual entity is.. It’s ‘being’ is constituted by its becoming. This 

is the principle of process”.  

This principal views flux and transformation as the primary unit of reality (Nayak and Chia, 

2011). Through ongoing processes (processes of becoming), complex entities emerge and are 

transformed. Organisations are viewed as tangled social networks (Hernes, 2008) in which 

actors co-evolve over time, constantly changing their individual roles and shared relations 

(Cooper, 2005). Thus, change within organisations is continuous and ongoing.  

However, in rejecting entitative thinking, process thought does create challenges. Process 

philosophers are forced to acknowledge that what they create is, like the reality they bring 

into being, incomplete and open to revision. Rescher (2000, p.21) points out that “[t]rue to 

itself, process philosophy is not a finished project but an ongoing project of inquiry”. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that process philosophy cannot be defined or articulated in 

some way.  
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Works by process philosophers, such as Nobo (1986), Mesle (2008) and Griffin (2007) have all 

sought to do just this; focussing on the work of Whitehead for their blueprint. Rescher (2000) 

seeks to define the philosophical movement in general terms. He provides what he calls a 

doctrine for process philosophy, premised on five basic propositions (Rescher, 2000, pp.5-6): 

1. Time and Change are the key metaphysical categories, rather than substance or 

essence. 

2. Process is the key category of ontological description. 

3. Processes are more significant to our understanding of reality than the outputs of 

processes. 

4. Complex entities (such as organisms, people, communities or organisations) are best 

understood by conceptualising the processes through which they constantly evolve. 

5. Contingency, emergence, novelty, creativity, contradiction and difference are 

categories of metaphysical understanding.   

Although I’d question whether processual thinkers might want or need a doctrine; Rescher’s 

list does point to some of the key elements of process philosophy. That said, the list should 

not be considered as complete or beyond critique.  

More recently, management scholars have also grappled with articulating what constitutes 

process philosophy. Helin, Hernes, Hjorth and Holt’s (2015, p.5) handbook of process 

philosophy and organisation studies carefully avoids defining what process philosophy is, but 

it identifies five themes: 

 Temporality (the experience of time and change) 

 Wholeness (embracing complexity and resisting dualisms) 

 Openness (relationality and connectedness) 

 Force (intensities, tensions that bring about change) 

 Potentiality (processes of becoming, immanent change, emergence) 

Similarly, Langley and Tsoukas (2016) avoid offering a precise definition. Instead, they pick up 

on Weick’s work on nouns and verbs, exploring the distinction between organisation and 

organising; asserting that process thought is firmly focussed on the latter. This chimes with 

the second and third of Rescher’s propositions. And, just like Helin et al. (2015), Langley and 

Tsoukas (2016, p.3) go on to identify five key themes: 

 Agency 

 Relationality 
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 Constrained interactivity 

 Emergence  

 Open-endedness. 

Although these three articulations of process, are all slightly different, it should be apparent 

that there is significant overlap between them. Taken together they capture the 

commonalities of thought that allow theorists to talk and write about a distinct process 

philosophy.   

However, I think there is one enduring theme that is perhaps overlooked or understated. 

Process philosophers, theorists and researchers typically see themselves as outsiders, or 

nomads, standing apart from traditional Western thought. This theme has already emerged in 

this chapter/fold, but I think it should be acknowledged. It is manifest in the ongoing critique 

of (and perhaps scepticism towards) what is typically termed traditional/scientific/entitative 

thought. Arguably, this scepticism is implicit within Rescher’s doctrine (and embedded within 

the fifth proposition) but I think it is an important fold within process thought and one that I 

sense Rescher (and others) are reluctant to acknowledge. It will emerge repeatedly in my own 

writing, but it is one that I also question.  

As Whitehead (1985, p.29) acknowledged, process philosophy “…directly contradicts Kant […] 

it is not substance which is permanent”. But importantly it does not simply contradict Kant, 

but the entire Western philosophical-scientific movement that has shaped conceptualisations 

of reality and knowledge for over two thousand years. With its focus on change, heterogeneity 

and emergence, process thinking does not expect to observe stable processes in which ‘cause 

and effect’ relationships can be rationalized into existence from the entangled and complex 

relations that constitute reality. It also challenges the notion of identity; all complex entities 

are never fixed, but heterogeneous multiplicities of becoming. 

As James (1996, p.78) insists, “Conceptual knowledge is forever inadequate to the fullness of 

reality to be known”. Rather, understanding of the world is purely instrumental and driven by 

evolutionary processes. We use perceptions and abstractions to make sense of the stimuli we 

receive. Reality is arbitrarily frozen and ordered by abstractions so that it can be organized. 

What we know or believe about an external reality is purely instrumental, it is what is useful 

and coherent (and thus consistent) with our socially mediated expectations. Thus, process 

thinking sees traditional conceptions of reality which are premised on permanent things that 

exist independently of the observer and can thus be represented and rationalized as 

manifestations of an ontological error that limits the development of knowledge. 
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Arguably this also allows philosophy to move beyond Cartesian mind/body dualism and 

associated subject/object debates; as both James and Whitehead advocated (Sinclair, 2009). 

Process philosophy seeks to avoid the bifurcation of knowledge (Whitehead, 1985, p.289) in 

which subject and object are differentiated. Whitehead refers to an organic philosophy in 

which potentialities are actualised through evolutionary processes. The mechanistic (and 

theoretically determinable) universe is replaced by an ecological one of temporality, 

uncertainty and adaption (Griffin, 2007).  

Thus, process theorists focus on what Aristotle termed final cause44 (Mohr, 1982, p.59). In 

contrast, traditional inquiry tends to focus on the efficient cause (Whitehead, 1985, p.84).  An 

efficient cause is one which leads to change in a physical object and is typified by ‘cause and 

effect’ associations: Doing X leads to Y. Change is not immanent to an object, rather change 

occurs because of an external cause. In contrast the final (teleological) cause does not explain 

under what conditions change will occur but why change occurs. Aristotle uses the example 

of a seed, which turns into a flower. Focussing on the efficient cause will reveal that with 

warmth, moisture, nutrients and sunlight a seed will become a flower. But this does not 

explain why (and how) the seed becomes something else. The potentiality of the seed is not 

considered, it has no agency and its ability to change is driven from without rather than within. 

For the processual thinker cause and effect relationships are subservient to the final cause 

(Shaviro 2010). Thus, watering the seed may cause it to germinate, but ultimately the change 

in state that this external stimulus prompts, is determined by the teleological mechanisms that 

are imminent within the seed.  

This means that process thinkers look beyond empirical regularities and seek to understand 

the internal relations (Whitehead, 1967, p.123) which determine eventual outcomes, rather 

than external relations which shape those outcomes. This creates an emphasis on potentiality 

rather than actuality (Nobo, 1986, p.209); what is possible, not simply what occurs. As a result 

processual thinkers tend to embrace creativity and imagination, as they try to “..think beyond 

how things are and to point towards new connections and new lines of flight.” (Nayak and Chia, 

2011, p.304).  

Bergson also believed that traditional scientific thought failed to capture the fluxing nature of 

reality. For Bergson this was a problem that was a function of human intellect: 

 
44 Arguably this is something of a sweeping statement that could be questioned (see Nobo, 1986, 
p.118). 
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“If, therefore, the tendency of the intellect is to fabricate, we may expect to find 

that whatever is fluid in the real will escape it in part, and whatever is life in the 

living will escape it altogether” 

Bergson (1911, p.162) 

Linstead and Mullarkey (2003, p.4) stress that Bergson’s position was anti-intellectualist rather 

than anti-intellectual and that his philosophical goal was “to argue for the irreducible reality 

of action, process and movement”. Such perspectives mean that the creation of knowledge is 

not focused on creating a parsimonious generalisable representation of reality in which “we 

adopt, at least insofar as we are reasonable, the simplest conceptual scheme into which the 

disordered fragments of raw experience can be fitted and arranged” (Quine, 1948, p.35-36). 

The pursuit of knowledge is not about creating a single (objective or subjective) description of 

reality. Nor is knowledge absolute or independent of time. Knowledge is always changing 

because the reality it describes is not static or isolatable from experience.  

Processual thinkers see tangled webs of abstractions through which individuals (either 

individually or collectively) are continually creating meanings and understanding. Weick 

(1995) refers to this as sensemaking. Sensemaking activities cannot be disentangled from the 

individual’s past experiences and the cognitive frame(s) they have developed. Thus, 

knowledge is nothing more than a lens through which we make sense of the world to reduce 

ambiguity and guide action.  

This reinforces the instrumental rather than representational view of knowledge advocated 

by the early Pragmatists45. Additionally, whilst cognitive frames are always developing and 

evolving based on new experiences, reflection and interaction with others (Goldman, 1986); 

there is no assumption of progression. Cognitive frames or the way we see the world, simply 

change.  

This alternative conceptualisation of knowledge thus offers a critique of traditional modernist 

thought (whether made explicit or implicit). As a result, process thought can be seen as an 

attack on intellectualism and science (Rescher, 2000). Griffin (2007) acknowledges (perhaps 

reluctantly) that process philosophy can be considered a postmodern philosophy. However he 

differentiates it from the work of late 20th century thinkers such as Foucault and Derrida, 

asserting that it is a constructive rather than destructive manifestation of postmodernism.  

 
45 Such as Dewey (1997) 
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Calling for a form of postmodern inquiry, “that overcame mechanistic, reductionistic and 

behavorist approaches”, Griffin (2007, p.4) stresses that process philosophy’s goal is to close 

the gap between traditional theoretical knowledge and reality. Whitehead, he suggests, 

viewed modernist thinking to be an antirational enterprise (IBID., p.7) that failed to 

acknowledge the predicates upon which it is founded. For Griffin, Whitehead does not critique 

rationalism and reason; he is an advocate for intellectual thought. Whitehead, he suggests, 

highlights the failure of traditional science to be sufficiently rational and rigorous (because it 

fails to acknowledge its ontological commitments and the limitations of its own theorizing).  

Griffin’s argument is that Whitehead’s aspiration was to escape traditional entitative thought 

in order to develop new forms of theorizing that would advance our collective understanding 

of reality; not simply call into question prevailing modes of thought. However, Griffin’s (2007) 

attempt to distance process philosophy from post-structuralism creates a division within 

thought that runs counter to a processual world view. Processual thought is many things. It is 

modern AND postmodern, rational AND irrational, always struggling to evade simple binaries 

that we construct to corral it. Despite Griffin’s narrative, I would suggest that if it is 

labelled postmodern, it is simultaneously both destructive AND constructive. 

Others seem to agree. Weiskopf and Willmott (2015) recognize Foucault as an important 

processual thinker, and Deleuze’s (2006) Foucault emphasises the processual nature of his 

work. Hjorth (2013, p.206) acknowledges the diversity of processual philosophy, recognizing 

both Foucault and Derrida as process philosophers, and valuing Derrida’s “deconstructive 

reading of the structuring (genealogically) of thinking’s concepts”. Griffin’s attempt to 

distinguish between the thought of Whitehead and that of other processual thinkers whose 

writing is labelled postmodern, constrains our collective understanding of process philosophy.  

The work of Deleuze, is both processual and destructive, but arguably, just like Whitehead’s 

philosophy, it does not seek to destroy modernist thought; but rather develop it. Deleuze 

(2004a) also questions the prevailing image of thought (how we think about thought). As 

Ansell-Pearson (1997, p.2) asserts “Deleuze was always a friend of wisdom, although he 

cultivated a strange and dangerous wisdom, forever the outsider, the lodger, the uncanny 

guest at the courthouse of reason who dared to disturb the peace and derange the 

proceedings.”. Nevertheless, Deleuze’s philosophical goal was (like Whitehead’s) to free our 

theorizing from the transcendental abstractions that have created an artificial divide between 

subject and object. In the process “[p]hilosophy is restored, not as conceptual master of the 

real, but as that labour of undoing and redoing, unbecoming and becoming, that approaches 
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the real with increasing complexity, tailoring concepts that more adequately fit the real.” 

(Grosz, 2005, p.12) 

Thus, whilst Griffin (2007) and Rescher (2000) seem to underplay the unsettling and 

destructive aspects of process philosophy; process thinkers who embrace difference and 

multiplicities might acknowledge that in doing so, process thinking deterritorializes traditional 

modes of thought, and hopefully allows new ways of thinking to emerge. As Tsoukas (2019, 

p.5) argues, philosophy problematizes existing images of thought, interrogating the “the very 

frameworks within which research is practiced” and thus avoids the conceptual closure that 

Whitehead warned of. I would argue that process thought is a multiplicity of often 

contradictory ideas, with the potential to be actualised in many different ways.  

Having acknowledged process philosophy’s destructive credentials, it will be useful to explore 

how contradictions and difference are accommodated, how it can be both destructive and 

constructive. Work by Hargrave and Van de Ven (2016) shows that contradiction and paradox 

have long been a focus of organizational writers and emphasise them as sources (or stimuli) 

for organizational creativity. As Rescher (2000, p.6) acknowledges “contradiction and 

difference are categories of metaphysical understanding” which are embraced by process 

thinkers. Heraclitus highlighted the tension of contradictory opposites, as does Cooper (2005), 

who explored our collective endeavours to create homogeneity from the heterogeneity of 

reality. Deleuze (2004a) argues that traditional representational scientific approaches 

subordinate difference to identity. Drawing on the work of the philosopher Lucretius, Deleuze 

asserts that difference should be given ontological primacy. Difference is not simply a matter 

of negative relational identity: what something is not. Rather everything is different, no two 

entities are ever the same and no single entity is ever fixed. But, more significantly, it is through 

difference(s) that entities come into being and are maintained by constantly changing. 

Difference is the ‘engine of change’46 whether it be externally driven (relational) or internally 

driven (immanent). Identity is derivative of difference. Thus, processual thought embraces 

difference, not simply for its own sake, but because it is generative. Reality is constituted of 

differences and that is why we live in a world that is constantly changing. As a result, 

contingency, emergence, novelty and creativity, are all seen as fundamental characteristics of 

life and our individual and shared efforts to organize it. 

Finally, it should be noted that because process philosophy rejects many of the tenets of 

modernism, it is easy (and tempting) to label process philosophy as postmodern. However, 

 
46 This equates with Helin et al. (2015) concept of force. 
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such labelling is wedded to the principle of identity that permeates entitative thought. This 

focus on identity leaves thought chained to the “tyrannical, terrorizing, castrating character 

of the signifier” (Guattari, in Deleuze, 1995, pp.21-22) and the search for meaning. For 

Guattari, the important thing is not what a label/signifier means, but how it works/functions. 

We should not look to define process philosophy but explore what it does. In the lexicon of 

Deleuze and Guattari (2013b), process philosophy creates lines of flight. These are new 

creative possibilities for thought that have the potential to enrich our collective understanding 

of the complexity and contradictions of 21st Century organizational life. It is by tracing new, 

creative, lines of flight that process philosophy has emerged and evolved. This returns 

us to Rescher’s (2000, p.21) assertion that “[t]rue to itself, process philosophy is not a finished 

project but an ongoing project of inquiry”. Thinking-theorising-philosophising is never 

complete and the abstractions we create (including the concept of process philosophy) are 

constantly being deconstructed and reconstructed. Knowledge itself is a contested process in 

which opposing deterritorializing and reterritorializing forces exist in dynamic equilibrium. 

Perhaps we need to reconceptualise philosophy? 

 

Thinking Differently about Theorising and Philosophising 

Although the concept of process philosophy continues to develop through the work of many 

writers and theorists, I am conscious that despite the rhetoric of escaping traditional thought, 

it appears trapped by the very thing it seeks to evade. Rather than transcending the dualisms 

that characterise entitative thought, it has created another.  Collectively writers have created 

and maintain a simple binary between process and entitative thought. Process thought is 

contrasted with what it is not: traditional, entitative, modes of thought. We argue for one way 

of thinking and highlight the inadequacies of our adversary, as if staking a claim to the throne 

of knowledge. As process thinkers I think we need to remember that philosophy is not a land 

to be fought over by warring factions.  

We must also avoid imagining that philosophy is a series of well-defined territories that can 

be adequately mapped. Such entitative thinking creates a multiplicity of exteriority (Deleuze, 

1991, p.38) in which conceptual order is imposed upon the totality of experience. To suggest 

there is a single entity that can be defined as ‘philosophy’ would constitute an error; what 

Whitehead (1967, p.51) would call ‘the fallacy of misplaced concreteness’. No single 

abstraction (or theory) can fully capture the reality of what it describes.  
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Instead, process thinking should try to acknowledge the multiplicity of interiority; embracing 

difference and contradictions that are inherent within the continuous process of becoming. 

Philosophy is a mode of organizing that cannot be fully interrogated as a decontextualized 

ideal. Theorising/philosophising is a process. Ideas are not fixed; they emerge, take form and 

mutate. Process thinking rejects the notion of permanent things, all complex entities are in a 

permanent state of flux and thus never conform to a particular universal class of things. 

Whitehead (1967) warns of the danger of conceptual closure; and encourages the researcher 

to embrace the incompleteness of their theorising. Paraphrasing Whitehead (1985); 

philosophy is constituted through its becoming.  

Adopting a process perspective creates an image of process philosophy as just one of many 

overlapping and intersecting areas within a larger whole; a dynamic multiplicity of ideas that 

shapes how we collectively understand the world around us. Process thought becomes one 

mobile node within a larger dynamic rhizome that produces a dense entanglement of 

interwoven ideas.  

But importantly, this node cannot be separated or isolated from the wider entanglement of 

ideas that we imagine constitutes philosophy. Any boundaries that are created between 

different philosophies are simply abstractions that have been used to divide up the rhizome 

into discrete territories of thought, as if it were a philosophical cake that can be neatly sliced. 

Such an abstraction is never given nor natural. It requires an arbitrary cut which severs the 

connections between thoughts, creating isolated entities rather than relations. We must 

remember that philosophy is a collective knotty mess of thought, that cannot be disentangled 

without creating ruptures. We cannot isolate process philosophy from the wider jumble of 

thoughts that constitute our being in the world. Although a useful abstraction, Chia’s (1999) 

enduring binary of entitative and processual thought is in danger of stifling the rhizomatic 

thought he sought to encourage. Similarly, we should avoid imagining that process philosophy 

is a singular mode of thought: a coherent and homogenous unity that can be neatly defined. 

It too, is a heterogenous multiplicity; full of difference, contradictions and paradoxes; and one 

that is forever changing. It is not the endless repetition of a single mode of thought, but an 

emergent flow of ideas, that interacts with other flows, creating new possibilities for thought. 

And yet despite acknowledging the messy, rhizomatic nature of philosophy, our thinking 

encourages the creation of singular representations that enable us to collectively make sense 

of the world we experience. Even writers who advocate process thought can find themselves 

doing this. Hernes’ (2008) work plots the emergence and development of process thought 

within OMT by creating a chronology spanning around half a century. It offers a reasonably 
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linear narrative with a singular starting point, from which ideas develop.  Rescher’s (2000, p.3-

4) aim is similar although slightly grander, portraying process philosophy as a “line of thought 

that traces back through the history of philosophy to the days of the pre-Socratics.”. Helin et 

al. (2015) push the line further into the past, going some way to address Rescher’s euro-centric 

myopia by recognising the processual credentials of several Chinese texts and philosophers 

that predate Heraclitus.  

However, irrespective of which historical figure is chosen, there appears a psychological need 

to construct a historical narrative in which a line is traced from an initial point of emergence. 

And yet, as Deleuze (2004a) and others acknowledge, Heraclitus’ thought was largely 

overshadowed by the classical texts of Plato and Aristotle that dominated Western thought 

for millennia. With only fragments of Heraclitus’ work surviving, his much-quoted aphorism 

that there is nothing permanent except change remained just that for a long time: a truism 

that did not receive a great deal of attention from Western philosophers. The historical line of 

thought that Rescher and others imagine, appears to have been broken. For Rescher, the line 

resurfaces in the work of Leibniz, whilst Deleuze (1990) takes inspiration from both Leibniz 

and Spinoza. Thus, the emergence of a distinct processual mode of thinking within Western 

thought is often linked to these 

17th century philosophers.   

In earlier iterations of the 

chapter/fold, I too developed a 

linear chronology, charting the 

gradual emergence of process 

thought. My starting point 

would be Spinoza from where I 

would follow calendar time, 

moving from philosopher to 

philosopher. Each one passing 

the processual baton in a 

philosophical relay, culminating 

with Deleuze handing over to a 

host of OMT writers to finish the 

race. 

However, before I’d finished describing this imagined relay, I questioned whether imposing 

such a linear (arborescent) narrative was an adequate way of exploring the multiple 
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interwoven processes through which process philosophy emerged. Arguably Heraclitus was a 

historical curiosity who only emerged as a philosopher of process after he had been re-

discovered in the 19th century by Hegel (Williams, 1985), lauded by Nietzsche (Cox, 1999) and 

then posthumously anointed as the founder of process thought by Whitehead in 1928.  

Equally, before Heraclitus and the Chinese scholars, we must assume there were other people 

thinking process. As Deleuze (2004, pp.164-165) observed: “there is no true beginning in 

philosophy”. Furthermore, in the hiatus between Heraclitus’ death and his processual status 

being recognised; philosophers including Lucretius, Duns Scotus, Spinoza, Leibniz, James and 

Bergson appeared to have been doing process without him. I came to see that there was no 

originary moment, no single genealogy, no neat timeline to chart the development of process 

thought. 

I also found myself questioning the very notion of process 

philosophy. Glancing through Helin et al.’s (2015) compendium of 

process philosophy it seemed to me that almost any philosopher 

could be retrospectively added to the pantheon of process 

thinkers and mobilised to provide the necessary intellectual 

ballast to establish the processual credentials of a contemporary 

OMT scholar.  

With no origin, no obvious lineage and no restrictions on who 

could be labelled a philosopher of process, my intention of tracing 

a single historical line of thought became a fool’s errand. I was 

trapped in a labyrinth of thought populated by many historical 

figures some of whom I was happy to acknowledge, others I wanted to ignore. I abandoned 

the notion of a chronology, eventually acknowledging that process thought was a rhizomatic 

constellation of ideas that need not be disentangled.   

 

Thinking Differently about Process Thought 

Years later, when I returned to my earlier attempts to write about process. I wasn’t especially 

impressed by what I saw. I had provided a reasonable summary of some key processual 

thinkers and identified contemporary writing within OMT literature that drew upon these 

historical figures. At times I questioned how ‘faithful’ these later writers were to their 

forebears. It was part definition of process philosophy, part a chronology of process thinkers 
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and part a critical review of contemporary theorising. I realised that although adequate, I 

wanted to do something different. But what I did want to do remained elusive.     

Then, whilst reading the opening pages of Dialogues (Deleuze and Parnet, 1987) the penny 

began to drop. I connected the multiplicity captured in the imagery of the rhizome with the 

history of philosophy. 

Exploring his own relationship with 

philosophy, Deleuze identifies a number 

of philosophers he respects, and who, he 

suggests, have managed to escape 

history: 

“These thinkers have few 

relationships with each other…and 

yet they do have them. One might 

say that something happens 

between them, at different speeds 

and with different intensities, which is not in one or the other, but truly in an ideal 

space, which is no longer a part of history, still less a dialogue among the dead, 

but an interstellar conversation, between very irregular stars, whose different 

becomings form a mobile bloc “  

Deleuze, in Deleuze and Parnet (1987, p.15-16) 

I don’t claim to grasp precisely what Deleuze means by “interstellar conversation”, but the 

passage had an effect on me. I realised that despite my philosophical ideals, I had been snared 

in the entitative trap, trying to create a representation: to define what process philosophy is, 

establishing order by linking certain protagonists and excluding others. I had been trying to 

create two singularities, (one philosophical and one historical), rather than embracing a 

multiplicity of ideas and protagonists. Realising this, I no longer sought to be gatekeeper or 

custodian of the processual labyrinth, determining who should be admitted and where they 

should be situated.  Nor could I hope to be cartographer of the labyrinth, accurately mapping 

its many twists and turns.  
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I needed to accept that process philosophy (like 

all modes of thought) is messy. Like flowing 

water, it follows many paths moving in different 

directions, skipping backwards and forwards 

through time, appearing and disappearing.  

Thought seeps through cracks and opens 

fissures within existing ideas (that have 

previously been sedimented into knowledge). 

It dissolves old thoughts, mixes them up, only to 

deposit them to create new intricate and 

overlapping forms of knowledge. But these processes of dissolution, deposition and 

sedimentation never end. Thoughts are 

endlessly recycled and reconfigured in ways 

that cannot be predicted or fully explained. 

However, rejecting the idea that we can 

offer a neat chronology of an entity we call 

process thought might leave us staring at the 

raging torrent unable to make sense of 

things. Cooper’s (2015) poetic writing 

helped me to move on. Drawing on the etymology of the word process, Cooper suggests it is 

an amalgam of two words: pro and cess. Both come from Latin/French, the first meaning to go 

forward, to advance or approach. The second is derivative of cedre, to cede, yield or withdraw. 

Using this he suggests that: 

 “Process can be understood as a divided state of being in which human agency is 

forever suspended between ceaseless acts of making forms present and their 

constant recessions. Process and recess are recursive versions of each other in a 

world without end.”    

Cooper (2015, p.585) 

Processual thought acknowledges that we make forms present by creating connections 

between events, but equally that these forms recede when new connections are made. We 

bring reality into being through pro-cessing: making certain connections and destroying 

others. Territorializing and deterritorializing.  
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With no natural starting point, I decided to take Deleuze’s advice to ”do away with 

foundations, nullify endings and beginnings” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013b, p.27). My point of 

departure would be the middle of the processual rhizome. As Deleuze says (Hurley, in Deleuze, 

1988, p.i) “we always start from the middle of things; thought has no beginning, just an outside 

to which it is connected”.  

Many writers have placed the triumvirate of James, Bergson and Whitehead at the heart of 

process philosophy. This is perhaps not surprising. Whitehead’s (1985) Process and Reality: An 

Essay In Cosmology published in 1929 provides the label ‘process’ around which a discernible 

philosophy has retrospectively been created. Both James and Bergson were near 

contemporaries of Whitehead and all three were willing to critique what Chia has since 

labelled entitative thought.  However, the creation of this triumvirate only occurred when 

other writers connected the three. First philosophers47 and then processual writers within the 

OMT community48 have retrospectively established and reinforced their status. Posthumously 

they have become the triumvirate of process thinkers, placed at the centre of a philosophical 

rhizome.    

And although the triumvirate is significant, their status could be questioned. Whilst Helin et 

al. (2015) recognise the importance of their works, they identify a further 32 philosophers of 

process. Many of these philosophers appear in this thesis. Some fleetingly, but others (Bakhtin, 

Bergson and Deleuze) are key protagonists. Equally, Langley and Tsoukas (2016, p.3) move 

beyond the triumvirate, to consider what process philosophy is. To do this, they do 

acknowledge the work of Whitehead and Bergson. However, James’ contribution is 

diminished, placing him within the wider American Pragmatic tradition, which they suggest 

has been significant in the emergence of processual thought. To complete their attempt to 

map out what process philosophy is, Langley and Tsoukas create a fourth line of flight, which 

they find in the work of Deleuze.  

Without ever adopting the term process philosophy, Deleuze’s work is infused with process 

thinking and is often linked to the triumvirate (e.g. Chia,1999; Nayak and Chia, 2011). Robinson 

(2016, p.60) goes slightly further, asserting that the source of Deleuze’s metaphysics “…is 

found directly in the tradition of process philosophy (James, Bergson), but particularly 

Whitehead”. However, I would question this assertion for a couple of reasons. First, because 

the idea of a ‘source’ promotes an originary narrative that I try to avoid. Second, Deleuze’s 

 
47 Such as Hartshorne (1971), Gray (1982), Lucas (1989), and Rescher (1996) 
48 Chia (1997) and Chia and King (1998) seem to be the first apostles. 
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early career was marked by a series of extended entanglements with a range of philosophers; 

and Bergson was the only member of the triumvirate with whom he engaged directly. There 

are other philosophers (notably Spinoza and Leibniz) with whom, it could be argued, Deleuze 

was more entangled. Indeed, if there are similarities between Whitehead and Deleuze, it could 

be because they both took inspiration from Spinoza and Leibniz. And, importantly, these 

entanglements have re-emerged in contemporary OMT writing and therefore I will return to 

these later in this chapter/fold.   

However, in bringing Deleuze forward, I do not suggest that he is the epitome of the process 

thinker, or indeed, that he should be afforded the final word on what process philosophy is. 

Like Kristensen, Lopdrup-Hjorth and Sørensen (2015), I do not wish to impose Deleuze on OMT 

or to reaffirm his credentials as a process philosopher. I focus on Deleuze simply because his 

thinking is central to my own journey. I’ve done time with him. His work is folded into this 

thesis. Rhizomes, becomings, folds and entanglements permeate almost every page.  

 

Thinking Differently about Deleuze 

Although Deleuze is central to this thesis, I have tried 

(with varying degrees of success) to avoid 

representing Deleuze’s philosophy. As this image 

reflects there are many versions of Deleuze, no single 

representation. I do not offer a neat précis of his 

work, nor even a messy summary highlighting the 

paradoxes within it. Rather I want to use or reuse Deleuzian thought, to show what it does by 

applying it to my own reading-writing-thinking-researching.  

Taking a leaf out of Raffnsøe, Mennicken and Miller’s (2019) book I want to consider the effect 

that Deleuze has had on organisation studies. Drawing on Deleuze’s concept of immanent 

causation, Raffnsøe, Mennicken and Miller (2019, p.157) understand effect “as a 

transformation that spreads over the surface of organization studies, in which the effect…is 

immanently present as an element that circulates and enables processes of interaction and co-

production with that very same field.” Such an approach aims to avoid representation, and 

instead consider how Deleuze’s work has shaped thought within organisational studies, but 

equally (and importantly) to appreciate that organisational theorists have changed Deleuze. 

To do this, I imagine his work as one of many nodes in the processual rhizome, with Deleuzian 

tendrils connecting his work to other nodes. The Deleuzian node, like all the others, spreads 
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across time, connecting key historical figures and contemporary OMT writers in an ongoing 

series of entanglements.  

 
Process Thought: A rhizomatic node within a larger philosophical rhizome 

Some of these occur within Deleuze’s own writing, where he interacts with figures who went 

before him (exemplified by his work on Spinoza, Leibniz, Hume, Kant, Kafka, Proust, and 

Bergson). Borrowing from Borges (2004, p.234): “…every writer creates his own precursors. 

His work modifies our conception of the past and it will modify the future. In this correlation 

the identity or plurality of the men is unimportant.” [Emphasis in the original].  

In Deleuze’s Bergsonism, Bergson acts on Deleuze and Deleuze acts Bergson, both are changed 

through that interaction. Equally Deleuze became entangled with his contemporaries (notably 

Guattari and Foucault) such that all were changed. And as with Bergson, Deleuzian 
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entanglements do not end with his death. He shapes the future, and the future shapes him. 

Contemporary writers pick up his work and interact with it, collaborating with him to produce 

new versions of Deleuze and themselves. Nothing stays the same. Over time, some tendrils 

are lost, others are strengthened, new ones are created, making connections through new 

creative entanglements.  

Thus, although Deleuze never claimed himself a process philosopher, others make that 

connection. He becomes a process philosopher, and so process thinking is extended. My own 

writing is another entanglement. A minor one perhaps, but one in which I engage with 

philosophers and organisational writers, simultaneously folding multiple authors and ideas 

into each other and folding their words into my own. Collectively we all become parts of 

philosophical literary time machine, a Deleuzian assemblage, endlessly reworking the past to 

bring about an alternative present that itself will be reworked to create new pasts and new 

futures. And through this process, the Deleuzian node has become more entangled within the 

ever-expanding processual rhizome, that has emerged with organisational theorising. 

Thus, we cannot talk of a beginning, there is no source (or sources) from which Deleuzian 

thought springs, but we can identify important entanglements. Chia’s entanglement (or 

overlapping entanglements) with process philosophy, Bergson and Deleuze at the end of the 

20th century is one. Through it, Chia creates the entity-process binary and brought the 

Deleuzian concept of the rhizome into the OMT fold. And from there it seems the number of 

Deleuzian entanglements has grown. A few years later Linstead and Thanem (2007, p.1498) 

acknowledged as much, but importantly highlighted the potential of Deleuze’s work, “to range 

across the ‘Empire’ of organization theory”.  

And, as this research progressed some of that potential has been realised, with a steady 

stream of nomadic writing that entangled itself with Deleuze. Articles by Hjorth (2013), 

Kristensen and Pedersen (2016) Johnsen, Olaison and Sørensen (2018) Benozzo, Koro-

Ljungberg, and Adamo (2019), Mohammed (2019), Pedersen and Kristensen (2019), Hietanen, 

Andéhn and Wickström (2020) and Välikangas and Carlsen (2020) indicate the rhizome is 

spreading out across Linstead and Thanem’s imagined empire.   Like others, I have joined the 

Deleuzian tribe, highlighting not only his processual credentials, but also his performative and 

material ones. Through our collective efforts, we change OMT, process thinking, ourselves and 

Deleuze. He is being continually re-presented to the OMT community. Recent work by writers 

(such as Beavan, 2021; Gherardi, 2019; Katila, Kuismin and Valtonen, 2020), entangle Deleuze 

with new ideas and new signifiers such as New Materialism, New Feminist Materialism, Post 

qualitative inquiry, Post humanism and affective theory. Existing connections are 
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strengthened, and new ones are created. New possibilities and new futures emerge. And, as 

Borges highlighted, this ongoing process also means that new pasts are created.  

 

Thinking Differently about the Past: A Deleuzian Process Triumvirate. 

As has already been acknowledged, during his life Deleuze became entangled with many other 

philosophers who have become folded into process philosophy. And it could be argued that it 

is through those entanglements, that some of these earlier process philosophers’ work has 

emerged within OMT. 

In particular, Deleuze’s works on Spinoza, Bergson and Leibniz have been mobilised by OMT 

scholars to introduce complex and demanding ideas to a new audience. And yet, I’d like to 

think that Deleuze is not simply the archivist, who disseminates process thought. His works on 

this alternative triumvirate were never claimed to provide accurate representations of his 

processual ancestors. They are entanglements, in which two philosophers are folded together, 

offering something new, something that has had an effect on OMT, inspiring contemporary 

writers to explore organisational life in new ways. 

To explore the effect of Deleuze on OMT (and vice versa), I now consider this alternative 

triumvirate of process thinkers, all of whom have become entangled in this thesis. 

 

Affected by Spinoza 

Although Spinoza’s processual legacy is seldom acknowledged by 

OMT writers, it has been explored within the context of OMT by 

Hjorth and Holt (2015). They begin by acknowledging that 

Spinoza’s ideas seldom emerge in organizational writing but go on 

to stress his influence in the 

development of both Nietzsche’s and 

Deleuze’s thought49; whose work they 

suggest is more significant for 

contemporary processual scholars 

working within OMT.  Deleuze was (and is) heavily entangled with 

Spinoza. He wrote two books on him. First, Spinoza: Practical 

 
49 See Schrift (2006) 
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Philosophy and then Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza. Later, he and Guattari drew heavily 

on Spinozian ideas developed in the second of these to craft a chapter within A Thousand 

Plateaus entitled 1730: Becoming-Intense, Becoming-Animal, Becoming-Imperceptible. For 

Deleuze (1992, p.11), Spinoza was the “prince of philosophers” who escaped the 

transcendental trap of Cartesian mind-body dualism and offers a practical philosophy of 

difference. Importantly Spinoza rejects the notion of a pre-individual self, and embraces “the 

Univocity of Being” (Piercey, 1996). This concept of being as becoming is explored in another 

chapter/fold.  But there is more to be taken from Spinoza.   

Relying heavily on Deleuze’s (1992) Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza; Hjorth and Holt 

(2015, p.92) craft a narrative that suggests Spinoza’s work “exposes us to different modes of 

organization, where there is no form […] and no subject”. It is an organization of motion, 

intensity, creation and becoming. Styhre (2002) produced some of the first writing to expose 

OMT scholars to these different modes. Since then, an increasing number of writers50 have 

borrowed concepts from Spinoza, almost always using Deleuze’s (1992) work as a bridge to 

explore aspects of organizational processes and individual becomings. These entanglements 

(recognised by Sage, Vitry and Dainty, 2019; as Deleuzo-Spinozian organisational studies) bring 

forth perspectives that breathe new life into the past, creating ideas that extend what is 

possible within OMT. This Deleuzo-Spinozian entanglement has increasingly been used to 

draw attention to the concept of affect, the potential of the individual to effect and be affected 

through their interactions and/or relations with the outside (people and material objects).  

“Affections are the relationally constituted states of a body, it’s images of other 

bodies, how it imagines itself and its relations on the basis of the corporeal traces 

of what has previously happened to it.” 

 Hjorth and Holt (2015, p.89) 

Although this concept was first developed in Spinoza’s Ethics it has been Deleuze who has 

brought this concept to contemporary writers, both through his work on Spinoza, but also 

through his entanglements with Guattari. However, it should be acknowledged that it is not 

just Deleuze who can be credited. Brian Massumi (the original translator of A Thousand 

Plateaus) has been significant in promoting the concept of Affect Theory51  which has emerged 

within the wider social science rhizome and is now spreading within OMT. Assisted by Deleuze 

 
50 Including: Carnera (2012), Anderson (2014), Thanem and Wallenberg (2015), Sørensen and Villadsen 
(2015), Karppi et al. (2016) and Pullen, Rhodes and Thanem (2017). 
51 Through several works and collaborations, but notably through his work Parables for the Virtual: 
Movement, Affect, Sensation (Massumi 2002b). 
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and Massumi, contemporary writers make fresh connections, which lead to new possibilities. 

One example is work by Beyes and De Cock (2017) that reads both Spinoza and Deleuze 

through Massumi’s (2002b) work to explore the impact of colour on bodies in the workplace. 

Johnsen, Berg Johansen and Toyoki (2019) seek to explore the 

affective dimension of time, but although they acknowledge the 

writing of Massumi (and others who have engaged with affective 

theory) they make no reference to either Spinoza or Deleuze. Thus, 

although the Deleuzo-Spinozian entanglement may not always be 

acknowledged by writers who have taken the affective turn52, this 

entanglement has led to other entanglements that are shaping or 

affecting OMT. 

And this process continues. A recent example is Marsh and Śliwa (2022) exploration of 

affective resistance and the power of laughter to affect bodies. Sage, Vitry and Dainty (2019) 

combine Deleuze, Spinoza with Actor Network Theory to show how affect is mobilised to serve 

managerial interests. The same authors (Vitry, Sage and Dainty, 2020) also explore the effect 

of affect on sensemaking activities. Or put another way, how emotions (affections) can shape 

attitudes towards the future. Kantola, Seeck and Mannevuo (2019, p.762) use what they call 

Spinozan-Deleuzian Affect Theory because it “helps in perceiving the various subjectivities in 

organisations and attending to the complexity of power relations…it also emphasises the 

unexpected potentiality of subjects in terms of moulding life to forms that feel good”.  

Thus, through Deleuze’s entanglements, Spinoza has infused new concepts into organisational 

writing, creating new lines of flight for theorists, researchers and writers to explore. A 17th 

Century philosopher affects the 21st century, becoming a philosopher of becoming thanks to 

his entanglements with Deleuze. Entanglements which simultaneously bring Spinoza into view 

and obscure his presence. And likewise, as affective theory grows, Deleuze comes forward 

only to recede as other entanglements create new lines of flight. I trace my own Deleuze-

Spinoza line of flight in another chapter/fold. 

 

 
52 Recognised in the wider social sciences by Clough and Hailey (2007) and subsequently within 
organisation theory by Beyes and De Cock (2017). 
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Leibniz: Old Essays on Human Understanding.  

Influenced by Spinoza (or entangled with him), Leibniz argued 

that all the things that constitute human experience are 

phenomena rather than substances. As both Rescher (1996) 

and Weik (2015) have asserted, his work builds on Spinoza’s 

to offer a philosophy that escapes the entitative thinking of 

Plato. Leibniz’ was emphatic: ”I maintain also that substances, 

(material or immaterial), cannot be conceived in their bare 

essence without any activity; that activity belongs to the 

essence of substance in general.” (Leibniz, 1890, p.304).  

However, it must be acknowledged that Leibniz’s writing is challenging, and equally it was for 

his contemporaries. The 18th century philosopher and encyclopaedist Diderot observed:   

“If his ideas had been expressed with the flair of Plato, the philosopher of Leipzig 

would cede nothing to the philosopher of Athens”  

Diderot, in Look (2020) 

Rather like Whitehead and Deleuze, Leibniz uses familiar terms such as substance in very 

specific ways, and at times inconsistently (Hacking, 1973). His idea of the monad is hard to 

grasp. Monads are, according to Leibniz, the basic substances that make up the universe 

(analogous to atoms) but they are self-contained, being independent of everything (including 

other monads), save for God’s direction. Unless read with care it can appear that Leibniz offers 

a theological metaphysics of substance and permanence rather than process and change. 

However, what Deleuze and Whitehead grasped is that Leibniz’s concept of monads grants the 

substances (material objects, whether animate or inanimate) that they constitute with the 

potential for change, to become something else. Leibniz’s monad becomes the source of 

immanence, it becomes Deleuze’s nomadic force of perpetual motion and constant variation 

(Pick, 2017). And in Deleuze’s (1993, p.86) hand the monad becomes the Fold: 

“It is as if the depths of every monad were made from an infinity of tiny folds 

endlessly furling and unfurling in every direction, so that the monad’s spontaneity 

resembles that of agitated sleepers who twist and turn on the mattresses. 

The monad’s function is to fold, to create new forms and it is this function that enables 

becoming. However, despite the significance bestowed on his philosophy, the impenetrability 

of Leibniz’s writing means that his legacy is hard to see in contemporary organizational 

theorising. Weik (2015, p.106) acknowledges this, suggesting he is usually simply presented as 
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“a person of historical interest”. But Wiek also points to Leibniz’s indirect influence, particularly 

through the works of Bourdieu, but also through the work of Whitehead and Peirce. Echoing 

earlier work (Weik, 2010) she makes a direct link between Bourdieu’s habitus and Leibniz’s 

monad, suggesting that the generative, creative force of habitus can be equated with the 

monad. If we acknowledge the impact of Bourdieu’s habitus within OMT, then this can be seen 

as part of Leibniz’s legacy. 

Additionally, Weik (2015) does manage to identify a couple of OMT articles that draw on 

Leibniz. One is the philosopher Rom Harré’s (2004) paper in Organization Studies. The second 

is Pedersen’s (2008) work which brings Leibniz’s concept of the monad to organizational 

studies. Interestingly Weik does not acknowledge that this is in fact reliant on Deleuze’s (1993) 

work. And, as I explore elsewhere, Deleuze’s entanglement with Leibniz has occasionally 

emerged within OMT, although in most cases Leibniz remains a peripheral figure. Looking 

beyond the Fold, there are occasional sightings of Leibniz. Raffnsøe, Gudmand-Høyer and 

Thaning (2016) touch briefly on Leibniz, whilst exploring Deleuze’s conceptualisation of the 

virtual, which re-emerges within another chapter/fold. Deroy and Clegg (2011) also refer 

fleetingly to Leibniz in their Deleuze inspired exploration of the event.  

Moving beyond Deleuze, Czarniawska (2004) also used Leibniz’s concept of the monad, to 

explore the paradoxes of organizational life. But again, Leibniz is not used directly (relying 

instead on Tarde’s reworking of Leibniz’s ideas), but nevertheless the work draws on Leibniz 

to offer an alternative to the platonic idealism that shapes traditional conceptualizations of 

social reality.   

Thus, whether it is through entanglements with Bourdieu, Deleuze or Tarde; tendrils of Leibniz 

can be unearthed within the rhizome of organisational writing, but they are hard to discern. If 

Whitehead’s entanglement is considered, then it becomes apparent that Leibniz has 

contributed to the emergence of process thought within OMT. And equally through concepts 

such as the Fold and Habitus, Leibniz is transformed, the monad is folded in on itself, to create 

something that a 21st century audience can use.   
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Finding Time for Bergson 

Unlike Spinoza and Leibniz, Bergson is acknowledged as one 

of the most important philosophers of process by 

organisational writers. However, it is again apparent that 

much of our current understanding of Bergson comes from 

Deleuze. As a result, it is difficult to disentangle the two. 

Rather than attempting to do so, I simply list the three main 

features that Deleuze found in Bergson: 

1. Duration 

2. Memory 

3. Élan Vital. 

For Deleuze what both permeates and links all these concepts is intuition, which he describes 

as the method of Bergsonism (Deleuze, 1991, p.13). Nayak (2008, p.173) describes this as “a 

precise method to deepen and enhance our understanding of reality as movement”. Whilst 

Nayak, Deleuze and Bergson, struggle to provide a precise definition, it is probably easiest to 

sum this up as thinking processually; being attuned to change and flow. Granted this is both a 

solipsism and tautologous (since intuition = thinking process and process thinking = intuition). 

Nevertheless, Bergson’s philosophy (and/or Deleuze’s Bergsonism) can be seen as an 

exploration of these inter-connected ideas.   

One writer who has done a great deal to bring this philosophy into organisational theorising is 

Stephen Linstead. He wrote several articles on both Bergson and Deleuze over a decade at the 

start of the 21st century. Initially, Linstead (2002) identified Bergson as the originator of ideas 

that had shaped Deleuze’s writing. However, writing collaboratively a short time later 

(Linstead and Mullarkey, 2003) he acknowledged that the recent interest in Bergson owed 

much to the work of Deleuze, which he suggested was a “postmodern appropriation” (IBID., 

p.12). This language implies that Linstead was not in favour of Deleuze’s reading. But it also 

highlights a shift. In the space of a year Linstead’s focus changed from the effect that Bergson 

had on Deleuze, to the effect that Deleuze was having on Bergson.  

Later still, Linstead and Thanem (2007) sought to detail the contribution that Deleuze (rather 

than Bergson) could make within organisational studies. One of those contributions/effects 

was to energise Bergson’s work, making it relevant for contemporary organisational theorists. 

With the further passage of time, Linstead (2015) again acknowledged that Bergson’s legacy 

owed much to Deleuze but lamented the scarcity of writers engaging with Bergson directly.  
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Although he, like writers such as Guerlac (2006), have been keen to highlight the differences 

between Bergson’s thinking and that developed in Deleuze’s (1991) Bergsonism, it is not clear 

why Linstead and others wish to disentangle them. Whichever is given priority, the Bergson-

Deleuze entanglement has influenced the development of processual thought within the OMT 

community. Writing before the publication of the English translation of Bergsonism, Cooper 

(1976) managed to provide a very brief acknowledgement of Bergson’s processual credentials, 

but since then, Bergson has been wedded to Deleuze. When Robert Chia (Chia, 1996; Chia, 

1997; Chia, 1998; Chia and King, 1998; Chia, 1999) first brought Bergson to the attention of 

OMT community, he did so with the help of Deleuze (and other process thinkers). At around 

the same time as Chia was raising awareness of Bergson and Deleuze, 

Letiche (2000) was arguing for a “(re)turn to Bergson”. This might 

appear to be a suggestion that theorists needed to escape 

contemporary readings of Bergson and return to the original. However, 

what Letiche was highlighting was that Bergson had largely 

disappeared from Western thought and that his thinking offered much 

for those trying to understand the complexity of organisational life. 

And arguably this is what Deleuze’s Bergsonism did. Granted, Bergson 

did not reappear on postage stamps, but he did have a minor renaissance (in the English 

speaking world) thanks to Deleuze, which helps to explain his appearance in organisational 

writing. 

However, whether a turn or return to Bergson, interest in his work within the OMT community 

grew on the back of Chia’s processual manifesto. A little later, two organizational journals 

released issues focussed on Bergson. One, in Organization (Volume 9.1 in 2002), included the 

Linstead (2002) paper already cited. That paper, like most of the other articles, made 

considerable use of Deleuze’s work. The second issue devoted to Bergson appeared in Culture 

and Organization (Volume 9.1) in 2003. This included Linstead’s collaboration (Linstead and 

Mullarkey, 2003) and again, most of the articles made reference to Deleuze.  

These two journal issues, along with Chia’s earlier work, cemented Bergson’s place within the 

OMT community’s triumvirate of process thought. However, although several works on 

Bergson followed, the first decade of the 21st century seems to represent the ‘high point’ of 

interest in Bergson. Both Linstead (2015) and Mutch (2016) have subsequently catalogued 

work within organisational literature that has been inspired by Bergson. Both list many articles 

from the 2000’s but only a handful of works in the subsequent decade (Scott, 2010; Korczynski, 
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2011; Weik, 2011; and Painter-Morland and Deslandes, 2014). Thus, having been brought 

forward by entanglements with Deleuze, Chia and Linstead; Bergson began to recede. 

Like Linstead (2015), Mutch (2016) also acknowledges the lack of direct engagement with 

Bergson within OMT writing and a reliance on Deleuzian readings. Implicit within Mutch’s 

narrative is that it is time to revisit Bergson’s work. Like Letiche (2000) he advocates a 

(re)turn53 to Bergson’s work. But, whereas Letiche sought to introduce theorists to Bergson, 

Mutch sees the (re)turn as a corrective step. Nevertheless, Mutch is able to identify a few 

works that seriously engage with Bergson54: Chia (1997, 1998), Nayak (2008) and Linstead 

(2015). The implication from both authors seems to be that Bergson 

and Deleuze can be disentangled, that it is possible to read Bergson ‘in 

the raw’ and that this would be better (in some unspecified way). I 

certainly used to think in those terms, spending time reading early 

English translations of Creative Evolution and Matter and Memory. 

However, it is only because I read Chia that I chose to seek out Bergson. 

It is impossible for me to read Bergson without those who have written 

about him whispering in my ear. As Borges highlighted, every writer (including Mutch) creates 

their own precursors. My reading of Bergson cannot escape these overlapping and possibly 

contradictory writings that took me to him or have subsequently invited a return. Bergson’s 

thought is manifold, and every writer changes it.    

Interestingly, Linstead (2015) suggests that the closest reading of Bergson within 

organisational literature is that provided by Scott (2010). However, although it is extensive, it 

is actually an exploration of Deleuze’s Bergsonism. The Bergson-Deleuze entanglement is 

impossible to disentangle.  

Personally, I find Weik’s (2011) work one of the most insightful explorations of Bergson’s 

legacy and future potential within the OMT community, even though it is essentially a paper 

exploring process thinking. In it, she acknowledges the value of Bergson’s work but criticises 

the dichotomies that Bergson’s legacy has created. Both Weik (2011) and Mutch (2016) 

highlight a tendency within OMT to use Bergson as a battering ram to attack traditional 

science, without significant engagement with Bergson’s original work. Mutch (2016) implies 

that Bergson is all too often used as philosophical ballast for the repetition of Chia’s (1997, 

 
53 Mutch actually points to a re-reading of Bergson. 
54 It should be noted that the works by Chia and Nayak that are cited by Mutch (2016) are 
‘adulterated’ by Deleuze. 
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1999) postmodern narrative: critiquing traditional theorizing and arguing for alternative ways 

of bringing new theories into being.  

At this point, I ask myself whether it really matters that 21st century theorists rely on Chia or 

Deleuze to do the heavy lifting when they write about Bergson? Ultimately whatever worthy 

philosophers are cited, the resulting postmodern/processual critiques may be different in 

form, but not necessarily function. They are typified by Tsoukas and Chia’s (2002) critique, 

which draws on Bergson (and James), to highlight that within traditional thinking: 

a) Permanence and stability are privileged over change and becoming  

b) Objective intellectualism is privileged over lived experience and intuition 

All such critiques seek to challenge these privileges. For both Weik (2011) and Mutch (2016), 

these are important issues, but they both argue Bergson’s work is deployed destructively, 

rather than constructively. Possibly this is a little harsh. Tsoukas and Chia’s (2002) work builds 

on the critique of traditional ways of theorising and researching to develop a manifesto for 

process thought. It is both destructive AND constructive. Something is brought forward and 

simultaneously something recedes. Nevertheless, as already acknowledged, the creation of a 

binary divide between processual or entitative thought, creates a theoretical schism and with 

it, battles for legitimacy. On a personal level, I suspect that Weik’s (2011) work was one that 

made me conscious that I had been drawn into this conflict. 

Thus, whilst acknowledging the dangers of holding up the work of Bergson (and others) to 

legitimize alternative ways of thinking-writing-researching, it is important to focus on the 

constructive potential of writers like Bergson to enhance organizational theorizing. However 

‘pure’ or faithful to the original, it seems to me that the Bergson-Deleuze entanglement has 

been important in developing process thinking within OMT. Linstead (2015) offers a positive 

outlook for Bergson (and his continued legacy), highlighting several opportunities to utilize his 

thinking. One area is Bergson’s concept of duration/durée and its potential to create new 

understandings of time, temporality and memory. Work by Chia (2002) and Wood (2002) 

engaged with Bergson’s (and Deleuze) conception of durée and has encouraged OMT writers 

to explore time and temporality. As I highlight in another chapter/fold, there has been an 

explosion of interest in these twin topics, which has fuelled a spate of processual writing. This 

has not simply been the result of the Bergson-Deleuze entanglement, but it has been a 

significant source of inspiration for many. Perhaps Bergson-Deleuze can be mobilised to 

address the ambitemporality observed by Reinecke and Ansari (2015) and subsequently 
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explored by Cuganesan (2022). Time will tell what the future holds for both Bergson and 

Deleuze. Perhaps this writing will become part of a past that shapes the future?  

And that seems like a natural end to my own historical exploration of Deleuze’s 

entanglements. Re-visiting and refolding the past I have offered an alternative rhizomatic 

triumvirate of philosophers who have to lesser and greater degrees shaped OMT thanks to the 

writing of Deleuze. They are all entangled in the emergence of process philosophy within 

organisational theorising. But having brought these three particular entanglements forward, 

it is time to let them recede, to become something else, and consider the current state of 

process thinking within OMT. 

 

After History: Reflections on the emergence of Process Philosophy in Organisational 

Studies 

The Growth of Process Thought 

Writing recently, Simpson and den Hond (2022) acknowledge there has been an explosion of 

interest in process philosophies within OMT. This is echoed by Stephenson et al. (2020) who 

indicate that process thinking is now well established within organisational studies literature. 

OMT has changed. Process philosophy has been folded and refolded into organisational 

theorising through the work of multiple writers, including Deleuze (and his entanglements 

with others).  

As I’ve already indicated, and perhaps not surprisingly, this explosion in interest has led writers 

to chart the emergence of process thought within OMT. Some (such as Argote and Greve, 

2007) have credited the work of James March and collaborators55 in the 1950s with bringing 

process thinking into organizational studies. Feldman and Pentland (2003, p.94) go further 

back, identifying the work of Stene (1940). However, the inspiration for both these writers can 

be traced back further to the American Pragmatism of the early 20th century, such as Mead, 

Dewey and Follett (Simpson and den Hond, 2022). And if one chooses, further back to William 

James.  

Hernes (2008, pp.20-21) also finds the source of process thought in the United States. He 

identifies another paper by March (Cyert and March, 1963). From this originary point, Hernes 

charts the emergence of process thought within organizational studies, identifying key works 

to provide a brief chronology that ends with his own collaboration (Hernes and Weik, 2007). 

 
55 Such as March (1955) and March and Simon (1958) 
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The chronology includes work in the 1970s by Cooper (1976) and Weick (1979). This is followed 

by a brief hiatus until the mid-1990s; when more processual works emerged: Law (1994), 

Weick (1995), Chia (1999), Langley (1999) and Pentland (1999). As the 2000s progressed, 

Hernes (2008) picks out subsequent work that collectively marked an increased interest in 

process thought.  

Langley and Tsoukas (2016) adopt a similar approach to Hernes (2008), identifying two waves 

of writing/theorising. They suggest the first began in the 1960s and ended in the 1990s. 

Alongside March, they identify writers such as Mintzberg, Pettigrew and Weick who were 

involved in the first wave. This they suggest, was followed by a second distinct wave beginning 

at the end of the 1990s and continuing to the point that they were writing. Interestingly, 

Langley and Tsoukas (2016) highlight the importance of Weick’s work, suggesting that he has 

contributed to both waves. For Langley and Tsoukas what differentiates the second wave from 

its predecessor is the adoption of an explicit and distinct process vocabulary, typified by 

Weick’s emphasis on verbs and the elevation of the gerund (Gioia, 2006).  My interpretation 

of this is that what distinguishes the second wave is the desire of writers to signal their 

commitment to processual philosophy. And in doing so they have created a loose assemblage 

of process minded writers within the OMT community. Process philosophy has spoken up. 

Themes and ideas that had bubbled around for many decades have come to the surface of 

OMT and as they did, new writers adopted the lexicon of process thought: immanence, 

becoming, relationality, temporality, heterogeneity, flow.  

The distinction that Langley and Tsoukas (2016) retrospectively make between two waves is 

similar to a philosophical distinction made a decade earlier by Chia and Langley (2004) (cited 

in Sandberg, Loacker and Alvesson (2015, p.322), between strong and weak process views: 

“The “weak” view treats processes as important but ultimately reducible to the 

action of things, while the “strong” view deems actions and things to be 

instantiations of process-complexes. The first perspective appears dominant in 

much of organizational and social scientific research, and tends to be pragmatic, 

empirically grounded, and analytical in orientation. The latter perspective has 

been primarily conceptual, strongly informed by strands of process philosophy, 

theology and the humanities at large, following especially the lead of philosophers 

such as James, Whitehead, Bergson, and Deleuze.” 

The original wave of process thinking (largely made up of scholars from the United States) was 

weak, but the second, more European wave (which Chia had been significant in promoting) 
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was strong. The message is clear, the new strong version of process not only has its own 

language; it has distanced itself from its parents (and the traditional research they had 

undertaken). Strong process had no time for the empirical, it was conceptual. It had its own 

ancestry and serious philosophical credentials that it would wear on its sleeve.  

As this second wave spread out across the surface of OMT, and a new community of process 

scholars coalesced around their shared language and philosophy; the First International 

Symposium of Process Organization Studies took place in 2009. Convened by some of the 

voices (Hernes, Maitlis and Tsoukas) who had already spoken up, it created a space where this 

second, strong wave of process thinking was propagated and amplified.  

Looking back, I can see that I was one of the many people caught up in this wave. In 2013, 

having just started my doctoral journey, I attended that year’s processual symposium; co-

presenting a paper (Bosma and Fouweather, 2013) on the emergence of novelty and the 

processual nature of language. Possibly because of our own insecurities, our writing drew on 

an excessively long list of philosophers. Reflecting our interests at the time, or perhaps to 

establish our very strong processual credentials, we majored on Whitehead, Weick and 

Bakhtin. Interestingly we did not refer to Deleuze, although that would change as I became 

ever more entangled with his work.  

In the same year, several of the authors that Hernes (2008) had identified coedited a special 

issue of the Academy of Management Journal focussing on Process Studies. However, despite 

the emerging interest in process thinking and a now thriving community of process scholars 

(both weak and strong) the editors felt the need to highlight that “process studies have 

historically been underrepresented in premier management journals” (Langley et al., 2013, 

p.1).   

Subsequently, further work by Hernes (2014) offered A Process Theory of Organization, whilst 

two collected works edited by Helin et al. (2015) and Langley and Tsoukas (2016) emerged, 

cementing the position of processes and process thinking within OMT. And this interest has 

continued to grow as we collectively struggle to understand the complexities and paradoxes 

of organizational life in the 21st Century. It has created what Dawson (2019) recognizes as the 

process turn within organization studies. Arguably, Dawson’s work, (a textbook entitled 

Reshaping Change: A Processual Perspective) seems to establish that processual thinking is 

now well established within the OMT community. After 20 years of shouting it seems the 

strong processual nomads have been accepted into Linstead and Thanem’s (2007, p.1498) 

“empire of organization theory”.     
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The absence of Process within Organisational and Management Research  

However, although process perspectives (whether weak or strong) are now commonplace in 

OMT literature, Simpson and den Hond (2022) highlight that whilst process thought is 

commonly used by scholars to theorise/conceptualise organisations, there is a ‘lamentable 

absence’ of process thinking in organisational research. Arguably the empirical and analytic 

have been forsaken for the conceptual, theoretical and philosophical. One of the authors 

(Barbara Simpson) has been part of a Standing Working Group (SWG 10) set up by the 

European Group for Organisation Studies (EGOS) to promote Doing Process Research. The 

working group recognised “the relative paucity of empirical work that genuinely engages with 

the philosophical underpinnings of process” and sought to promote “empirical studies that 

reflect the underpinning assumptions of process philosophy” (EGOS, 2019). I certainly concur 

with the paucity of research; having identified many years ago the limited amount of empirical 

research within OMT that is able to combine process theories with research practices that are 

sympathetic to them. The disconnect between thinking process and doing process is central to 

this thesis and surfaces multiple times. My reading-thinking-writing is an attempt to do 

process; “to transcend the multiplicity of dualisms that characterise entitative thinking, 

struggling instead with a world-on-the-move that is both convergent and divergent, ordered 

and disruptive, predictable and ambiguous, recurrent and creative.” (EGOS, no date). 

As has been explored in the pre-text of this thesis, there are ways of doing processual research, 

but perhaps if it is to become established, researchers need to become more nomadic. Not 

necessarily in a Deleuzian sense, but in ways that Alvesson and Sandberg’s (2014) suggest. 

Crossing or ignoring disciplinary boundaries, wandering into other fields, finding spaces where 

forms of processual research are taking hold. Appropriating ideas and adapting them to 

unsettle the norms of organisational research. Becoming post-qualitative, becoming non-

representational, being willing to dissolve the binary distinction between processual and 

entitative theorising.    

The challenges of doing process research emerge throughout this thesis, but at this point I 

want to return to process philosophy and its effect upon OMT.  
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Beyond Binary Theorising 

As already acknowledged, I set off on this journey as a committed process thinker. However, I 

also need to acknowledge that at various points on my research journey, I have questioned 

how I and others have mobilised process thought in our theorising. Is process philosophy a 

theoretical indulgence for a group of privileged OMT scholars; carving out their own 

intellectual territories, detached from the processes through which organisations come into 

being?  

When I began this research, I viewed process philosophies as a rather niche area. Attending 

the 4th International Symposium of Process Organization Studies in 2013, I thought myself a 

member of a radical but exclusive club; sipping tea with Robert Chia whilst discussing the finer 

points of Whitehead’s philosophy. Looking back, I suspect I imagined that I would be doing 

‘proper’ strong processual research, all verbs and definitely no nouns; a pure becoming, 

uncontaminated by entities. Now, I am less comfortable putting myself on a processual 

pedestal. I have come to appreciate that traces of processual thinking can be found in much 

organizational writing, extending well beyond those who wear their processual credentials 

proudly on their sleeves. 

Perhaps I had read Chia’s (1999) Rhizomic Model of Organizational Change and 

Transformation, without questioning the narrative he presented. Granted, Chia’s work draws 

“on a relatively forgotten tradition of process philosophers” (IBID., p.210); but losing sight of 

philosophers does not mean their ideas are forgotten. Hernes (2008) recognised Whitehead’s 

humility in respect to his own contribution to the philosophical movement he was part of. 

Effect and recognition are not the same thing. Why assume that process thinkers need to drink 

directly from the well of their elders? 

And, perhaps we should ask if there is any evidence to support Chia’s (1999, p.210) assertion 

that “There has been little attempt to understand the nature of change on its own terms and 

to treat stability, order and organization as exceptional states”?  

Early in the research I had looked to Lewin’s original work. I found that his ideas about change 

had a distinct Heraclitean flavour: 

“we are dealing with a process which, like a river, continuously changes its 

elements even if its velocity and direction remain the same. In other words, we 

refer to the characteristic of quasi-stationary processes.”  

Lewin (1947, p.15)  
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Lewin experienced a world in a state of continual becoming and difference; even if his work 

has been appropriated by functionalist writers who imagine that permanence and inertia 

represent the natural state of organisations. Looking at contemporary textbooks56 written for 

undergraduates and postgraduates on the management of change (e.g. Burnes, 2017 and 

Hayes, 2018) and traces of processual thought are evident. Authors with processual credentials 

are routinely deployed to highlight the complex processual aspects of organizational life. 

Through the multiple performative acts of a myriad of writers and educators, students are 

made aware that organizations are complex and tangled networks of continual and emergent 

change.  Does it matter that they are not made aware of Whitehead or Deleuze? 

Equally, it could be argued organizational studies has always reflected (to a lesser or greater 

degree) the processual reality of organizing, even if it might now be described as weak. 

Simpson and Den Hond (2022) identify Mead, Dewey and Follett as important historical figures 

who have influenced OMT, all of whom could be seen as process thinkers.  Hernes (2008) 

identifies Follet as possibly the first scholar to bring a processual lens to the study of 

organizations; almost before it had been established as an academic discipline. If the title isn’t 

enough, a flick through the pages of Community is a Process (Follet, 1919) you will see a focus 

on lived experience and durée. Equally the title of Follet’s (1924) Creative Experience, suggests 

that her readers were familiar with the work of Bergson.  

Ansell (2009) explores her ideas in detail, crediting William James as a significant influence. 

Ansell avoids labelling her a pragmatist, but suggests “she shared a processual ontology, a 

focus on experience, habit and activity, […] creativity, and communication” with pragmatists 

such as Dewey and Mead (IBID., pp.482-483). Ansell identifies three fundamental principles 

that guided her study of the social (from Creative Experience): 

“(1) that my response is not to a rigid, static environment, but to a changing 

environment; 

(2) to an environment which is changing because of the activity between it and 

me; 

(3) that function may be continually modified by itself, that is activity of the boy 

going to school may change the boy going to school.” 

Ansell (2009, p.470) 

 
56 Delanda’s (2016) suggests that textbooks define what constitutes accepted knowledge within an 
academic discipline.  
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For Ansell, whilst her work may not be explicitly processual, it certainly has strong processual 

credentials. Does Follet’s work reflect a process perspective? If so, was it a weak or a strong 

process perspective? At the time she was writing these binaries had not been created. She 

wasn’t even recognised as a processual management writer. Demarcations of what she was 

and wasn’t have only been imposed retrospectively.  

This goes beyond Follet. If the origins of management and organisational writing are to be 

found anywhere, the most obvious is the American Pragmatic tradition. Accepting Simpson 

and Den Hond’s (2022) argument would suggest that we have always been processual. Perhaps 

I should say: always becoming processual. The new wave of strong process thinkers might drink 

from the well of James, Bergson and Whitehead, but does that mean those of a weaker 

persuasion are any less processual?  

Nayak and Chia (2011, p.292) seem to assert that weak process theorists use the term process 

to answer the question: “How do things and events unfold over time?” [Emphasis added]. They 

cite Feldman (2000), Ford and Ford (1994), Van de Ven and Poole (1995 and 2005) as 

representing this weaker form of processual thought, which they describe as quasi-processual. 

Clearly for some, there is need for stronger process.  

Interestingly, Feldman and Pentland (2003) seem to acknowledge that their earlier work may 

not have been sufficiently processual. Citing earlier publications (Feldman, 1989; and Pentland 

and Reuter, 1994), they call for an alternative ontology that focuses on endogenous change 

rather than exogenous change. Employing the language of Bruno Latour, they suggest a shift 

to consider process at a sub-organisational, or micro level. This reminds us that there is no 

need to imagine fixed processual positions. The weak can become strong and vice versa. In a 

world of flux and becoming, how we understand the world will inevitably change. The labels 

we apply will always be found wanting. If we become too wedded to the arbitrary boundaries 

we create between our own thinking and that of others, we will inevitably be hoisted on our 

own processual petard. Territorializing, rather than deterritorializing. Becoming sedentary 

rather than nomadic. 

This leads me to a bigger question: whether the distinction between strong and weak process 

is actually helpful? Is it similar to the entitative/process binary that Chia imagined a few years 

earlier, an arbitrary cut that potentially stifles our understanding of process thought?   

Perhaps my own perspective has changed over time. I no longer wish to perpetuate a 

dichotomy between a pure form of process thought of creative immanent becomings and one 

contaminated by entities, nouns and efficient causes. Nor do I presume that a process thinker 
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has a fixed philosophical position. The possibility of moment by moment change and 

transformation can be recognised. We can practice weak AND strong processual theorising. 

Through our own intellectual performance, we can become something else. The nomad can 

sit for a while with their sedentary cousins, before moving on. As DiMaggio (1995) asserts, 

there is space for different perspectives and/or heterogeneity of thought. Any attempt to 

differentiate weak process theories from more extreme process ontologies, is simply to 

acknowledge differences within a diverse and complex landscape of process thinking. Clearly 

there is a spectrum of positions within processual thought, and the notion of strong/weak 

should always be seen as relational. As Sandberg, Loacker and Alvesson (2015, p.337) state: 

“There is therefore a need to move beyond the “weak”/“strong” dichotomy and 

unpack and clarify the notion of process in a way that encourages more nuanced 

views and more precise thinking of how organizational subject areas can be 

studied from a process perspective.“ 

What I have learned from the reading-writing-thinking processes through which this 

chapter/fold emerged, is that one way to escape this methodological dichotomy is to abandon 

history. By which I mean the linear narratives of origin through which ideological tribes are 

created and sustained. Pitching Parmenides against Heraclitus, locks us into a binary from 

which we cannot escape. Both are woven into our theorising. Process philosophy is simply one 

node within a wider rhizome of thought. What we choose to bring forward and what we allow 

to recede is not fixed. How we choose to process the world around us (how we theorise) is 

open to change. From a Deleuzian perspective we should not be defined by what has gone 

before or seek to repeat it. Old divisions can be dissolved. We can refold the past into the 

present, creating new futures, new lines of flight that embrace multiplicity, contradictions, and 

immanence. It is by following such lines of flight that new theories emerge, creating new 

possibilities and new futures in a continual process of becoming.  

 

Entangling Postscript 

As I acknowledge at the start of this chapter/fold it began as an exploration of change 

management literature. What is apparent is that my conceptualisation of this literature 

has changed over the intervening years. Inspired by my initial readings of Chia’s work 

that had championed the cause of processual thought within OMT, I presented 

traditional writing on change management as being limited by its failure to adopt a 

process ontology. Instead, I sought an alternative that was strongly processual. Having 

explored process thought within the OMT community, I now question this rather simple 
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narrative of process versus entitative thought.  My ongoing attempts to make sense of 

organisational change have changed how I think about it. Elements of process thought 

are deeply entangled in the community’s writing (and thinking) about organisational 

change, but these entanglements are constantly changing. The language we 

collectively mobilise to try and make sense of change is not fixed. And the chapter/fold 

also shows how my own entanglement(s) with organisational change, process 

philosophy and sensemaking is/are continually changing. Every articulation allows new 

meanings to emerge as old words are refolded, only to be replaced by new 

configurations of words. How we individually and collectively make sense of 

organisational change is constantly open to revision. Nothing abides. And importantly, 

this means that new ways of theorising/researching/writing will emerge. I hope that this 

chapter/fold and the entire thesis are manifestations of this.  

The only constant may be change, but the sense we make of (organisational) change 

is not fixed. Organisational change is constantly changing as idea and concepts are 

refolded. It is seen in the literature and equally in my own interpretation of that literature.  
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4. A Crowded Fold: A polyphonic dialogue with Bakhtin and 

Deleuze 

 

Introduction 

This chapter/fold is the closest to what is traditionally framed as data analysis. Within it I 

engage heavily with the sort of research materials (interview recordings and transcripts) that 

form the bedrock of Brinkman’s (2015) Good Old Fashioned Qualitative Inquiry (GOFQI). And 

yet, that process led me to explore my intellectual relationship with two thinkers who have 

shaped my engagement with organisational change, sensemaking and my own research. 

Retrospectively I can acknowledge that Deleuze would have provided all the theoretical 

baggage I needed. But it was to the early 20th century philosopher of language Mikhail Bakhtin, 

I initially turned, when I started engaging with the materials that emerged during interviews. 

Only as the research progressed would I see that Deleuze had covered similar linguistic 

territory. 

However, it could be questioned whether one, let alone two ‘heavyweight’ intellectuals were 

really needed. Weick (1995) provided the conceptual foundations of sensemaking, and 

management scholars have spent decades turning sensemaking into an established school of 

thought. However, I would argue the building is never finished and there is always scope to 

engage further to develop new ideas about the process of sensemaking.  

Over a decade ago O’Leary and Chia (2007) pointed to some of the blind spots in the 

sensemaking literature. Subsequently (2014) and Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015) have been 

significant in drawing attention to areas that have perhaps been overlooked. More recently 

Introna (2019) has encouraged us to reimagine sensemaking.  

As my research proceeded, I moved away from a purely ‘Weickian’ conceptualisation in which 

sensemaking is seen as series of episodic transitions: a series in which an individual or 

organisation moves from sense, to non-sense, only to narrate themselves back to sense with 

the creation of a new story. Through the doing of the research, I have come to realise that 

sensemaking is far less structured and probably much harder to bring into focus. 

In another chapter/fold my focus will turn to sensemaking and time. At that point, I will draw 

upon some of the voices who have argued for revisions or additions to the Weickian 
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sensemaking. Before doing so, I explore my own engagement with the works of Bakhtin and 

Deleuze through my intra-actions with the materials produced through interviewing. 

St. Pierre (2011, p.620) asserts that “theory produces people”. I’d question the precise 

semantic elements of this statement but agree with the sentiment; theorising has changed 

me. Weick (2010a, p.179) argues that we need to create “a dynamic field where ideas matter” 

and it was the ideas of Bakhtin and then Deleuze that mattered to me. Deleuze’s ontology of 

becoming is central to my conceptualisation of change. Bakhtin provides an accompaniment, 

offering additional ideas about the role of language (and particularly dialogue) that I used to 

make sense of my dialogues with research participants.  

In what follows, I weave key concepts from both of my protagonists’ work, with material I have 

gathered on my nomadic journey. Some comes from other theorists and writers, who I’ve 

mobilised as supporting actors. Where I have been able, I have looked to my ‘primary’ 

empirical material to illustrate how theory can be observed within the dialogues that emerged 

during my field work. The conversations I had with participants provide a tool to help explicate 

theory57. Some passages proved less amenable to this sort of approach and have become more 

reliant upon ‘theory’. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that theory does not limit 

itself to that which is say-able in dialogue. What can be said on the page may not have a place 

in a conversation. 

In this way the chapter/fold reflects the overall research process, revealing how 

ideas/theories, existing literatures, empirical data and the author became entangled in the 

emergent iterative process of doing research. In traditional research writing an omniscient 

analytical author disentangles this process. Irrespective of whether the author makes themself 

visible in the research process; scientific or quasi-scientific writing is deployed. Philosophy, 

methodology, literature, data collection and analysis are teased apart and presented 

separately in a sequentially ordered series that implies a distinct chronology. This research and 

its narration have not followed such a path. Instead, I have tried to reveal how theory and 

empirical data became enmeshed in the emergent process of doing research. In so doing, I 

surface the iterative dynamics through which I attempted to make sense of change, time and 

sensemaking through the doings of research.    

  

 
57 On a number of occasions theory was made explicit in the conversations, either by me or the 
participants. More generally, I have made the connections after the event. 
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An Emergent Approach 

In the early stages of this research process the issue of language and its interpretation was a 

concern for me. As a process thinker, there was never any question that my research would 

be qualitative, exploratory, interpretive and follow the linguistic turn. Eschewing the 

traditional scientific notion of objective primary data, I imagined co-creating data for my 

research using interviews. Yet despite this level of clarity, I struggled to establish just what I’d 

do with the resulting data. I felt confident in my philosophical position as a process 

thinker/scholar. I embraced an ontology of becoming and difference and an interpretive 

epistemology. But what did that mean for the nuts and bolts of doing research? How was I 

going to retrospectively interpret the interactions I and my co-creators had engaged in?  

My initial expectation had been to use narrative theory and storying to create coherent plots 

that linked events and created sense. Weick’s (1995) seminal work emphasises the role of 

organisational stories in sensemaking. Preparing to start my doctoral journey, I recognised 

several familiar names cited in the sensemaking literature: Bruner, Polkington, Orr and Boje. 

Elsewhere, the title of Brown, Stacey and Nandhakumar’s (2008) work Making sense of 

sensemaking narratives emphasised the importance of narratives within the sense making 

process. Just as I began my research, there was a spate of papers explicitly linking sensemaking 

with narratives: Colville, Brown and Pye (2012), Cornelissen (2012), Cunliffe and Coupland 

(2012), Maclean, Harvey and Chia (2012) Munro and Huber (2012). My interest in narrative 

theories predated my research and with so many established academics ploughing a similar 

furrow; it made sense to fall in line. At some point I read Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje’s (2004) 

Narrative Temporality: Implications for Organisational Research, in which they focussed on 

the works of Paul Ricoeur. 

I turned to Ricoeur’s three volume Time and Narrative. These books (particularly the first and 

third volumes) gave me a great deal to think about. Before Ricoeur my focus had been on the 

creation of narratives as a tool/means through which sense making is achieved. After Ricoeur, 

I became focussed on time.  

Ricoeur’s trilogy starts with an exploration of time. His point of departure is the eleventh book 

of Augustine’s Confessions58 and the “ontological question: quid est enim tempus? (What then 

is time?)” (Ricoeur, 1990, p.7). Augustine’s response to this rhetorical question acknowledges 

the problem of our relationship with time: “I know well enough what it is, provided that nobody 

 
58 An autobiographical exploration of Augustine’s life written in the 5th Century AD. Explored in more 
detail in another chapter/fold 
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asks me; but if I am asked what it is and try to explain, I am baffled” (IBID.). From here, Ricoeur 

embarks on an extensive philosophical exploration of the concept of time.  Much of volume 

three of Ricoeur’s work is given over to what he describes as the phenomenological nature of 

time. Starting with Hume and Kant’s philosophical musings on time, he goes on to explore the 

work from the early 20th century. Ricoeur acknowledges Bergson’s seminal work on the 

concept of durée. Like others he uses this as the gateway into the works of Husserl, Heidegger, 

Merleau-Ponty and eventually Bakhtin. As a ‘good’ scholar, I followed him. 

After Ricoeur, time pushed its way into my research. Even the idea of longitudinal research 

became problematic. To assume that events proceed from A, to B to C, implies a commitment 

to a form of unidirectional linear (chronological) time. Points in time become points in space. 

Time passes neatly hour by hour, day by day in an ordered sequence. In contrast the ideas 

given voice(s) through Ricoeur appeared to be saying something very different about the 

concept of time. And it was to Bergson’s (1911) Matter and Memory that I turned, before 

eventually following Bakhtin. Much later I would turn to Deleuze’s (1991) work Bergsonism. It 

closes with Deleuze arguing for A Return to Bergson. Eventually I did, a journey that is explored 

in other chapter/folds. Reflecting my own journey, I leapfrog over Bergson and move on to 

Bakhtin: a writer whose work was much more accessible and seemed initially, to be relevant 

to my own research agenda.  

 

The Time of the Chronotope 

The potential value of Bakhtin’s work for organisational scholars seems to have been 

recognised a long time ago by Hazen (1993), Allan (1994) and Boje (1995). A decade on and 

the impact and potential contribution of his work to organisational researchers was being 

explored by a number of writers. Jabri, Adrian and Boje (2008) made efforts to catalogue and 

assess his contribution. In the same year Belova, King and Sliwa (2008) opened a special issue 

of Organization Studies looking at his work.  I joined the Bakhtin Circle59 a little later. Quite 

how I joined is lost in time. Whether it was from Ricoeur, Boje, Google or a journal article, I’m 

not sure. Looking back, I can see that I (and my writing buddy Bas) cited him in the abstract 

submitted to the Symposium on Process Organization Studies in early 2013. Later we would 

draw heavily on some of his work and appropriate the term semantic transformation to offer 

 
59 The term Bakhtin Circle seems to have come from Todorov (1984) to describe a loose group of 
Russian intellectuals who coalesced around Bakhtin in the early 20th century. I refer to my 
membership ironically. 
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some possibly new ideas that make a small contribution to the ever-growing body of literature 

on sense making (Bosma, Chia and Fouweather, 2016). Bakhtin’s work had a deep impact on 

my thinking. I have a vivid memory of sitting with my new copy of Speech Genres (Bakhtin, 

1986), highlight pen in hand, marking key sections. The concept of the Chronotope struck me 

as an interesting theoretical approach for my research, bringing time and narrative together. 

I was keen to use it. 

“Time becomes, in effect, palpable and visible; the chronotope makes narrative 

events concrete, makes them take on flesh, causes blood to flow in their 

veins…Thus the chronotope, functioning as the primary means of materializing 

time in space, emerges as a centre for concretizing representation, as a force 

giving body to the entire novel.”  

Bakhtin (1981, p.250) 

Bakhtin (IBID.) assigns the label ‘chronotope’ “…to the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and 

spatial relationships that are expressed in literature”. However, although Bakhtin focusses on 

literature, he (IBID., p.251) acknowledges that the chronotope is not simply a literary device, 

it can be extended to a broader range of linguistic activity: “Language, as a treasure house of 

images, is fundamentally chronotopic…”. Searching the literature, I found that Pedersen 

(2009) had already applied it to organisational change, legitimising my approach and giving 

me a theoretical lens I’d been looking for. Later, Sullivan et al. (2015) and Boje, Haley and 

Saylors (2016) would extend the use of the concept of the chronotope within the field.   

However, when I began engaging with my empirical material (during transcription) I didn’t see 

stories that neatly panned out over time. Rather than the concretizing representations Bakhtin 

promised, I heard contradictory voices: polyphonic60 descriptions of many disparate events 

that had unfolded at various points in the past. Some were from the recent past, others 

reached back much further.  The connections between these descriptions were often vague. 

We (the interviewee and I) jumped around in space and time. Collectively, the interview 

transcripts created what felt like a patchwork, or perhaps a spider’s web. There was seldom a 

neat start and finish, with an ordered series of events in between.  If there was a story it was 

more like a modernist61 novel, or better still an experimental film. Time went in all directions, 

 
60 Another term appropriated from Bakhtin (1984) and introduced to organisational scholars by Hazen 
(1993) 
61 I acknowledge that paradoxically what is identified as modernism within literary studies might be 
called post-modern from a philosophical perspective. It is writing (pioneered by writers such as Kafka, 
Joyce and Woolf) that abandons the narrative form and tropes of traditional written storytelling.    
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real events and imagined ones merged. If there was a chronotope, it lacked an obvious 

chronology. Re-listening to the conversations that we had engaged in, it appeared to me that 

we were collectively wandering around a labyrinth of twisting and turning passages. 

Sometimes the passage felt familiar and we’d wind up where we’d been before. Other times 

we’d get to the same event but see things from a different perspective. Sometimes we’d take 

different routes only to end up at the same place (event). Some participants explored the same 

event in more than one interview. Some passages led to dead ends, but retracing our path 

took us to new places that we’d previously ignored. In the language of Deleuze and Guattari 

(2013b) the material I’d gathered was more rhizome than tree, a tangle of words (and worlds) 

folded back on themselves. Did I really need to untangle them all and lay them out neatly for 

others to observe? And, if I did, how was I going to do it? Deleuze (1993) refers to a theoretical 

unfolding, but it wasn’t clear to me how I’d do this. Working out how to make sense of the 

messy material I’d co-created became a major challenge. Not only was there a practical 

challenge, there was also a nagging doubt about legitimacy. Creating coherent narratives 

seemed to require me to engage in intellectual imperialism, taking people’s complex speech 

and imposing order upon it to create “an object of knowledge” (St. Pierre, 2011, p.620). 

Nevertheless, this was a doctorate and there was a need to engage in some form of 

interpretation, so I needed to find a way to proceed. There were a few clues in Bakhtin’s work, 

but I struggled to find much help. I did find a copy of Sullivan’s (2012) work, but for some 

unknown reason, I didn’t really engage with it. I was still gathering material, and I suspect I’d 

mentally filed it away with the intention of picking it up later. Looking back, I now realise that 

I could have given it more attention at an earlier stage in my research. It could have saved a 

lot of time, especially when it came to interpreting the research material. Perhaps I was 

disdainful of works from the ‘research methods for dummies’ oeuvre? Later, as I struggled to 

connect my research material to Deleuze’s philosophy, I did eventually return to it in 2017. 

Despite my reservations and desire to avoid creating narratives that enforced neat linear 

chronologies of change; I remained very interested in Bakhtin’s work on language and 

dialogue. To try and resolve things, I attended a research seminar arranged by Paul Sullivan 

where a researcher talked about her work that had utilised the concept of the chronotope. As 

I listened and watched the researcher talking about her work, my concerns grew.   

She spoke with passion about her craft and told a story; narrating what she had done, the trials 

and tribulations, the highs and lows and her ultimate success in completing her thesis. Looking 

back on the event, I recall it as a well-crafted “literary performance” (Van Maanen, 1995, 

p.135).  I can conceptualise her narrative as the classic story of the Voyage and Return: 
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Odysseus finally returning home to Ithaca after their epic journey. In Bakhtinian terms it was 

part Romance, part Chivalric Adventure (Boje, Haley and Saylors, 2016, pp.396-397). Time and 

place brought together, just as Bakhtin (1981, p.250) suggested: “…the chronotope, 

functioning as the primary means of materializing time in space, emerges as a centre for 

concretizing representation, as a force giving body to the entire novel”.   

The researcher then moved on to explore the chronotopes that she had discovered through 

her research. She switched from first to second (or third) person: a narrator telling other 

peoples’ stories or disseminating her results. What I felt as I continued to listen was 

disappointment. The stories felt contrived, they seemed neat and ordered, disembodied, a 

finished product, one removed from the process I’d just been hearing about. I had the distinct 

impression that sense had been retrospectively rendered onto events, abandoning all the 

trials and tribulations that had preceded it; the eventual narrative emerged perfect, as if 

unscathed from the journey. Order had been imposed on the interviews62.  

Later in my journey, I recall a similar emotional response whilst re-reading a work I had 

initially found exciting. Pedersen (2009, p.395) asserted that “Chronotopes underline that 

change is happening in a certain time and space.”. She went on to argue… 

“that chronological time, which is used in most studies of organizational change, 

only allows sense-making in small separate units, while chronotopes and shadows 

of time open up stories of how time and space are intertwined.” 

Pedersen (IBID., p.403) 

The idea of intertwining space and time certainly appealed. However, reading the article, I 

found the very opposite, the process of change seemed to have been untangled. The 

interviews were presented perfectly, each one like the script for an audio book. Then, having 

told the story, Pedersen deconstructed each one, explaining what it all meant. Each story she 

presented played out in sequential chronological time; proceeding from start to middle to end.  

The result: three neatly wrapped parcels of ‘data’ each accompanied by helpful instructions 

detailing how it was to be understood. The intertwining of time was completed by Pederson, 

it was she who merged the discrete stories to tell her own story. She showed that each 

narrator set their story in a different time, and that each narrator experienced things from 

differing perspectives. Pedersen was a better narrator than me or my interviewees. Her 

 
62 It should be remembered this monologue is an act of retrospective sensemaking. I am not claiming 
it is an accurate representation of unfolding events and my emotional responses to them. It is a past 
that I’ve created in a much later present. 
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narrative seemed a far cry from the material collected in my interviews. Was it my job to cut 

and splice the interviews into coherent stories? Or could I try and stay a little closer to my 

empirical data? Only time would tell… 

The material I had was not rigidly chronological, nor was it a collection of vignettes that I could 

easily join together. Granted, I could pick out some ante-narratives or microstoria (Boje, 2001), 

but the conversations I’d been involved in could equally feel like an excerpt from a Samuel 

Beckett play.  

Although not necessarily representative, here’s an example of the sort of thing I found in my 

research material: 

Me Thanks Dave. So do you like change? Do you enjoy change? 

Dave Do I enjoy change? {extended pause} 

Me Okay. Let's turn it a little around. 

Dave Oh no. Whoa! I'm thinking. I like stability at home, but at work I don't 

change. I represent change. I create change! {stress intoned} 

{extended pause} 

Dave63  Change is good. Well that's why I was hesitant, I was thinking 

well…{pause} 

Dave Okay in some areas I do and some areas I don't. 

Me  So what sort of change is good? {extended pause} 

Dave What sort of change is good?  

Dave At home or at work? 

Dave Because there's nowhere in between really is there? You're either at 

home or you're at work? 

Dave All right, so let's go to work.  At work, as I just said, I am change {stress 

intoned}, because of the nature of my job. I think in the last session we 

discussed my career, and I am always, I've always got a one year 

plan, a five year plan, and a ten year plan, always. So let’s just go 

back a year, my one-year plan was to, to complete whatever project 

I was on, etcetera, etcetera, {pause}. My five-year plan, going back 

five years, there wasn't really a five-year plan, come back to that one.  

 
63 I have broken up Dave’s speech into ‘chunks’ that reflect the dynamics of the dialogue. Typically, my 
cue was an extended pause, but it could simply be through intonation that indicated a shift in 
direction. 
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Ten-year plan I can tell you, that's simple. The five-year plan, if I go 

back to my career, {pause}, well periodically, you know, you get to a 

point when I mentioned about the design, and I just felt, I was kind of 

pretending and I needed to change and broaden my knowledge 

and experience and move into sales. I then found the role extremely 

interesting, the travel was good and everything else in that was good. 

It was the internal politics. So I want, you know, I forced another 

change. Move into the design room. And that, that then, became a 

very interesting time for me because it gave me potential to be 

creative about being able to apply the {pause}, it comes back to 

what I have just been talking about. 

 

This wasn’t the neat narrative Pedersen’s interviewees seemed to create. Dave and I were 

stumbling around. We’d already been talking for forty minutes at the point this excerpt began. 

Dave had spoken at length about the current changes that were going on in the organisation. 

The question I asked was intended to bring the conversation back to Dave’s experience of the 

change, rather than the details of how the organisation was changing. It seems I caught him 

unawares, and the transcript shows him taking his time, possibly verbalising some of his 

thoughts, until he found something from the past that he felt he could share to illustrate his 

own experience of change. And Dave comes unstuck as a storyteller. He initially refers to the 

series of personal (career?) plans that he uses. There is always a five-year plan, he tells me. 

But on reflection he finds there isn’t a five- year plan and commits to come back to it. We 

move on to the ten-year plan. “That’s simple” he says, before we jump back to the five-year 

plan, only to take a fresh detour. We go back to an earlier conversation (interview) and 

through it we return to an episode much earlier in his career that he decides to revisit. Then 

we shoot forward to what Dave has just been talking about. Dave’s series of plans are 

introduced, but they obscure rather than reveal Dave’s experience of change. Compared to 

Pederson’s three chronological narratives, it’s very hard to see a chronotope. Dave is skipping 

around in time, exploring his past without an obvious chronology. In the here and now, events 

from decades ago, months ago and the immediate past coalesce to form an impenetrable 

tangle.  Pedersen (2009) sought to move away from chronological time and embrace the 

chronotope, I sensed I was moving beyond the chronotope.  

Bakhtin introduces the chronotope through the work of Dostoevsky, and despite his claims 

that it can be extended beyond the novel, I probably decided it was pushing the concept a 

little too far. The interviewee and/or interviewer might well create a coherent narrative to 
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intertwine time and place, but to imagine such a story could always be found was putting the 

cart before the horse. This was supposed to be exploratory empirical research, and I wasn’t 

happy imposing theory on ‘my’ material. I was veering back to earlier engagements with 

Bakhtin and Voloshinov64, and the concepts of dialogue and polyphony.   

 

The many voices of Polyphony  

One thing that strikes me as I listen to the recordings was the amount of reported speech in 

the material I had co-created: 

Roger  He {Shaun} said “We got like two through last year. {Laughs} We are 

going to get the rest of the staff through in the next century or 

something.” He said you know, “The problem is there's no incentive.  

There is no incentive to do it, and blah, blah, blah”. And Jenny's thing 

was ”Well that's a weekend job, and people should just…I do all my 

professional…I work every weekend and people do…I do all my 

professional develop…you are a professional you should do that on a 

weekend, it's just what you do”. It's like, you know, I can't believe that 

people come out with absolute nonsense.  I mean what she was 

saying was, she's really high up, she's really important. That was total 

nonsense, but - and this is a really important point - it's a strategy, he's 

bringing something up that's really important {pause} ‘in theory’.  

Roger created a vignette, reporting on what two other people had said at differing points in a 

meeting he attended. One person (Shaun) appeared to speak for themselves, whilst Roger 

reported and then interpreted the other person’s words to me. There was no sense in which 

these other voices were being quoted fully, rather Roger was acting, or improvising (Sawyer, 

2001). He was painting a picture of what he thought had been going on to try and 

communicate what was significant about the meeting, and perhaps what was not important. 

Listening to the recording, I understood what he was expressing through these words, but the 

words themselves were only part of the story. Granted, it would be possible to represent this 

in my own words, but what struck me was that what I was hearing on the recording was Roger 

making sense of things. Looking under the bonnet, this was sense-making in the moment. And 

 
64 Considered by many authoritative voices to be an alias used by Bakhtin. See Morris (1994) for a 
fuller exploration of Voloshinov’s identity. I do not wish to arbitrate upon whether Voloshinov was an 
alias, and treat the two authors as a collective entanglement of ideas or voices, which I refer to as 
Bakhtin, but cite the names on the works I have used. 
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to accomplish this, Roger improvised other voices, creating a form of dialogue, nested within 

our dialogue. He was speaking to me through three or four different voices.  

Chapter three of Voloshinov’s (1986) Marxism and the Philosophy of Language explores the 

concept of Indirect Discourse, which he contrasts with Direct Discourse. We can see these 

terms as synonymous with reported speech and direct speech respectively. Voloshinov (like 

Deleuze and Guattari) recognises that different speech acts simultaneously intersect within a 

narrative. When people speak naturally65 they will often refer to other conversations. When 

this occurs, Voloshinov (IBID., p.128) suggests that two66 voices interact at the boundary 

between the person speaking (author/narrator) and the person whose speech is being 

reported (hero). According to Voloshinov, these interactions can take two dichotomous forms. 

Where the author’s voice aligns with the hero, this creates a substituted direct discourse. A 

previous utterance is relayed to the listener/reader with the intention that the original 

meaning is conveyed accurately (with vérité67). In contrast, within the quasi-direct discourse, 

the author expresses something beyond what the hero sought to express. The words are 

reported, but through intonation, emphasis and contextualisation, the hero’s words are 

subverted/translated by the speaker to provide a different interpretation. Voloshinov (IBID., 

p.137) describes this as speech interference68. 

In Roger’s narrative the two voices that he deploys (Shaun and Jenny) both seem to undergo 

some form of speech interference. Roger explicitly dismisses Jenny’s reported speech as “total 

nonsense”. Roger is telling me that Jenny’s words need to be interpreted as a crass assertion 

of seniority and professionalism. My indirect interpretation of Jenny’s utterance (as mediated 

by Roger) would be something like; senior managers (like me) need to do this work in their own 

time, if these people were professional, they would not expect to have the time to do this sort 

of thing at work. 

 
65 By which I mean, within a dialogic conversation. 
66 The excerpt from Roger illustrates that more than two voices can be deployed. 
67 I use the term to signify a genuine/honest attempt to be represent events; not necessarily to 
present or represent the truth, or objective facts. Sullivan (2012) refers to the Russian term pravda 
that Bakhtin deploys. Pravda represents the truth of people’s experience, in contrast to istina, an 
abstract truth. However, I don’t want to suggest truth (whether personal or abstract). Therefore, I’ve 
adopted verité as used in English. I hope the reader can excuse me if I’m being overly pretentious or 
pedantic. 
68 Elsewhere Voloshinov (1986) uses the rather less specific term hidden speech, to refer to meaning 
that is created by speech interference: things that are expressed indirectly. I am uneasy with this 
term. Although not reflected in the words on the page, it demands a structuralist reading of speech to 
suggest that the meaning is hidden. When engaged in the dialogue (and relistening to it), it is hard not 
to sense what was being expressed. 
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Shaun is voiced differently. Here Roger, seems to want to represent the words of another with 

more verité. But he also uses the “blah, blah, blah” construction. This indicates (to me) that 

whilst the person went on at length, the details of his subsequent words are not important. 

Roger wants me to understand that Shaun raised objections in the meeting. Although there is 

clearly speech interference here, it seems less extreme than with Jenny’s words. Roger is 

certainly not offering a substituted direct discourse, but at some level there seems an attempt 

to faithfully report what Shaun was trying to express.  

Voloshinov’s dichotomy needs be treated with care. I struggle to see how any reported speech 

could be understood as substituted direct discourse. Granted, that may be the intention of the 

speaker, but there will always be some level of interference. The written word is a re-

presentation of the spoken word. Whilst the written word can be wrapped in quotation marks 

and repeated, we cannot avoid interfering with the spoken word. As I share Roger’s words 

with you the reader, I think we both appreciate that I am creating speech interference. Shaun’s 

words are passed to Roger, who passes them to me, and I in turn pass them on to you. Both I 

and Roger have used the words of another in the reporting of past events and to try and create 

a sense of those events, creating a chain of dialogue. And with each link in the chain, there is 

interference. Any form of translation, editing or interpretation; alters the meaning of the 

words. Czarniawska (1999) recognises that ultimately editorial control lies with the author, 

although she perhaps ignores the control of the interlocutor (reader/listener). Lecercle (2002, 

p.166) illustrates what he calls the Humpty Dumpty Principle. Quoting directly from Lewis 

Carroll, he uses the voice of Carroll’s creation Humpty Dumpty, to highlight the subjective 

plasticity and play within language: “when I use a word,...it means just what I choose it to 

mean, neither more or less”. As the author, I create interference no matter how hard I try to 

be faithful to the meaning(s) that emerged in the conversations. All I can do is respect those 

who have been willing to engage in dialogue and be as transparent and honest in my 

interpretation as I can. The words I place on the page provide a trace that I hope will give a 

sense of what emerged between me and others in our dialogic interactions.   

In the excerpt taken from the interview with Roger, I’ve put speech marks around what I infer 

are other voices in Roger’s narrative. This is probably uncontentious, but I’ve also put ‘warning 

apostrophes’ around Roger’s closing words. The pause and vocalisation that Roger used told 

me that this term was important, it was being emphasised. The words “in theory” have to be 

interpreted. In this case I think Roger was trying to emphasise that the disconnect between 

Shaun’s concerns and Jenny’s apparently dismissive response is significant. In the context of 

the change, Roger feels people are not being listened to. This is clearly an issue for him. He is 
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communicating that whilst the importance of listening during change is generally accepted (‘in 

theory’), the reality for Roger is that this is not happening.  

The excerpt (and my own interpretation of it) reveals how many voices merge to create a 

polyphony of voices. My narrative includes Jenny, Shaun, Roger and the words of at least three 

relevant writers, along with my own voice. Creating polyphony through multiple voices, is an 

incredibly common device that we use in both dialogue and on the written page. 

Contemporary academic writing relies so heavily on polyphony that we do not even notice it. 

Grey and Sinclair (2006) commented upon the number of references that appear in journal 

articles. Alvesson and Gabriel (2013) complain that to get published articles need up to 200 

citations. Whilst these writers ask some serious questions about the quality, readability and 

value of contemporary management writing, beneath their grumbles, there is a certain truth 

that is often overlooked. We all use the voices of others to convey meaning. Deleuze and 

Guattari (2013b, pp.98-99) take this to the extreme: 

“Language in its entirety is indirect discourse. Indirect discourse in no way 

supposes direct discourse; rather the latter is extracted from the former….My 

direct discourse is still the free indirect discourse running though me, coming from 

other worlds or planets.”  

When we speak and write, our words are shot through with the voice of others. Whether we 

use quotation marks or not, we are constantly recycling other voices69. Deleuze and Guattari 

(ibid, p.89) understand language as a collective assemblage of enunciation, in which words 

pass from individual to individual, constantly being diffracted (through interference) and so 

changing. Thus, whilst we may repeat the words of another our individual utterances are 

simultaneously our own. Difference emerging from repetition. In the words of Bakhtin (1981) 

heteroglossia, rather than monoglossia. Polyphony not homophony.   

Hazen (1993) gave us the concept of the Polyphonic Organization, using it to reveal the 

competing voices that emerge during periods of organisational change. Brown, Stacey and 

Nandhakumar (2008) highlight that whilst many writers have focussed on the unifying stories 

that enable collective sensemaking, other writers have emphasised a more disparate, 

individual form of sensemaking. Acknowledging the work of Rhodes (2001) they state: 

 
69 Paradoxically perhaps the problem that Grey and Sinclair (2006) and Alvesson and Gabriel (2013) 
complain about is not that we use too many voices, but that we become scared to reveal our own 
voice amongst the cacophony we create. 
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“From this perspective, organizations tend to be regarded as polyphonic, socially 

constructed verbal systems constituted by multiple, simultaneous and sequential 

narratives that not only interweave and harmonize but contest and clash” 

Brown, Stacey and Nandhakumar (2008, p.1040) 

A decade after Hazen’s seminal paper, Kornberger, Clegg and Carter (2006), Shotter (2008) 

and Sullivan and McCarthy (2008) all returned to the concept of the polyphonic organisation. 

Kornberger, Clegg and Carter (2006) refer to the polyphony of different voices (organisational 

actors) competing to be heard and thus shape the organisation. In contrast, the other two 

papers avoid equating polyphony with a raucous cacophony of voices clamouring to be heard. 

These writers appreciate that the presence of multiple voices need not be about conflicts and 

power. We are all familiar with the choir, where many voices come together. In harmony the 

voices sing in unison (monophony), but when singing counterpoint (polyphony), the different 

voices work together in such a way that the melody (tune) remains. Using the works of Bakhtin 

these writers focus on the polyphonic qualities of our dialogic interactions and how these can 

create a unity of understanding, and with it the possibility of agreement (harmony). 

Shotter (2008) makes the point that an interview is an event in which two (or possibly more) 

people engage in polyphonic interactions (dialogue) and from which understanding and 

meaning emerge. Sullivan and McCarthy (2008) highlight the concept of the microdialogue, 

revealing that there may be multiple voices in a dialogue, even when just two people are 

involved. 

The term microdialogue is taken directly from Bakhtin (1984) and again (like chronotope), 

comes from his analysis of Dostoevsky’s novels in which protagonists verbalise prior 

conversations. Employing this literary device “words would be double-voiced, in each word an 

argument (a microdialogue) would ring out” (Bakhtin, 1984, p.73). The device enables an 

interior dialogue to emerge; “a thoroughly dialogized interior monologue.. a dialogue of 

ultimate questions” (IBID., p.74). He goes on: “these voices are not self-enclosed or deaf to one 

another. They hear each other constantly, call back and forth to each other and are reflected 

in one another” (IBID., p.75) 

Sullivan and McCarthy (2008, p.538) point to the differing voices that their research revealed:  

“There is the narrative construction of how change has happened; there is the 

intimate confession that is fully shared with the other, that they have got lost; and 

there are intimate truths being revealed about their future within the organization 

from now on.” 
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They (IBID., p.535) indicate: 

“We can see that the microdialogue speaks to those moments where the sound of 

a central theme or idea…is divided by two different intonations and needs to be 

‘shored-up’ by the (re-created) presence of outside others.” 

To illustrate it they use part of a dialogue from an interviewee/participant: 

“…and when you actually say to somebody about it they say “ah well it’s not you, 

it’s not John, it’s not Joe, its not anybody”. And who do they say it is then? Then 

it’s us collectively and we get lambasted by that collectiveness …” 

The acknowledgement of multiple voices/characters emerging from one person’s utterances 

(in this case the interviewee), reflected my research material. Within the dialogues I was 

involved in, there were far more than two voices; there was a host of voices.  

The excerpt from Roger (already explored above) employs this tactic. We see it again here in 

my dialogue with Karen: 

Karen And I think we needed the opportunity to be able to say, "Are you 

aware of the institutional memory? Are you-- and do you think that 

that counts?" And I think we needed the opportunity to be talking to 

those decision makers or at least, at very least, to have the 

opportunity to feel confident that they might have heard some of our 

areas of concern and anxiety, as I say. I'm guessing if somebody's got 

a strong vision about change and a strong rationale, then if that vision 

is sufficiently strong, then shoulders should be broad enough to be 

able to hear and listen to concerns that people have and counter 

arguments to it. I know - as I said, earlier - I can see there's some sense 

of urgency to get stuff moving and let's just do it. “It's going to be a 

bitter pill, let's swallow it. Let's just get it done!”. That's how I'm justifying 

in my head that this has happened. And in a few months' time, 

everybody forgets how it was and it's just how it is. 

Karen’s polyphony differs from Roger’s. Roger voiced another’s words, recreating a past event. 

Karen uses a virtual voice that was not heard by an imagined other. It is her voice, but it 

belongs to others too: a Ghost of Self (Burkitt, 2010), expressing what she now wishes she had 

been able to express in the past. We cannot say for sure whether it is something that Karen 

wanted to express in the past, or whether it is an instantaneous wish that emerged in the 

moment of the interview and has been ‘retro-fitted’ to a general past. Certainly, Bakhtin would 

point us towards the latter option. His commitment to pravda as “embodied and lived” truth 
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(Sullivan, 2010, p.363) would suggest that the performed act (of speaking) should be given 

precedence over what might be explained through rational abstractions. (Bakhtin, 1993, 

pp.28-31).  Bakhtin, like Deleuze is critical of abstract theorising that re-presents and thus 

underplays experience.  

Perhaps it would be more accurate to suggest it is a comment about what hasn’t been said. 

Karen feels that she (and those her around her) have not been invited to speak, or perhaps 

not listened to. Our dialogue gives her the chance to give voice to new thoughts that have 

emerged as she reflects upon past events. She directs me to the absent other (those decision 

makers) and establishes what she expected from the leaders of her organisation. Implicitly, 

this absent other has not met her expectations. The use of the past tense seems to indicate 

that Argyris’ (1960) psychological contract has already been broken.  

She is also expressing something that is atemporal. Her utterance is not just about past events 

(and absences) but a normative generalised statement about leadership in times of change.  

Later in the excerpt, I’ve included speech marks again, although there was no explicit 

acknowledgement from Karen that she was voicing another. Rather, after voicing the words, 

she tells me she is bringing to the surface something within her consciousness (in her head). 

Is the metaphor (of the bitter pill) aimed at me, herself or the absent other (those decision 

makers)? The words themselves could be interpreted quite neutrally, or positively. Stress is 

placed on the last word (“Let's just get it done!”). Listening to the intonation this could be 

inferred, but we need to recognise this is not Karen’s voice. It is the message she now wishes 

she had heard, one that accepted the difficulties, but also generated positivity. Stepping out 

of this other voice, we hear Karen again. Things will change, she is relatively powerless in the 

process. All she hopes for is that it will be over as quickly as possible. She also performs her 

resilience to both me and herself. She will endure the process and will get over it. Perhaps she 

is casting herself as the stoic hero, enduring another trial? Is she casting herself as Hercules 

(eventual victor) or Sisyphus (eternal victim)? She concludes with “it’s just how it is”. There is 

no rise in intonation on the ‘is’. The word trails off, signalling resignation. It illustrates how she 

feels about the organisation and her place within it.  

Within the context of our dialogue there is also a sense in which Karen is engaging in the 

‘presentation of self’ (Goffman, 1990) or establishing her identity through her performativity 

(Lawler, 2014). She refers to “institutional memory”, the importance of leaders listening, and 

the inevitable unsettling disruption caused by change. I was left in no doubt. She was casting 
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herself as the professional but compassionate manager, who knew about the stuff I was 

researching.  

These excerpts reveal that polyphony is not simply a cacophony of many separate voices 

within one organisation. It emerges within one voice/body. Reported speech in many forms of 

microdialogue was common throughout my research. People reported what others had said. 

They would also self-report, spoke for imagined others and voiced what had not been said. 

Consciously or not, multiple voices were invoked to express a complex tangle of ideas and 

surface emotions. 

“Everywhere there is an intersection, consonance, or interruption of rejoinders in 

the open dialogue by rejoinders in the heroes’ internal dialogue. Everywhere a 

specific sum of total ideas, thoughts, and words is passed through several 

unmerged voices, sounding differently in each.” 

Bakhtin (1984, p.265.) [Emphasis in the original] 

I can see in the transcripts that I also used other voices. Here I’m in conversation with Rachael 

discussing the uncertainty of change and how it is affecting her ability to respond 

appropriately. She has already described feeling ‘stuck’, conscious that her future depends 

upon fitting into a new organisational structure. This makes her feel she should be acting in a 

way that others will value: 

Rachael Yeah, and if you're in a position where you feel, whether it's true or 

not, I feel that I might be being watched and assessed, then that 

makes it, you know {pause}; quite an anxious place to be in, {pause} 

because you can't…. 

Rachael If I don't know what they want me to do, I can't excel in that. If they 

told me {chuckles} what they want me to do, I feel confident I could 

do really well in it. But…. 

As she struggles to find the words she needs to express herself, I respond: 

Me Yeah. No, I mean, it's that, it's that classic….. 

Rachael You're between a rock and a hard place. 

Me Yeah 

Rachael Yeah 

Now I pick up the conversation, using another voice that re-articulates what I think 

Rachael is conveying: 
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Me Yeah, it's that classic, you know, "Look busy," you know, "Chief's 

coming, Look busy." It's all very well and good, but you want to look 

busy doing [chuckles} whatever he/she thinks you're.. 

Rachael Yeah, yeah 

Me ….supposed to do. 

Rachael Yeah, and I genuinely want, you know like you said, you, you-- there 

are ways we can improve the work. There are and I genuinely want, 

genuinely want to do those things. But it's that "Well, actually, is that 

what they're looking for? If we went down that path, would we 

waste all our time and energy 'cause there's somebody down there 

that don't want you to do that anymore?" 

Rachael confirms that I’m along the right lines before I finish. Once I have, she returns to her 

own situation, expressing what she wants to be able to do but using another voice to express 

the frustration she feels at not being able to act in this way.   

Arguably this vignette is a little trivial; but it reveals how meaning emerges collaboratively 

through dialogue. I offer a tentative voice, that I hope reflects what Rachael is articulating, and 

she does likewise. Our collective understanding of the world around us is not pre-given; rather 

it emerges within our dialogue. We both adopt another voice, each one echoing and 

elaborating upon what has already been expressed. Out of this polyphony emerges a shared 

sense of what Rachael is feeling.  

It would be tempting to retrospectively fit the work of Bakhtin to my research and suggest that 

I took the ‘dialogic turn’ at the start of this research. I could have erased the chronotope, and 

created a neat story, in which I started out on my journey already knowing what I would be 

doing, what methods I’d be using to make sense of my empirical material. However, such an 

approach would be disingenuous, a deliberate sleight of hand, retrospectively creating an 

alternative narrative that suggests a neat chronology of methodical scholarship. I want to 

embrace the emergent nature of individual and social life. My research journey has emerged 

from a complex dialogue, involving many voices. Obviously, my voice(s) is/are reflected in this 

monologic text, but innumerable conversations with interviewees and theorists have enabled 

me to make sense of change. It was only in the later stages of my research that I returned to 

focus on Bakhtinian thought and re-engaged with the dialogic nature of becoming. Two years 

after stepping outside the Bakhtin Circle to focus on the thinking of Deleuze, I found myself 

stepping back in. Sense was emerging through my meandering dialogue with the interviewees, 

Deleuze, Bakhtin and many other voices. 
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In 2014/5 it passed me by. Instead I turned towards the work of Deleuze. My focus was on 

ideas contained within two of his earlier works; The Logic of Sense and Difference and 

Repetition. My re-engagement with Bakhtin only came when I immersed myself in Deleuze’s 

collaborations with Guattari. Reading A Thousand Plateaus it was impossible not to hear the 

voice of Bakhtin. 

Deleuze and Guattari draw heavily on Bakhtin/Voloshinov throughout Chapter Four of A 

Thousand Plateaus. They make a couple of explicit and precise acknowledgements of the work 

of Voloshinov. I suspect their debt to Bakhtinian thought extends rather further than is made 

explicit in their work. As is often the case with Deleuze, he is not always transparent in fully 

acknowledging his influences (Faulkner, 2006). Deleuze and Guattari do not refer to 

microdialogue or its source (Bakhtin, 1984), but the similarities to Bakhtinian thinking70 

became ever more apparent as I engaged with Deleuze and Guattari’s (2013b, p.93) concept 

of the collective assemblage of enunciation. Using this, I retraced my steps, making links to 

Deleuze’s earlier work and the notion of sense and how this might shape my understanding of 

sensemaking. In the next section I explore the Deleuzian conception of voice that he uses in 

his ontology of becoming. 

 

Becoming Deleuzian: From many voices to One Voice 

My first attempts to make sense of change had led me to Heidegger’s (1962) Being and Time; 

which I’d turned to after absorbing elements of Ricoeur’s (1990) Time and Narrative. As I’ve 

already acknowledged, I had imagined narratives would be the way to go, and there was a lot 

in Ricoeur’s philosophical credentials that appealed to me.  His work took me to Heidegger’s 

concept of Being71 (or Dasein) which I saw as a theoretical lens through which I could explore 

how individuals experience change.  

However, I left Heidegger feeling frustration and disappointment. His concept of Dasein 

constantly seemed to elude me. Paraphrasing Weller (1995), the more I read, the less I 

understood. Heidegger (1962, p.359) implicitly accepts that the concept is “anything but 

obvious” and is going to involve a philosophical struggle (IBID.): 

 
70 See Evans (2008) for a detailed exploration of the similarities. 
71 I have tried to adopt Heidegger’s use of the ‘capital B’ for this enigmatic term, which he defines as 
“that which determines entities as entities” but is “not itself an entity” (Heidegger, 1962, pp.25-26). 
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“The laying-bare of Dasein’s primordial Being must rather be wrested from Dasein 

by following the opposite course from that taken by the falling ontico-ontological 

tendency of interpretation”. [Emphasis in the original] 

Heidegger wants to separate the ontic (physical/material) world of things from the world of 

lived experience (which he holds as primary). Like Deleuze, Heidegger wants to escape the 

Cartesian divide between mind and body. But this involves overturning what he believes is a 

fundamental problem that has plagued Western Philosophy. Put simply we think about 

conscious existence (Being or Dasein) and material things in the same way, what he calls the 

Metaphysics of Presence. Using negative terms like “falling” and “ruination” he rounds on 

traditional objectivist thinking that prevents us from grasping Being. Traditional modes of 

thought merge Being with beings (entities) making it difficult (if not impossible) for us to grasp 

Being. In Being and Time, Heidegger begins an intellectual journey to disentangle the two. He 

acknowledges (IBID., p.487) that his thesis is “a formulation of a problem of principle which 

still remains ‘veiled’”, posing the question “..can one provide ontological grounds for 

ontology…?”  

Despite his obscurant language, I was determined to get to grips with his concept of Dasein, 

in the hope that it would provide an ontology which did not put a disembodied rational self at 

the heart of everything. Later I would realise that Being and Time is an unfinished work 

(Crowell, 2000; Freeman, 2010), but initially my intellectual pride kept me trying to decipher 

his seminal work. Nevertheless, progress was slow, and I looked for help, finding it in the work 

of Malpas (2008). Malpas pointed me to later works in which Heidegger considered the 

relationship between Being and language. Here I found echoes of Deleuze: 

“Language is neither merely nor primarily the aural or written expression of what 

needs to be communicated...Rather it brings beings as beings, for the first time, 

into the open…Language by naming beings for the first time, first brings beings to 

word and appearance” 

Heidegger (in Malpas, 2008, p.204) 

Heidegger, like Bakhtin and Deleuze, rejects a Sassaurian view of language, in which words 

simply represent a world that exists independently of the words we muster to describe it. 

Despite convincing explanations of Heidegger’s non-representational hermeneutics, I still 

struggled with Heidegger’s Dasein for a couple of reasons. 

First, the terminology Heidegger uses (hiding, falling, revealing) seems to suggest that there is 

something ‘beneath’ language, some central aspect of ‘authentic’ Being and existence that 
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human beings once possessed. Being and Time seems to me to be a quest to rediscover the 

essence of Being (Dasein). This search for authenticity seems to echo Kant’s transcendental 

idealism. A romantic yearning to establish that which lies at the heart of Being was rather too 

essentialist for my processual worldview72. 

Secondly, whilst Heidegger seeks to escape Cartesian Dualism and tries to offer a non-

representational account of Being (Zundel, 2012); the revealing of Dasein places a great deal 

of emphasis on a thinking self: a subjective ego battling to come to terms with its own 

existence. In History of the Concept of Time (Heidegger, 1992) Dasein is framed in terms of an 

awareness of one’s own mortality. As a middle-aged male, I am more than aware of my own 

mortality. Call it avoidant, but I wanted a more uplifting perspective on Being, one that does 

not point towards a tormented self, forever haunted by the futility of existence.   

I also must acknowledge that I can find much phenomenological writing excessively 

introspective, engaging with a Cartesian thinking subject and emphasising authenticity and the 

discovery of a true identity. Despite the call of many management writers73 to embrace 

reflexivity, I have become rather tired of what feels like a ubiquitous narrative within 

management literature. Namely an assumption that unthinkingly elevates the authority of a 

detached transcendent self, looking down upon itself. Protesting against the hegemony of 

reflection might seem dangerous, but I’m not the first. Grey and Sinclair (2006, p.447) talked 

about reflexivity “as a masquerade for transparency, a self-flagellating defence against 

criticism”.  The dangers of transcendental reflection are outlined less provocatively by Zundel 

(2012, p.112): 

What follows from this Cartesian approach is not only a spatial separation of self 

and world, but that certainty can be found only in the former while the latter 

statically awaits exploration. The scale and scope of reflection and the quality of 

these certainties increases the more we can rely on our minds and our man-made 

logics. It is in this sense that reflection is a ‘stepping back’ from the world; a 

solipsistic inwardness in which what counts as ‘certain’ is measured against the 

eternal verities of the mind in the same way that science measures its certainties 

against the proper application of ‘method’. 

 
72 I recognise that authors such as Malpas (2008) and Zundel (2012) would probably reject my critique. 
I do not claim to be providing a definitive representation of Heidegger’s work, rather to illustrate the 
issues I found in his writing. 
73 Typified by the widely cited work of Cunliffe (2004) 
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Others, including Van Woerkom (2010) and McLaughlin (1999) have written about some of 

the possible weaknesses of reflective practice. However, whilst these critiques resonate with 

me; my primary concern was to avoid excessive introspection. It is Burkitt and Sullivan (2009, 

p.566) who best echo my view: “the relationship of the self to itself is always empty, ghost-

like, solitary and lonely without others to give it life”. 

However, despite my personal concerns, I must acknowledge that reflection remains an 

important topic within management writing (Lindh and Thorgren, 2016). I’m also sure that 

writers such as Zundel (2012) would argue reflective practice shaped by Heideggerian thinking 

need not take the practitioner down the route of introspective navel-gazing. 

Nevertheless, I did want to find an alternative to Heidegger and turned to Deleuze’s (2004b) 

Difference and Repetition. I was attracted by his non-representational thinking and material 

ontology that could take me away from a transcendental perspective focussed on a 

disembodied self. Deleuze seemed to provide an alternative, although I now appreciate that 

in many ways he doesn’t. Rae (2014) points to the similarities between Deleuze’s thinking and 

that of Heidegger, and it could be questioned whether Deleuze’s thinking provides a radical 

alternative to phenomenological thought. All the same, I found myself engaging with an 

alternative conception of Being. It relies upon a worldview heavily influenced by both Bergson 

(Hodges 2008) and Freud74. When I initially took this path, I was aware of the links to Bergson, 

but the influence of Freud only became apparent when I read Faulkner (2006). As I continued 

reading, it became apparent I would end up rather closer to Heidegger than I had imagined. 

 

From many voices to One Voice 

 “The two of us wrote Anti-Oedipus together. Since each of us was several, there 

was already quite a crowd.“ 

Deleuze and Guattari (2013b, p.1) 

So opens A Thousand Plateaus. What do Deleuze and Guattari mean? Perhaps, it is a reference 

to the book’s fragmentary structure, with a different voice occupying each of fifteen different 

plateaux (chapters)? The subtitle of the book is Capitalism and Schizophrenia, so perhaps they 

are pointing to their own mental states?   

 
74 Deleuze and Guattari’s anti-oedipal philosophy arguably provides the antithesis to Freudian 
thought, but in offering such an alternative so explicitly, at times their thinking appears defined by 
what it opposes.  
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Of course, they mean many things. Schizophrenic is perhaps a better label to describe their 

philosophy and writing rather than their mental state. Throughout Deleuze’s work he draws 

our attention to acentered multiplicities; complex arrangements (rhizomes) that defy simple 

description. There is no unified object nor subject, no noumena or essence that lies at the 

heart of things. All there is, is difference, an endless stream of becoming and variation. Making 

sense of things is an ongoing accomplishment, moment by moment events unfold and we are 

constantly engaged in creating fictions of both permanence and change. Schizophrenic is a 

term Deleuze and Guattari want to liberate or normalise. It is not a state of mental disorder; 

it is the normal state of things. We all have many voices in our heads.  

The Deleuzian concept of schizoanalysis has appeared fleetingly (e.g. O’Doherty, 2004) in the 

work of management scholars but it remains largely ignored. Now is not the time to explore a 

call to overturn the works of Freud and end his collective ménage à trois with self and the 

unconscious. It is enough to recognise the influence of Deleuze (and Guattari) in writing that 

reflects the New Materialism of the 21st century (Hein, 2016; and Ansell-Pearson, 2017). 

Deleuze reverses so many of the ways we have come to know the world. One of his many 

targets is the ontology of Being that starts with Plato and traces a philosophical line through 

Heidegger to current humanist thinking. For Deleuze there is no fixed Being, no 

phenomenological self situated within and defined by some fixed conscious entity. Rather 

there is becoming, and what becomes, becomes through voice: 

“The univocity of Being does not mean there is one and the same Being; on the 

contrary, beings are multiple and different, they are always produced by a 

disjunctive synthesis and they themselves are disjointed and divergent, membra 

disjuncta. The univocity of Being signifies that Being is Voice.” 

Deleuze (2004a, p.205) 

Deleuze seems to be offering his reader a contradiction. It seems we have many different 

forms of Being (or is it beings?) speaking, but with only one voice. A Thousand Plateaus starts 

with many voices, but here, in an earlier work, we find just one. How are we to make sense of 

these metaphysical riddles?  Granted, we might argue that The Logic of Sense is written by 

Deleuze alone (so with one voice), whilst teaming up with Guattari creates polyphony. Such 

an answer would of course be facetious. 

But unfortunately, Deleuze does not offer an easy solution. He made me work hard, forcing 

me to carefully read his many works. I’ve been doing so for a decade, and Lecercle (2002) 

admits that it took him twice as long to get to grips with Deleuze. Providing a complete 
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representation of Deleuze’s concept of Being is beyond the scope of this work, and perhaps 

impossible. It certainly runs against Deleuzian thought. Yet, grasping Deleuze’s ontology of 

Being is key to understanding how change is conceptualised in this thesis, and so unpicking 

the Univocity of Being is important. In this section I’ll try to do so and hope that you will be 

able to make sense of my narrative. 

My starting point is to try to grasp what Deleuze means by Being, exploring the riddles he 

creates is key to articulating his ontology of difference. In traditional representational thought, 

we understand the nature of things by categorising them. We generalise, emphasising 

sameness and equivalence amongst things. The category ‘female’ homogenises beings, picking 

out the similarities and overlooking the differences. This for Deleuze is a negation of 

difference.  

What Deleuze (2004b, p.xx) seeks is “a concept of difference without negation” one that 

affirms difference. To do this he (perhaps paradoxically) attempts to differentiate difference. 

Using the neologism differenciation he reveals two forms 

of differentiating (IBID., p.258). The traditional meaning of 

differentiation is the act of identifying difference (I am not 

female). However, for Deleuze there is a different act, that 

of differenciating, which is the immanent creative process 

in which objects/bodies/beings bring about their own 

immanent change (whether consciously or not). To 

illustrate this, I draw upon the biological life cycle of a 

butterfly. It is first egg, then caterpillar, pupa and finally 

butterfly. This is a form of affirmation rather than negation, an auto-generative teleologically 

emergent process driven (but not wholly determined) by the biochemistry (typically 

understood in terms of DNA) that is a characteristic of life. Being is thus understood as a 

process of becoming: the differenciating process that generates new forms or manifestations 

through metamorphoses (of one form or another). Continuity of Being is maintained through 

ongoing processes that generate difference rather than repetition.  It is through processes of 

change that the being comes into Being.  

Although this is a gross simplification of Deleuze’s ontology of difference, it will allow us to 

return to his riddle. He takes the term univocity of Being from a debate amongst Medieval 

theologians about the nature of God. Drawing on the work of Scotus and Spinoza he implicitly 

makes a distinction between the terms equivocal and univocal. An equivocal rendition of Being 

would be a homogenisation of Being, both within and without. The ongoing process of Being 
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would simply be repetition of the same.  At the same time, my Being would be the same as 

your Being. We would all follow the same path, a predefined path of equivalence. My Being as 

Ian would be the repetition of acts and behaviours that define me as Ian. I would be locked 

into a particular mode of Being, and that mode of Being would be the same as the Being of 

others (for clarity I could say other male human beings). Life itself would not exist (as we 

understand it), if the Deleuzian Voice was equivocal. The conceptual egg would never develop 

into the butterfly unless it differenciated itself.  

Rather, I am continually changing and this ongoing process of differenciating is what makes 

me Ian. Put another way, it is the repetition of difference that creates Being (for humans, what 

we imagine as a Cartesian self). Deleuze’s univocal rendition of Being recognises its 

uniqueness. What Being is, is a process of becoming, becoming something different. Deleuze 

builds on this idea, adding the term disjunctive synthesis. He borrows the concept of synthesis 

from Kant, but Deleuze rejects a conscious synthesising subject and looks for its origins (how 

the self is synthesised). For Kant a conscious being does the synthesising (thinking about the 

world). But Deleuze argues it is the synthesis that produces conscious beings: a productive, 

immanent biological force that creates change and variation. It is disjunctive, creating new 

qualitative forms, not simply combinations that recreate the same75. 

The phrase membra disjuncta means scattered fragments. Disjunctive synthesis is not simply 

transformation from one form to another, it is both disjointed AND divergent. What emerges 

will itself be open to variation. The process is not defined, rather it is the actualisation of many 

virtual multiplicities (possibilities). The egg can become a female butterfly or a male one, it 

may find itself with a non-binary form, but it would still be a butterfly.  

Thus understood, Being is a divergent process of change. What all beings possess (what makes 

them univocal), is the potential to synthesise difference: to change qualitatively. But what they 

become is divergent. They share what might be called a relation of non-relation: the immanent 

ability to differenciate themselves (Widder, 2001, p.439). 

However, we are still left with the final assertion that Being is voice. What are we to make of 

this? 

 
75 It could be argued that Deleuze’s thinking emerges from the disjunctive synthesis of the works of 
Kant and Bergson. He brings aspects of the latter’s ‘elan vital’ (life force) to move beyond the 
Cartesian dualism that puts the conscious self at the heart of Being. In so doing he, like Butler, 
embraces a material embodied self. 
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Rae (2014, p.93) suggests that “while being76 is expressed through the same voice throughout 

all multiplicities, this voice is difference, meaning it is ‘said’ differently across all entities.” 

[Emphasis added]. This might be construed as a diversionary tactic. It leaves us with Being = 

voice = difference, which arguably takes us no further forward. However, the warning 

apostrophes around said make it clear that this term needs careful examination. Rae seems to 

be encouraging his readers to think beyond a literal voice.  

But what is Deleuze trying to convey to his readers? Widder (2001, p.438) acknowledges that 

it will be “a challenge to those readings of Deleuze that tend to lack ontological rigour”. To 

understand what Deleuze is trying to convey, we must first divorce the term voice from its 

usual connotations. Voice need not be linguistic/symbolic. Nor need it relate to the utterances 

made by an individual being. If the word voice is replaced by the word expression, the sense 

of what Deleuze is communicating becomes easier to discern. 

Clues to this interpretation are to be found in Deleuze’s (1992) early work on Spinoza: 

(Spinoza: Expressionism in Philosophy). For Spinoza, expression is NOT simply a linguistic 

statement, or a sign, it is an attribute of matter (including livings bodies). To illustrate this in 

simple terms, we might say that the hardness of a diamond is an expression of its crystalline 

molecular structure. Expression is a manifestation of material being. It can be a mechanical or 

chemical attribute, and it could be linguistic/symbolic. As sentient social beings, humans 

express themselves in particular ways, some physical, some symbolic, some linguistic. 

Deleuze’s ontology requires that we do not become too anthropomorphic. All living organisms 

have the ability to express themselves in particular ways. All forms of being (biological life) 

come into Being by expressing themselves in particular ways. The butterfly is a butterfly, 

because it expresses itself in particular ways, including the actualisation of its various life 

stages.  

At this point it may be useful to make connections with Simondon’s concept of individuation. 

This is a term Deleuze also uses in a number of works77. To understand the term, it is first 

necessary to conceptualise a pre-individual realm (or state). It is important not to imagine a 

‘pre-individual’ entity. There is no essential being at the heart of things, nor is there a central 

repository where the pre-individual resides. Rather it is a multiplicity of potentials (energies) 

that are distributed within a living organism. Deleuze (2004c, p.89) describes it as a metastable 

state. We can imagine the newly fertilized butterfly egg to make sense of this. The egg has the 

 
76 Rae does not adopt Heidegger’s ‘Capital B’ 
77 Deleuze (2004a, 2004b, 2004c) and Deleuze and Guattari (2013b). 



144 
 

potential to develop into a fully mature butterfly and the process through which it would 

achieve this is one of multiple ‘individuational’ acts78. It is important to appreciate two things 

about the process. 

First, the process is not predetermined. The potentiality contained within the egg (we typically 

understand this in terms of the information encoded in its DNA) does not define what will 

emerge. The butterfly’s potentiality can unfold in different ways, creating qualitative and 

quantitative variations in what is actualised (what it becomes).  

Second, the pre-individual state (the organism’s potentiality to change) remains within the 

organism. The butterfly illustrates this nicely. The potentialities required to transition through 

its life stages are all present in the egg, but many are only actualised much later through the 

process of individuation. It should however be noted that as certain potentialities are 

actualised, others become lost. My own body’s sex was determined in the womb. When I 

became biologically male my body lost many potentialities; the ones that are actualised by 

female bodies.   

Thus understood, the concepts of differenciation and individuation, can appear rather similar. 

However, Deleuze (2004b, p.309) does distinguish between these terms: “Individuation does 

not presuppose any differenciation; it gives rise to it.”. Put simply acts of individuating create 

differenciations that allow a being to express particular attributes. 

The concept of expression (which for Deleuze includes non-linguistic forms of expression) 

means that it is the expressing of a range of differing attributes through which Being emerges. 

It is not what is expressed, but the expressing that is important. Through processes of self-

differenciation, a being comes to Be.  

Thus, when Deleuze talks about voice, it is a voice that can be extended to all forms of 

expression (linguistic and non-linguistic), through which a being (biological organism) is 

actualised (made manifest). The Being’s voice is its ability to differenciate itself. All beings have 

this ability. Thus, it is possible to refer to a single voice, allowing Deleuze to talk of the univocity 

of Being. This might be rather convoluted, but having established that the voice of becoming 

is ‘observed’ when an organism expresses an attribute, it will be possible to develop this idea 

further. 

 
78 Deleuze refer to acts. When one potential is actualised this is an act. In developing from egg to 
mature butterfly there would be multiple acts, some occurring sequentially, some concurrently. 



145 
 

Deleuze’s material ontology avoids equating Being with both a linguistically constructed 

identity and a fixed identity. It is not something created and maintained solely through our 

words. We do not represent ourselves when we speak; we scatter fragments. Rather than 

differentiating ourselves and creating an identity (designating what we are and what we are 

not), it is through an ongoing series of expressions that the nature of Being is revealed79; Being 

emerges through the differenciation of a being. Identity emerges, not as a single coherent, 

uniform and atemporal essence, but an everchanging complex of expressions.  

As an example, consider my act of writing the words “I am a middle aged, middle class white 

man”. This is a form of linguistic expression. Clearly this is making a statement about what I 

am, and what I am not. It is an act of differentiation, in which I am representing myself by 

relating myself to established categorical labels. But the semantic content of the words I have 

written, does not differenciate me. I can represent myself in other ways, but this does not 

change my Being, rather my Being emerges (in part) from my ongoing use of language (what 

could be termed performative routines). However, we must remember that my Being is not 

purely linguistic, I express myself in other ways. 

We become a being80 through a series of disjunctive synthesises, a multiplicity of co-existent 

selves, always expressing themselves in new ways as we proceed from difference to 

difference. In the following section I explore physical, symbolic and linguistic forms of 

expression, that can be easily observed. These are arbitrary categories selected to facilitate 

explanation. These categories should not be seen as discrete, or all encompassing; they are 

simply a useful abstraction. It should also be acknowledged that my empirical data reveals 

little about physical becoming and is necessarily limited to linguistic forms of becoming.  

Physically, our body changes, not just in scale (size) but also intensity (qualities). Lumps and 

bumps emerge. Hair emerges only to change colour and eventually disappear. Lines appear 

and deepen. Bones grow and thicken, only to wither.  Whilst time ticks on, the potentiality 

held within our bodies (usually considered to reside within our DNA) changes, actualising 

different potentialities that we casually call aging. We find our own bodies differenciating 

themselves in ways we might object to. My physical body will change, and this is one way in 

which my Being expresses itself. Or re-centring this concept, potentialities in what my 

conscious self thinks of as its body will shape changes within that body. 

 
79 I deliberately use Heideggerian language here, as this is very close to ideas about the nature of 
Being that Foster (2007) has argued are to be found in Heidegger’s later works.  
80 I struggle to know whether this being needs a ‘capital B’. 
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And yet despite the apparent inevitability of aging and death, we can express our resistance 

to the passage of time that our changing bodies chronical. Our Being can try to slow down the 

beating clock that biological science has found within our DNA; consciously influencing what 

we become. The expression of body-work allows us to literally shape our becoming. We can 

slow down our bodies’ journey south, replace muscle that has been lost (or never was). 

Changing our diet may stop us becoming diabetic. Thus, there is variation within the physical 

process of biological becoming. Nothing is predetermined, how potentialities are actualised is 

not fixed. Our genes and our interactions with the wider environment create a physical body 

that continually syntheses itself by constantly changing. As a human being I am locked into a 

biological process, which I can consciously shape, but not determine. Whilst the end point is 

inevitable, the process is open to variation and thus emergent (and to some degree divergent); 

Being can shape what it becomes.  

Other more symbolic physical forms of expression, open up more possibilities for variation and 

change, enabling us to further shape our Being. The cut of our jib; clothes, hairstyles, 

adornments and visual symbols that are always changing, disappearing and reappearing. 

Work-self, casual-self, family-self, fit-self, a constant reworking of the self. The 

presentation/performance of self through dress and deportment is simultaneously a form of 

material differenciating and differentiating in which changing appearances enables us to 

communicate things to others (and ourselves) without the use of formal language. My woollen 

jacket, beard and absence of tie, signal to myself and those around me that I am a particular 

type of academic. And yet other dress codes create other Ians; or represent an Ian that is no 

longer. There is not one Ian, but a host of symbolic Ians, that exist, or have existed. Thus, 

beyond the inevitable becoming of our biological bodies, we continually change how we 

appear to others. It is another form of expression (perhaps symbolic), part of the ongoing 

process of becoming, creating a multiplicity of selves, through which Being emerges. Reflecting 

Deleuze’s ontology, continuity is created by changing, Being is maintained through change.  

And finally, we have the linguistic forms of expression that enable us to communicate complex 

ideas about ourselves and the world around us. Using language brings forth another plane of 

our becoming, and through it we are able to actualise selfhood through explicit and implicit 

self-labelling (differentiating). Explicitly “I am a middle aged, middle class white man”. 

Implicitly I self-label through the words that I use in this text. The names that I am citing and 

the ideas I am exploring say a lot about the self I am creating in this text. But other Ians are 

available. 
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I can see similar sorts of differentiating in my empirical data, with people individuating81 

themselves, both explicitly and implicitly. A good example was Sandra, a relatively senior 

manager who was going through a change which seemed to be threatening her professional 

status: 

Sandra So I don't know what's happened. Poor Debbie {member of her 

team]. She has a, a way with tears and getting upset and things like 

that. I don't know. Anyway {whispered, followed by a short pause} 

Sandra I don't want any of that now, so I just {pause}  

Sandra I'm happy where I am with my five people.. 

Me Yes. It's a nice little team. 

Sandra …who I love working with and I think they like working with me and 

we're all hunky-dory, and plenty to do, plenty direction.  

Sandra Oh, and then {emphatically stressed through intonation} also I've put 

a marker down to develop a centre for best practice. So, it's like a hub 

where research and evaluation takes place. The boss has agreed it. 

It's in the plan. 

Me That's should be some interesting stuff then? 

Sandra Yeah. So that's, that's what I want to do, really.  

Sandra That's the bit I'm interested in doing, really. The rest is quite chores-y, 

but I've got everybody sort of ready, and I just said, "Well, you know, 

to consolidate our team we have got to be part of a project that is 

core business." So there's somebody leading here, somebody doing 

the transit, somebody doing the departmental stuff, so they're all there 

and I can concentrate on my bit 'cause I don't want to have anything 

more to do in terms of, you know - what do you call it? - um, leadership 

or management.  

Sandra Leadership I don't mind, but management I don't want to anymore. 

And I don't think I'll get it. I don't think so. I think I'm a little bit 

threatening. I don't see why, but I have a very awkward way of 

working as well sometimes. You know, if I.. 

 
81 I’m using the term very loosely here, it is not the sort of individuating that lies at the heart of 
Simondon’s work or expressed by Deleuze. 
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Sandra I've been asked to do, um, this development of a policy for the 18th, 

which I've done, but it keeps coming back to me with silly questions 

on it so I've said, "I've done what I can do. I can do no more. If you 

need anything else, it needs to go elsewhere - to HR or legal services 

- who do this for their day job." But, but I suppose that's a sort of chores-

y thing that are beginning to land on my desk that I'm not {pause} 

well, it's a waste of my skill, really. But then, we're not the department 

that requires anything too creative or, um, controversial, or linked with 

any externality. Now, those are my things-- those are the things I do, 

really. So in a way, I think those skills are not required of me so I just 

keep my head down. That's why I'm thinking perhaps of leaving. 

I can hear Sandra actively presenting herself to me in this excerpt. There isn’t much of a 

narrative here, little sense of plot or story, rather anecdotes seem to be mobilised to present 

(or perform) a particular self. I’m reluctant to forensically dissect Sandra’s utterances to 

analyse that self, but I think she is representing herself quite actively. From her attitude 

towards Debbie’s emotions, and statements about her own strengths and dislikes, I think you 

will be able to see there is a great deal of differentiating in Sandra’s words. Clearly Sandra is 

presenting as a professional manager (one who would not descend into tears) She presents as 

a competent senior leader, who is ‘above management’ and has been marginalised. But she 

understands the organisational politics and is looking for ‘an out’.  

What is interesting is how this contrasts with Sandra’s view of things on an earlier occasion, 

when her new role had just been announced and she presented herself very differently: 

Sandra So there were certain things from the old job I was able to negotiate and 

keep, which gave me that self-validation, I think. And also, I'm a very 

optimistic person at heart and I felt it was just a matter of time before I would 

be back at the top table - however interim. But there were lots of things I 

had to think of - do I leave the company? Do I go elsewhere? I could see 

lots of my colleagues leaving, lots of my colleagues feeling very 

disenchanted. But I won't allow that to happen to myself. Because it was all 

about preserving my own dignity and self-worth in the first place. 

We might ask which version of Sandra is the real one, to try to reveal the real self. However, 

from a Deleuzian perspective, there is no true self to be revealed. What the research material 

reveals is that Sandra is actively differentiating herself, she is creating selves within dialogue. 

It is through her utterances that aspects of her Being emerge, rather than being revealed. There 
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is no single entity, but an ever-changing self, maintained and preserved by the linguistic 

expression of ‘I’. 

Arguably, since Descartes, this last form of expression has been the focus of Being, Being as 

conscious identity; created and perpetuated (or changed) through words. But Deleuze’s flat 

material ontology does not differentiate, becoming takes many forms; biological, symbolic and 

linguistic are but three categorizations. Being emerges on many intersecting metaphysical 

planes. Deleuze’s adoption of the term plane (and/or surface) is important. He wants to escape 

the Cartesian thinking ‘self’ situated at the heart of things. Rather than a single entity, his 

topological language evokes a multi-dimensional surface (or perhaps surfaces). The conscious 

being is not shrouded in a body and then concealed (or revealed) through layers of symbolism 

and language. Being emerges through multiple disjunctive series of expressions, with each 

series occupying a different metaphysical plane. Deleuze might refer to Being emerging in the 

folds and crease where these different planes intersect. And, if successful, this imagery 

suggests that Being has no centre, it has a complex evolving topology, creating different 

forms/shapes at different points in space-time.  

When Deleuze and Guattari wrote of many writers, it was not a sign of schizophrenia as mental 

illness, it was the schizophrenia created by this complex topology, in which fragmentary and 

everchanging overlapping series of expressions, or folds, constitute a single being. Each being 

is not one; but is constituted through (rather than by) multiple forms of expression. The 

univocal Being emerges from a polyphony of many overlapping voices. We may focus on the 

linguistic voice, but all the voices of Being emerge from one being or living body that is an 

everchanging complex arrangement of potentialities waiting to be actualised. 

In contrast to writers who problematise the divided self, Deleuze embraces the multiplicity of 

Being. The very idea of ‘self’ is dependent upon a language to create the ‘me’ and thus is 

created and perpetuated when a being expresses itself. New expressions give voice to new 

selves, within one ever changing being. Deleuze’s anti-identitarian thinking asserts that “fixed 

identities are relinquished in favour of a flux of multiple becoming” (Braidotti, 1993, p.44). 

Identity is de-essentialized; there is no authentic single voice struggling to be heard.  

Rather “we dialogue ourselves into existence” (Burkitt, 2010, p.316) using a multitude of 

expressions that reflect the differences of that being. There is no revealing or hiding82 of a true 

self. When an individual talks about their conscious self, they are not describing (re-

presenting) themselves to another. Rather they are creating that self as they engage in 

 
82 Obviously, a person can deliberately misrepresent themselves to deceive (themselves or another) 
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dialogue (even if that dialogue is an inner dialogue with themselves). This allows Deleuze to 

escape Cartesian and Freudian ideas of the self. There is nothing submerged, no unconscious, 

no subconscious, simply a being which creates a self through its interactions with its 

environment. This is very closely aligned to Bakhtin’s thinking. Granted, Bakhtin may not 

exclude the possibility of the unconscious, but since by definition it is not expressible without 

some form of dialogue, we have no means of accessing it (Pirog, 1987). However, it is 

important to remember that whilst Bakhtin’s focus is on the linguistic self, for Deleuze the self 

(created through dialogue) is only one aspect of Being. Deleuzian Being has other ways of 

expressing itself. 

In this section, I have explored Deleuze’s flat material ontology. Hopefully it illustrates that for 

Deleuze, Being is not an entity, but a process. Organisms are actualised through an ongoing 

series of ever-changing expressions as they interact with their environment. It is through this 

process of becoming (changing) that Being emerges. Additionally, this ontology liberates our 

conception of Being from a Cartesian self. Finally, it conceptualises language as just one form 

of expression. I have referred to three forms, but these are artificial categories, to aid 

understanding. Importantly in placing language alongside other forms of expression; Deleuze 

can escape a purely linguistic, constructivist worldview. Arguably, for this research, my focus, 

like Bakhtin’s is on the dialogic/linguistic aspect of Being. The material I have co-created is a 

collection of dialogues, but to understand Deleuze’s thought it is necessary to acknowledge 

the many metaphysical planes that constitute Being. In the next section, I will focus on 

Deleuze’s conception of language and unavoidably this will involve a return to Bakhtin’s work. 

 

The Emergence of Language in Deleuzian thought. 

Deleuze’s material ontology means he refuses to conceptualise language as existing 

independently of the bodies from which it emerges. Language is something that ‘bubbles up’ 

to the surface of bodies83. He suggests that language “liberates sounds and makes them 

independent of bodies” (Deleuze, 2004, p.214). For our biological ancestors (and infants not 

yet encumbered with speaking), utterances express something about the state of their bodies 

(the cry, the laugh, the sneeze, the fart). Language however takes the noise of our utterances 

and applies it to something other than the body from which it emerges. In so doing it 

differentiates an object, a subject, a concept, an event from the flux of experience. With 

language we take the sounds that emerge from our bodies and use them to ‘coat’ the surface 

 
83 A more precise reading of Deleuze would probably suggest that language creates a surface or plane. 
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of the world with signs. Our understanding of language as a representational tool means we 

have lost sight of the body that lies beneath the words. Cavarero (2005) refers to as the 

‘devocalisation of logos’ through which the embodied voice has become secondary to the 

system of signs. Deleuze insists that the expression of the voice (the sounds the body creates) 

is originary. Whilst he cannot deny the significance of language and its performativity, Deleuze 

holds that it is a derivative of ‘pure’ expression. 

Thus, Deleuze is very critical of the ‘linguistic turn’ of the late 20th century with its emphasis 

on signification and the construction of reality. Nevertheless, it is important to stress that this 

does not mean denying the important role that language plays within the lives of social beings. 

Rather, Deleuze asserts that we must reconceptualise language: 

“It must not be said that language deforms a reality which is pre-existing or of 

another nature. Language is first, it has invented the dualism. But the cult of 

language, the setting-up of language, linguistics itself, is worse than the old 

ontology from which it has taken over. We must pass through dualisms because 

they are in language, it's not a question of getting rid of them, but we must fight 

against language, invent stammering, not in order to get back to a prelinguistic 

pseudo-reality, but to trace a vocal or written line which will make language flow 

between these dualisms and which will define a minority usage of language, an 

inherent variation as Labov says” 

Deleuze and Parnet (1987, p.34) 

Deleuze consistently wants to escape language and to understand the matter and bodies that 

it potentially conceals. This can often seem non-sensical, as his ongoing tirade against 

representationalism means he writes an awful lot about language. Perhaps he protests too 

much? Much of Deleuze’s work is focussed on language. He wants to put language in its proper 

place, but the more he pushes it to the margins of his philosophy, the more it appears in the 

spotlight. Nevertheless, for whatever reason, he seems to need to keep an ontological 

firebreak between his ontology and language. I sense that his vitriol is directed towards the 

perceived threat of structural linguists84  colonising his philosophical patch. He wants us to see 

what lies beyond/outside language. But just like Heidegger he finds that thinking needs 

language. He may create a different form of language, one that twists and folds words to open 

up new possibilities, but he cannot do his work without language.   

 
84 Spearheaded by the thinking of Chomsky and Saussure 
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And so to imagine a language that can escape itself, Deleuze paradoxically looks to the writing 

of others: Nietzsche, Bakhtin/Voloshinov and other linguistic philosophers (Benveniste, Labov, 

Prop and Austin). Additionally, he deploys literature; drawing on Shakespeare, Proust, Joyce, 

Beckett and most notably Lewis Carroll to help him in his tirade against signs and 

representation. Arguably, this tirade began in 1968 with The Logic of Sense, in which he draws 

on Carroll to explore the sense and nonsense to be found in language. But he repeatedly 

returns to explore language, culminating within his collaborative A Thousand Plateaus.  

Thus, whilst hostile to social/linguistic constructionism, Deleuze has a great deal to say about 

language. He introduces interesting linguistic concepts that have shaped my engagement with 

the empirical material generated during my research journey. There are significant overlaps 

between his thinking and that of Bakhtin85, perhaps even a little plagiarism on the part of 

Deleuze and Guattari.  

In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari embrace the social performativity of language 

and develop their ideas using the work of both Austin and Bakhtin/Voloshinov. Given the point 

made earlier about expression, they (like Bakhtin) focus on the utterance (voice). They don’t 

worry too much about what the utterance is. Perhaps influenced by Bakhtin’s dialogism, they 

do emphasise the spoken word; but they drift in and out of written expression and other 

signs/symbols, whether performed physically or on the page/screen.  

Their emphasis on materiality and expression, makes it logical that they explore how language 

gives power to bodies and creates power over bodies. Building upon the work of Austin, they 

develop their ideas shedding new light on performativity, ideas that I and Bas have expressed 

elsewhere (Fouweather and Bosma, 2021)86. 

Deleuze and Guattari (2013b) introduce the term incorporeal transformations to reveal one 

aspect of the performativity of language. Austin (1962) attempts to reveal how we do things 

with words. He shows that by saying words, the status of bodies are changed. Saying “I do” 

within a legal ceremony, transforms two people from being single, to being married. The 

concept of incorporeal transformations captures this performativity of language:  words 

change the non-corporeal attributes of a material body. Saying “I do” does not change the 

physical attributes of either person involved, but it changes a whole host of relations within 

the sociolinguistic realm of those individuals. Similarly, texting someone “Your Contract of 

 
85 Lecerlce (2002), Evans (2008) and Roberts (2008) have, to varying degrees, brought their work 
together.  
86 Written and published after this part of the thesis was initially produced. Arguably the groundworks 
of it can be found in this writing.  
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Employment has been ended” is a major life event for the recipient, which sets in train a whole 

raft of changes. Nevertheless, the speech act has no direct material impact upon the 

recipient’s body. Rather, the transformation occurs within a wider context and for this reason 

we can understand it as incorporeal.  

Although there are some differences, the concept appears to be a development of Bakhtin’s 

(1986) concept of Semantic Transformation which surfaces in a brief (and rather overlooked) 

essay Towards a Methodology for the Human Sciences. 

It is important to appreciate that an incorporeal transformation is instantaneous and specific 

to the point at which the words are uttered. Such a transformation is “nothing outside the 

circumstances that make it performative” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013b, p.95). My utterance 

of the words “I do” does not in itself transform me into a married person, it is dependent upon 

a whole set of existing relations. Indeed, if a whole series of relations are not coincident to the 

utterance, the words take on different meanings. Outside the marriage ceremony the words 

become part of an indirect discourse: reportage, a joke, or simply meaningless. 

In my empirical material I can find suggestions of incorporeal transformations and how they 

impact upon individuals. The excerpt below shows Martin battling to make sense of how a 

semantic transformation has shaped his experience of work. Things have changed at work, but 

Martin isn’t sure what the announcement of a new structure will mean for him: 

Martin You end up still in the same office and you do the same job but you - 

I mean, I've already been changed around quite a lot so, you just see 

that probably it's not going to have much effect….. They keep saying 

it in order to try to make it true.  

At this point in our conversation Martin seems to be suggesting the change is simply 

semantic, it will have little impact upon him. He seems to be minimising or trivialising 

the change.  

For Roger a change in job title was an annoyance:  

Roger If I was really honest, the, the distinction of the labels annoy me. And 

I wish they would just… go away, so you didn't have to have that, that 

tension because, like it or not, admin staff are the poor relation. I don't 

view myself as admin staff. 

However, whilst he didn’t appreciate the designation at the time, he did express other feelings 

when we met again: 
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Roger To me, ultimately, it doesn't really matter. As long as you're properly 

acknowledged for what you're doing, I don't really mind what 

category I'm put in. 

In Roger we have one voice (person) but no equivocality. Two different sentiments expressed 

at different times. In our initial conversation he is frustrated by the semantic distinction that 

exists within the organisation and that makes him “the poor relation”. Later he is ambivalent 

about the transformation, and whilst he still recognises the designation, Roger is able to focus 

on how he is respected by the organisation. Potentially this reflects a dialect tension. Was 

there a material change in Roger’s work activities or was it simply a change of label? There is 

no clear-cut answer, and it is tempting to see Roger struggling to reconcile these two 

interpretations as he tries to work out what is actually changing. The role of the researcher is 

to discover the truth, to understand what is going on: Can I make sense of the situation, what 

does the contradiction reveal? However, Deleuze’s ontology of becoming warns me (the 

researcher) not to abstract too much from the text. Rather the two comments simply reveal 

the temporality of Being. Roger is expressing what he was feeling at two points in time, in two 

separate dialogues. He is a multiplicity, not a singularity. There is no need to superimpose a 

divided self, battling to come to terms with change. Both Roger and I were unaware of the 

contradiction during the second interaction. We’ve both lost sight of the former self. Only 

whilst poring over the transcriptions did I unearth this apparent contradiction. We make sense 

of things in the moment, and in another dialogue, Roger might have expressed something else.    

Whilst incorporeal transformations change relations, the performative function of language 

means that the transformation has an emergent temporal quality.  The change is not 

determined by the words and the relations in isolation. Rather it is the connections made 

between the utterance and what it is directed towards in the moment of that utterance. 

Borrowing from Voloshinov (2013, p.110), Deleuze and Guattari (2013b, p.96) state: 

“..there must be “an extra something” that “remains outside the scope of the 

entire set of linguistic categories and definitions,” even though it is still entirely 

within the purview of the theory of enunciation of language.”  

This chimes with Derrida’s (2016, p.158) often mistranslated87 “there is no outside-text (il n'y 

a pas de hors-texte)”. Finding the meaning in words by reference to other words creates an 

infinite regress. The meaning of an utterance is never given completely within the words, it 

always has to be translated/inferred from the environment in which it emerges. 

 
87 More usually (and erroneously) translated as ‘there is nothing outside the text’.  
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The language systems we use (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013b; refer to the Collective Assemblage 

of Enunciation) are always open to interpretation and thus variation. And it is this openness 

that makes it possible to make many different connections. However, this does not condemn 

language to an extreme form of relativism in which all meanings are possible. It is not simply 

the words that convey meaning. The words and their expressive performativity create a 

linguistic force that goes beyond the words themselves, to create meaning in the moment. It 

is the “variables of expression[88] that establish a relation between language and the outside, 

but precisely because they are immanent to language.” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013b, p.95).  

At this point it is useful to recognise that Deleuze never gives dialogue the same attention that 

Bakhtin affords it. Deleuze does not make the same distinction between monologue and 

dialogue that is so prominent within much of Bakhtin’s work. Instead he acknowledges that 

variation is inherent in all language, and that all linguistic acts are part of an extended dialogue. 

Words are passed from person to person in a long dialogic chain. Deleuze might argue that all 

the important qualities of dialogue that Bakhtin recognises, also exist in the written text. 

Deleuze uses works of literature to make his point, just as Bakhtin does through his exploration 

of Dostoevsky. Consequently, Bakhtin’s work can seem much more applicable to the study of 

dialogue, than Deleuze’s. A more detailed awareness of the two writers’ works indicates the 

differences are arguably ones of emphasis. Many concepts are shared, sometimes the 

terminology is the same, but often similar concepts are explored using different terminology. 

Deleuze and Guattari (2013b) recognise two opposing tendencies within the collective 

assemblage of enunciation (the entire language system). Language has the ability to 

territorialize and to deterritorialize.  Drawing on an idea taken from Barthes, they recognise 

the intellectual imperialism (or fascism) of language. Language can be used to define and 

control what is possible, creating relations of power and establishing authority. Thus, for 

Deleuze language has a territorializing tendency. However, the inherent variation of language 

means that it can also perform the opposite function. Words can be subverted, twisted and 

configured in creative new ways, enabling things to be expressed which had previously been 

impossible.  Deleuze and Guattari call this tendency deterritorialization. These two tendencies 

are to some extent similar (although not synonymous) to the two forces of monoglossia and 

heteroglossia within language that Bakhtin (1981) recognised. 

 
88 Here Deleuze and Guattari seem to be using expression in the sense it is normally deployed and not 
in a Spinozian sense. 
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Rather than offering Bakhtin’s dichotomy of monologue and dialogue, Deleuze and Guattari 

refer to major language and minor literatures. The terms first appear in Kafka: Towards a 

Minor Literature (1986). A major language is a formal language, with highly prescribed 

vocabulary, syntax and grammar. Such languages limit what can be expressed. This is language 

that exerts power (Pouvoir: authority). It is an imperial language that territorializes.  

But Deleuze and Guattari (2013b, p.118) indicate there is another power within language, the 

power (Puissance: capacity) of variation, which they identify occurs within minor literatures. It 

is a subversive deterritorializing force. The distinction between major language and minor 

literature acknowledges that the minor literature is located within the major language system. 

It uses the same words and grammars, but these are subverted to create new meanings that 

can express things that are excluded or prohibited in the major language.  

Thus, like Bakhtin, Deleuze emphasises the variation that is immanent within language, that 

makes it a powerful force to destabilise (deterritorialize). Embracing the plasticity of language 

is in stark contrast to structuralist linguists, and some constructionists. The re-appropriations 

of ‘Queer’89 and the N word as positive affirmations of identity provide good examples. The 

meaning of these words is revealed in the utterance rather than the dictionary. Echoing the 

Humpty Dumpty Principle, Melrose (1995) draws on the work of both Peirce and Derrida to 

suggest that the meaning of words emerges through complex cognitive dialogical processes, 

rather than the product of the words themselves. This recognises the power of language “to 

make infinitely many connections in different directions at once, to explore (by embracing 

them) contradictions, to represent experience as fluid and indeterminate” (Halliday, 187, 

pp.148-149). Thus, the meaning of the word can be subverted. Ambiguity and indeterminacy 

can be deployed to subvert words. Parker (2013) catalogues how traditional forms of 

management discourse are actually subverted in the workplace. Spicer (2013) and 

Christensen, Kärreman and Rasche (2019) re-appropriate ‘bullshit’, recognising it as an integral 

part of the management discourse that is worthy of academic study. Because of this openness 

to variation (what Bakhtin terms heteroglossia) it is impossible to predict what meaning will 

be assigned to words and what performative force they will possess. The power of language 

to change relations cannot be denied, but what changes it creates amongst bodies is never 

certain.  

 
89 See Rumens, De Souza and Brewis (2019) 
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This emergent quality of language can be seen in the empirical material I collected. Here we 

can see Simon talking about the change instigated by his organisation’s leader and the 

language used to communicate the change: 

Simon He just simply saw it as a semantic thing. And in fact there is something 

in the communication that says it doesn't affect posts. Meaning, I 

guess, that no posts were being deleted, no, there are no 

redundancies around this. “This is not that kind of change”…but you 

know from my perspective, it affects my post dramatically.. And when 

I go around talking to people - the people who understand it…all the 

people who are involved - they get it. They can see, "Oh gosh, this is 

a big deal for us” 

Simon’s words highlight the disconnect between the locutionary, illocutionary and 

perlocutionary forces of language. The locutionary element (the semantic meaning of words) 

was clear, but the illocutionary force (what was the intention of the words) and the 

perlocutionary (the response to the words) are contested.  

Simon reports that he has been told that the changes are minor. We can see that Simon has 

clearly understood the locutionary content of what he has been told. We cannot be sure of 

the illocutionary intent of the words of the leader, but it would seem it was to reassure those 

involved about the nature of the changes. What we can see is that Simon clearly contests the 

locutionary element, and this appears to reverse the illocutionary force. The perlocutionary 

response (negativity towards the change) is the very opposite to what appears to have been 

intended.  

In our dialogue Simon mobilised the voice of an imaginary collective to express his 

disagreement. Appropriating this voice, Simon moves beyond the semantic, creating a 

microdialogue to express the emotions and feelings he is experiencing in the moment of 

dialogue. Both he and I understand that he is reporting something that may never have 

happened. The words of his colleagues are almost certainly not a direct quote. His reported 

speech does not belong to another body at another time. We both know he is engaged in a 

spontaneous stylized performance that gives voice to what he is feeling in the moment. 

Within this, I sense that the words “Oh gosh” were significant. This euphemism’s origins are 

a minced oath that avoids ‘taking the lords word in vain’. In the context of the dialogue 

between Simon and I, it becomes a genteel anachronism alluding to an Enid Blyton world of 

childhood adventures. Juxtaposed within the context of the things being expressed, it is used 

to parody the situation. It points towards another configuration of words that would have 
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expressed more literally the emotional impact of the message he and his colleagues had 

received. Parody, as Sullivan (2012, p.51) asserts is “irreverent and anti-authoritative”, 

allowing the speaker to recount what has happened (the original discourse) whilst 

revealing/creating another dimension to what she/he is reporting.  

Simon says his colleagues ”got it”; that the official communication was not a benign 

”semantic thing”. And what I got (the sense of the words) from our dialogue was that the 

communication from his leader had created a very definite change in relations. An apparent 

attempt to minimise change had created the very opposite effect to the one intended. At 

best Simon thought his boss was naïve. But I sense that what he was telling me was that his 

boss was being disingenuous, deliberately misreporting the scale of the ongoing changes. 

Perhaps he was indicating that the communication was a bland symbolic pronouncement 

that both parties understood conveyed little information. Simon is deterritorializing. His 

parody is undermining the organisation’s description of the changes that are occurring. The 

changes are anything but ‘semantic’. 

As our conversation continued, other changes were mentioned, and Simon went on to say: 

Simon So this actually becomes a crystallization and an example of, this is 

the way the world works now, as does the HR thing. When you put the 

two things together, it's like, ummm, so,  so, "Where am I? Am I still this 

side of the wardrobe?" You know. “What happened? Are you talking 

about walking through walls?” 

Simon draws on the voice of CS Lewis to express the situation he is in and the absence of 

sense he is feeling. Simon has found himself in an alternative surreal world, and I play my 

part, spontaneously joining him in a playfully Bakhtinian carnivalesque dialogue: 

Me  Let's go, yeah, let's go to Narnia.  

Simon Except I can't remember how we got back. You have to find a lion. Is 

that right? 

Me  Yeah, I think, I think the lion takes you back. 

Simon Okay, okay. I'll keep looking. 

We became naughty children looking for Aslan the true king of Narnia, who will vanquish the 

White Witch and return us home. Again, I see in my research material, the malleability and 

creativity that is inherent in dialogue. Simon has dropped in one phrase (“this side of the 

wardrobe”) and I instinctively make a connection between the wardrobe, the story it points 
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towards and the situation he is facing. At one level it was nonsense, a metaphysical flight of 

fancy, but what was communicated between us made perfect sense.  

Led by Simon we have created a carnival space, where “the structure and order of ordinary life 

are suspended.” (Bakhtin, 1984, p.122). It is a space where hierarchical structures are 

temporarily abandoned, barriers that separate individuals are removed and new connections 

made. Simon invited me to join him in Narnia and by accepting the invitation we are 

momentarily joined together conspiratorially, in this mythical place.  

Through this playful interlude, things have changed. Obviously, we’ve been able to create 

connections between the Narnia story and Simon’s organisational story, using a shared 

cultural ‘back-catalogue’ of childhood stories. The old organisation was a familiar safe world. 

Post-change the organisation has been transformed into a disorientating land where 

established ways have been upended. The leader of change is cast as the evil Ice Queen. 

Simon’s ongoing search for the lion reflects Simon’s yearning to return to the old, familiar 

world. But we both knew (I think) that Simon would not find his lion.   

Arguably the details are not important. What is important is that by recasting the situation we 

have created a respite for Simon. It might raise a smile, but it doesn’t seek to minimise the 

situation. It may be rebellious, but it is not revolutionary. At best it offers “positive negation” 

(Emerson 1994, p.291), a moment of camaraderie and togetherness. The interaction enables 

Simon to find a way to express what he is feeling about the organizational changes; without 

cataloguing the minutiae of events and without explicitly dwelling within his own emotions.  

A conspiratorial exchange lasting less than a minute captures many elements of Simon’s 

experience of events and paints a picture of those events. With incredible economy, it seems 

to say what could not be said. Holt and Cornelissen (2014) recognise that writing on 

sensemaking has focussed on what can be said explicitly in language (logos) and rather ignored 

what cannot be expressed or represented directly. What emerges in my dialogue with Simon 

is a vivid sense of the changes that Simon was experiencing, without any attempt to directly 

represent or describe how things are (or were).  

And having stepped into a virtual carnivalesque world to give sense to Simon’s experiences, I 

take on another voice and lead him back to the reality we had momentarily left behind: 

Me  Yeah. And you, perhaps tomorrow, we'll wake up, and it will…... 

Simon Perhaps you will. I mean, you know, this is a process, isn't it? I've started 

to have a few more conversations with some different people about 

this and try to get better sense of what it was for, what the rationale 
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was, what the thinking was, and where people are with it at senior 

level. 

Echoing a host of organisational theorists, Simon identifies conversations as a way of making 

sense of organisational change. He would not be the only participant who expressed ideas 

about the role of dialogue within organisational change. 

At this point, I feel a sense of regret at having deconstructed our dialogue in an attempt to 

represent it. Everything I’ve taken from Bakhtin and Deleuze tells me that the words speak for 

themselves. In trying to apply their work, I am transforming the empirical material. Or put 

another way, the relatively unprocessed material presented in the excerpt creates far less 

interference than my laboured dissection of it. Despite my repeated claims it is impossible to 

avoid representation (or re-presentation), even if I label it non-representational. 

It is also important to point out that I am exploring the process of sensemaking. On the page 

you are seeing traces of the sensemaking that emerged between Simon and myself. My 

deconstruction is also a linguistic manifestation of my individual sensemaking, a dialogue with 

the reader through which I am attempting to surface the sensemaking that I have 

subsequently engaged in.  

For Deleuze (2007, p.22) sense is: “the expressed of the proposition […] an incorporeal, 

complex, and irreducible entity, at the surface of things, a pure event which inheres or subsists 

in the proposition”. Sense is not the relationship between words (the proposition) and things. 

It does not ‘exist’ but ‘inheres’ within the words, it is an attribute of an expression. That which 

is expressed (the sense of the words) need not come from the semantic meaning of the words 

used (Deleuze 2004a, p.24). The journey to Narnia I’ve already mentioned illustrates this point 

very well. Simon looked to Narnia to express what he was feeling. And I instinctively sensed 

what he was trying to convey, even though what Simon was trying to communicate might have 

been hidden at the back of the wardrobe. Mazzei (2013a, pp.735-736) suggests we need to 

stop seeing an interviewee as a narrator creating their own story (or representations of 

experience). Drawing on Deleuzian terminology, she suggests the interview should be seen as 

an assemblage in which those involved simultaneously “map connectives”. Through the 

process connections are made between the participants and the events and emotions that 

emerge within the conversation. By drawing on a shared reservoir of words Simon and I were 

able to create connections that enabled us to understand each other and explore some of the 

events and emotions that Simon was experiencing. Thus, despite the ambiguity of language, 

meaning (or perhaps more precisely sense) emerged for both of us. 
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Although it is very difficult for me to separate language from sensemaking, I will focus on the 

dialogic nature of my research material. In another chapter/fold, I will return to the process of 

sensemaking to consider how sense emerges within consciousness. Before I do that, I focus 

on the emergent characteristics of language and how within dialogue people are able to use 

language creatively to explore their experience and create a shared understanding. 

 

The Emergence of Dialogue 

What I found when engaging with my empirical material was that the semi-structured 

conversational approach I adopted with the participants, emphasised the emergent nature of 

dialogue. The conversation with Simon illustrates this nicely, but it was not an isolated 

incident. Often, the questions I posed were treated as open invitations to talk about change, 

rather than a specific question to be answered. 

With Barry, a senior manager, I found myself talking about change leadership through the lens 

of football and his hero Alex Ferguson: 

Barry It's slightly different innit, but he built that siege mentality where 

everybody out there hates ya, everyone hates ya. Everyone hates 

Manchester United, so we've got to prove that Manchester United are 

the best. If you play for United you-- you give 150% and they’re the 

sort of people you’d come out of the trenches for innit?  

Me It's, it’s trust, 

Barry Yeah.. 

Me Trusting each other as you’ve got down there. People, they go the 

extra mile because they know that everybody else is.. 

Barry Going in the right direction. 

 Me Yes, and as committed-- and that's, as you say, that's.. 

Barry He used to be in at half past five in the morning and just because he 

wanted to do that and everyone around-- he knew everybody's 

name in the club and that's the sort of thing, ain't it? That's the sort of 

thing. 

Me It is 

Barry And then be brave enough and strong enough to bollock someone if 

they need it {pause} but then explain why you've done it and yeah. 
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We continued for another four minutes using football management as a metaphor for 

managing change. Barry talked about the need for a good work ethic, dedication, teamwork, 

walking over hot coals, relationships; but never once made the connection back to change 

management. And at no point did I try and bring us back ‘on topic’. I didn’t need to (despite 

not being quite up to speed on the career of the players he mentioned); the connection had 

been made. Even if our conversation seemed to shift onto footballing details, the connection 

was maintained. This was another displaced conversation about change.   

The dialogue could be playful and rebelliously ironic (as with Simon) but it could take other 

forms. Lizzie was annoyed about her working conditions, but chose to focus on one thing in 

particular: 

Lizzie It's a bit more challenging. And that-- that really annoys me. But, on 

the whole now, I’m alright. 

Me Yes 

Lizzie I am. Do you know what I mean? 

Me Okay, that’s.. 

Lizzie These shoes annoy me, but I'm really not supposed to say that. 

Me No, no, I mean.. 

Lizzie They're absolutely hateful. I hate these shoes! 

Me No, no, I mean {shared laughter}  

Me I think it’s important to say Lizzie if you want to moan about the shoes, 

then.. 

Lizzie They really hurt my feet, these shoes, I could cry when I go home 

because my feet get so sore with them. I don't know what it is about 

them. I've wore safety shoes before, but not like this. Maybe it's me 

age, I don’t know {pause} 

Me Okay, let's take them off! Oh, of course you can’t they’re safety shoes. 

{shared laughter} 

I don’t think the shoes were a metaphor. This was an ‘in the moment’ expression of what she 

had experienced, and possibly the pain she was feeling in that moment. Our shared laughter 

and intonation imply the gripe was literal, and ‘off message’. It was not the stuff of interviews, 

but the shoes were a painful problem. I suspect that we both implicitly sensed this was a 

knowing detour that built or maintained a personal connection. Reviewing my material, it was 
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obvious this had little to do with organisational change. Yes, I could create significance and 

make it fit into a narrative about change: New safety shoes oppressing toes, just like new 

working practices oppressing workers. Instead, it encouraged me to think about the process of 

interviewing. This aside was the sort of thing that I was expected to airbrush out of my 

research, a sociolinguistic detour, a fold, not worthy of including. Later I’d have the theoretical 

language that would allow me to bring it into the open: post-qualitative inquiry. (Honan, 2014)   

I’ve already acknowledged that Deleuze’s work on language does not create a strong 

distinction between dialogue and monologue. Nevertheless, he did make an occasional 

reference to it. Echoing the concept of many voices, he referred to dialogue as 

“…a great schizophrenic experiment happening between two individuals with 

common resources and a taste for ellipses and shorthand expressions. 

Conversation is full of long silences; it can give you ideas.” 

Deleuze (2007, p.380) 

Shotter offers a similar, though slightly more positive take, emphasizing the generative 

qualities of dialogue. Interestingly, he stresses that an interview is dialogic exchange, a point 

of creation with its own generative properties:  

“…… our talk always points beyond itself to a not-yet-determined something, to a 

‘world’, to the unity of the event encompassing us within which it will have its 

meaning. And if I orient towards a person’s words as merely a pattern of already 

completed objective forms, as a set of already-made objects at hand (as in a 

transcript, say), instead of towards the expressive movement of their words in their 

speaking, I will ‘lose the phenomena’ (Garfinkel 2002: 264–267); that is, I will lose 

my sense both of the transitory understandings and of the action guiding 

anticipations of the yet-to-be-determined, generated in both speakers and 

listeners alike in the dialogical dynamics at work in our dialogically structured 

exchanges.”  

Shotter (2008, p.510) 

For me it was important to move beyond the transcript as an individual’s version of events, 

and to take a Shotterian perspective: to see the interview as a creative and generative social 

interaction. The excerpts from Lizzie and Barry are illustrative. It is not necessary to see the 

words as an accurate representation of events beyond the interaction. In 2016, I co-wrote the 

following:  
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“Dialogue is a co-creative, aesthetic endeavor, within which meaning is not 

something transmitted, rather meaning is arrived at through novel and 

experimental attempts at articulating dwelt experience” 

Bosma, Chia and Fouweather (2016, p.21) 

Whilst I might now feel that the word ‘meaning’ should be replaced by the word ‘sense’; the 

sentence captures my feelings about the dialogues that were created, between myself and the 

research participants. 

Revisiting the empirical material generated for this project, I can see that my engagement with 

dialogic thinking might have also shaped my interactions in the interviews/conversations. I 

sense that I tried to arrive at a common understanding with the other person by engaging in 

conversation, rather than asking questions. Again, and again I verbalise “that’s interesting”, 

encouraging the interviewee to elaborate. Here I am talking with Sean about his role as a 

leader of change and spontaneously drawing connections between Sean’s narrative and other 

voices: 

Me And the other thing that you reflected upon and you were happy to 

acknowledge, which I find interesting….you're at least the second 

person in this research who has acknowledged that they are in a position 

as change agent but that they hate change. {shared laughter} 

Me Whilst I want to respect everybody else in the research and their 

anonymity; the person, works as a lean implementer within a large 

organisation. What he does is, he's continually doing continual 

improvement {shared laughter}. Yet, he was quite happy to talk to me 

about how frustrating, infuriating and annoyed he got by a change to 

the way that his expenses were processed. What was interesting for me 

was that he could acknowledge the fact that it was only a spreadsheet 

that had changed and that it wasn't a big issue. But, actually, at some 

level, fundamentally, that was important for him. 

Sean Mmm, mmm. 

Me Because he was in the role that he was in, he was doing a lot of travel 

and so he had a lot of credit card, hotels and flights,  

Sean Mmmm 

Me …and things to book. The change in the process had impacted upon 

him and made those things, which weren't core to his work,  
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Sean Yeh,  

Me …..but had to be done, much more, more infuriating. It was, it was 

{pause} fascinating {stressed through intonation}.  

Me I suppose {pause}, and therefore because of that, I'm interested when 

you say "Actually, I'm not very good at change." 

I can see that I was improvising; sharing a flash narrative (Saylors, Boje and Mueller, 2014) 

with Sean that acts as “a bridge thrown between myself and another” (Voloshinov, 1986, p.86). 

Engaging in dialogue, rather than inquiry. I am turn-taking, embracing the situation and making 

a contribution to the conversation that establishes solidarity between us. Whilst trying to 

respect others and maintain my professional integrity; there is a sense in which I’m breaking 

down the barrier between interviewer and interviewee. Sean shares his stories of change and 

I share mine of researching change. 

I am also engaged in dialogic sensemaking with Sean, identifying a “moment of recognition” 

that connects the present moment of experience to a past moment (Weick, 1995, p.111). I 

relate the story from another interview (with a reasonable degree of verité), expressing why 

it was important and let Sean know that I found this reported event fascinating.  

Then I re-establish the connection to Sean by reporting his own words back to him. This is 

something that can be seen in many interviews. I report participants utterances back to them, 

creating a polyphonic effect. Sometimes, with a little interference, but here with no attempt 

to do so. Here, my final utterances create an opening for Sean, encouraging him to return to 

what he has just expressed. By asking him to elaborate, he can reiterate or change what he 

has already said. By so doing, I’m seeking to understand what Sean wants to communicate. In 

re-presenting his thoughts, I hope that I’ll gain a greater insight into what Sean is trying to 

express.   

This was a natural spontaneous process. We are all schooled in the art of conversation from 

an early age, and instinctively learn how to converse. I did not deliberately engineer my words 

to ‘extract data’ from Sean. We were taking part in a well-established game and both of us 

understood the rules. 

Sean signals to me that he is engaged in the story as I proceed, through his positive ‘mmmms’. 

Then when I’ve offered him the chance to speak, he takes his turn: 

Sean No, you learn to accept {stressed through intonation} change. And 

change is necessary because nothing stands still in this world. What was 
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appropriate ten minutes ago is no longer appropriate, because there 

are so many variables out there as well, so you accept change.  

Sean I think the frustration creeps in when you recognise that you put an 

awful lot of work into learning something and doing something one way 

and it's worked fine and then someone, somewhere, {stressed through 

intonation} has suggested that we change.  

Sean And, and it's only if you get the rationale behind it, and the explanation 

behind it, and the logic behind it, and then see the benefits of that 

change, that yer mind, yer mind can wrap around it {pause} as well.  

Sean It's frustrating. And that's why if you are going to make change, I think 

you have to go out of your way to be very visible when you make that 

change because it is easy for them to accept and debate something 

with you, rather than see change coming from afar. It might be from 

another factory or a head office or another planet, but nonetheless, it 

is harder to accept change which is, which is {pause} imposed and, 

and {pause} the person who is having to change hasn't been involved 

in that transition, they haven't been involved in the process of change.  

Sean It's a fait accompli, “You need to do it this way.” “Do you not know how 

difficult it is?” 

Sean  I think if you can, in the most appropriate way, get people involved in 

that change process and they can understand the logic and the 

impact that that change will have on the business, or on the shift or 

everybody. That's easier to do, it's better to manage it that way. 

Listening to his narrative, I can hear Sean’s abilities. He is ‘chunking’90 creating oral paragraphs 

with his voice, so I can follow the path he is taking. The excerpt above represents a single 

monologic response from Sean, which I have represented as a series of paragraphs, to 

illustrate the chunking he employed. I hope I’ve achieved this with vérité. First, he tells me 

that change is ever-present, and that people learn to cope with change. Then he accepts that 

it can be frustrating and why it is, before explaining how this can be avoided. Then he brings 

out the danger of imposing change. Next, he creates an imagined dialogue (microdialogue): 

Change agent and ‘change victim’ exchanging words that cement what Sean has already 

expressed. Finally, he offers a solution. 

 
90 Or more precisely, I have chosen to ‘chunk’ the written words in an attempt to illustrate how Sean 
spoke.   
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We can see that Sean has interpreted my utterances as an invitation to explore why change 

can be frustrating. He uses it as an opportunity to share some of his ideas about managing 

change. Arguably he shifts things slightly. I picked up on his own attitude to change. Whether 

deliberate or not, Sean’s response is not related directly to himself. Rather he talks in very 

general terms about change. This is an inherent feature of dialogue, there is not a fixed path. 

Each utterance is one link in a chain, which can twist and turn. There is no requirement for 

Sean to provide answers, simply respond, adding the next link before handing back to me. The 

interview is a dialogic exchange, in which the addressivity (Bakhtin, 1986, p.95) inherent within 

the conversation allows each participant to grasp “what sort of utterance his utterance is to 

be taken as” (Tsoukas, 2009, p.944). There is an unexpressed set of meta-pragmatic rules, that 

shapes how we respond in dialogue. 

I can see the meta-pragmatics of dialogue throughout my empirical material. The excerpt 

below comes from one of my dialogues with Julia, a senior leader who was engaged in bringing 

about major change in a large public sector organisation. The excerpt begins forty minutes 

into the interview. My sense from the conversation was that Julia was incredibly busy running 

a complex organisation. I wanted to know something about the additional pressures that 

change would bring. 

Me Are you ever concerned that actually you don't have the time to 

make change and that we're all too busy maintaining? I suppose the 

business analogy is the alligators and the swamp. We're all busy…. 

Julia It has been like that. It has been.  

Julia What we're doing at the minute, what I can see is happening at the 

minute is we are saying "Okay. We know we need to do this and 

implement this change". But it is change actually. It's both changed. 

It's all change because even the things to apply our policies and 

procedures properly are change, because they haven't been 

applying them. So, everything's changed. There's change as in serious 

change in the way that we perceive of customers and staff and how 

we relate to them. And then there's this other change of we need to 

be a bit more compliant as well.  

Julia So, staff must be actually wondering, "So okay. We've got to be a bit 

more compliant on this hand, but we've got to be creative and 

innovative on the other hand. And we've got to somehow be able to 

get the noise out of the system with the non-compliance, to ourselves 

to be creative." 
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Julia  So maybe when you said if I've got time to manage the change; 

what I do realise is that you need a lot of discussion with people to 

have this dialogue of where you can get to a mutual understanding. 

So, I, in my mind, might be thinking, "Look it's simple. Don't worry about 

that, because that's not worth spending our energies on. Let's just do 

that, because it's just a requirement and let's concentrate on this."  

Julia I get frustrated with negativity and I might see things as negativity 

when they're not really. They might be genuine issues, so I've got to be 

very careful. So, if someone says like, "I can't get anybody interested 

to come to this meeting." I'll go, "Well, it mustn't be interesting enough 

then. There must be some way we can do it differently. Are we too 

busy? We can't run any workshops. Well, let's stop doing them. Just 

stop doing those ones then because not many people are coming to 

them." And then you'll go, 'Oh no. We need to do them, because of 

what...?"  

Julia You can get frustrated. I suppose this is a long way around answering 

your question, really. So, if I could spend more time maybe having 

dialogues and discussions around that, I could be more effective at 

implementing change, because I'm trying to deal with it at the 

people-level. Does that make any sense? No! {Shared Laughter} 

Julia acknowledges the competing challenges within the organisation: achieving compliance 

(business as usual) whilst transforming the organisation. And then she naturally switches; 

finding time to talk about dialogue. Asserting the importance of dialogue within 

organizational change, she seems to be echoing Schein’s (1993, p.40) claim that “Dialogue 

thus becomes a central element of organizational transformation”. Julia’s words are a 

succinct summary of Hazen’s (1993) paper, although at the time of transcription, I’d yet to 

read it. At the time of the interview it certainly resonated with my own thinking. With a 

constructionist outlook, familiar with the growing interest in CCO: Communication as 

Constitutive of Organization91; Julia was expressing something very familiar to me. We were 

dialoguing on dialogue 

Initially, when I first revisited my transcript, I assumed that I had already raised the issue of 

dialogue in the interview and that Julia was picking up on something I’d revealed. In fact, I 

had not. Julia had spoken about dialogue twenty-five minutes earlier:  

 
91 See Cooren et al. 2011, Cornelissen et al. 2015, and Wright 2016 
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Julia I think you got to be able to work with people to help them understand. 

Maybe there's levels of when you would need to do that so if you were 

wanting to make a big change to our approach you probably need a lot 

of dialogue and debate.  

The transcript shows that Julia moved on to talk about something else. I didn’t press the point 

or encourage her to elaborate on dialogue. However, on this second occasion I had no choice. 

At the end of her narrative she breaks off and asks whether what she is saying makes sense. 

She is playing the part of the internal critic (Billig, 1996, p.279). To stress the point, she ends 

with a sideways glance (Sullivan, 2012, p.55), answering her own question in the negative 

and laughing. I respond using two different voices (with Julia giving confirmatory cues as I 

proceed): 

Me It's an interview. So in a traditional interview, it's about you answering 

and I just ask the questions; but I don't actually think that's fair.  

Me Do I agree with you? I agree with you. For me organisational change 

is very much about dialogue  

Julia Mmm, mmm 

Me …and through dialogue we make sense of  

Julia Yeh, yeh, 

Me …the organisation around us. And you talked about ‘big change, little 

change’. {the warning apostrophes are audible in my intonation}. The 

theorists talk about episodic and continual and they're ongoing.  

Julia Mmm 

Me The notion that an organisation just stays static until somebody 

decides that it will change is kind of old school. 

I start by trying to communicate that Julia does not need to answer my questions, or that 

there is not a good or bad answer. However, in keeping with the inherent sociality of dialogue, 

I return to her question. Switching from the sociable interviewer to the academic, I mirror 

what I think she has tried to convey. I go beyond a simple confirmation that Julia has made 

sense. Taking her assertion, I make it my own (with the words “For me”), signalling that we 

hold very similar views. We are in agreement, and I add additional emphasis to the words 

“very much” through intonation.  Mid-sentence, I find another voice. I seem to adopt a 

strange dumbed down academic patois. First, I refer to “big change” and “little change”. 

These are not Julia’s words exact words, rather I’m creating interference of some sort. These 
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terms reflect types of change Julia had discussed. The big transformational change that brings 

me to the organisation, and smaller operational changes that are going on simultaneously. 

Julia had raised these to highlight the complexity of organisational change, and to 

acknowledge that people can become swamped in the ongoing flow of multiple overlapping 

changes. I distil this down to two simple terms, which are dependent upon Julia connecting 

them to an earlier point in the dialogue. Then I talk about theorists and seem to be saying “I 

know all about this theory, but it’s no big deal, we agree”.   

If I adopt the role of internal critic and simply look at my words in isolation on the page, it is 

unclear what I was trying to convey. Julia asked if she made sense, and it might be me who 

should have asked the question. Perhaps I was attempting to establish solidarity and 

confirmation ~ whether the concepts are expressed using theory, or from experience, we are 

saying the same thing. Alternatively, it could be read as a conscious (or subconscious) 

attempt to establish that I am the ‘expert’ and thus exert my authority with a patronising 

‘language for idiots’. If I’m trying to create Voloshinov’s dialogic bridge, it looks like this bridge 

emphasises the intellectual chasm between the knowledgeable and the ignorant. Naturally, 

I’m more comfortable with a more positive interpretation. Perhaps I need to remember the 

‘dialogical’ subjectivity (Sullivan, 2012, p.41) that exists within conversation. The words 

emerge spontaneously and unconsciously (Burkitt 2010), as a response to the other, so I 

wasn’t necessarily aware of what I was saying/doing.92 

Whatever I intended to express; it appears that the bridge was not destroyed. Julia was more 

than capable of dealing with my response. With confirmation that we have reached a 

common understanding (on the importance of dialogue), she follows on. Politely side-

stepping my possible meander, she details the practical challenges of creating an effective 

dialogue (rather than simply using an email to communicate information): 

 Julia People will say, "We want more guidance now. We didn't have it 

before. We'd like more guidance." So that's almost, you think it's 

obvious that there wasn't any guidance, and if there was some 

guidance, that thing would have been much more simpler. I'm trying 

to think of an example…..”Can you show your level of compliance?” 

Sounds like a simple thing, but people were going, "Well we don't 

know what it is." Now you could think, "How bad's that? Who'd help 

them? Who'd actually made it known that it was a requirement that 

 
92 Listening to the audio recording suggests the internal critic was a bit too harsh. My audible voice is 
much less condescending. 
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we should be doing this, and this is part of what we do, or this is part 

of what you do? So, unless you've got that dialogue and that 

understanding is created, you'll get nowhere with it. Just send an 

email and say, “We'll just….” So, I think that takes a lot of energy and 

it takes a lot to get the momentum in people and then make sure 

everyone checks it out. 

Here we see Julia showing her understanding of dialogue and implicitly the limitations of 

seeing language as the “communication of sign as information” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013b, 

p.89). Faced with a complex everchanging organizational world of competing priorities, she 

suggests people struggle to make sense of things. Without meaningful productive dialogue, 

people will be confused. And Julia recognises that this productive dialogue takes time and 

effort. It is certainly not “just send an email”. I picked up on this, re-voicing her words back 

to her: 

Me That's interesting. It's interesting that you said, "You can't do it with 

emails." 

Julia Mmm. 

Me Because, I don't know if you know, but last Friday was a no email day.

  

Julia Oh. Was it?  

Me Yes {Laughs}  

Julia I was on holiday {laughs} so I didn't know. {both of us laugh} 

Again, I can see myself engaging in personal conversation rather than objective interviewing. 

I link Julia’s comment about emails to a recent call for people to avoid using emails for one 

day. Julia senses I am communicating an ironic/humorous link that reflects an over-reliance 

on emails. This resonates with what Julia has just said. Simultaneously the fact that Julia was 

on holiday is humorous. The ever present, perpetually busy, senior manager was absent from 

the office on the day I’ve just referred to. We both understand the multiple ironies that have 

emerged spontaneously and share the humour with laughter. The camaraderie continues: 

 Me You managed to......{more joint laughter} 

Julia Yeh, I did. I had three days. That was very unusual for me, {extended 

pause] yeh, yeh. {final word spoken quietly followed by an extended 

pause} 
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Note that Julia finishes my sentence, confirming to me that she has made a link to the earlier 

theme I’d tried to develop. The resonance with Julia ‘the ever busy’ is understood by us both. 

As the humour dissipates and Julia’s words tail off, we both fall into a moment of silent 

communion.  I resume: 

Me But yeh, yer know, maybe change does take more than… 

Julia Mmm 

Me ..sending out a few emails  

Julia Yeh, definitely, yes it does, it does. {extended pause} 

Me Ok {extended pause}. 

Me So {pause}. Thank you {stressed} for your exploration of dialogue. {joint 

laughter} That's, that’s one, one person to confirm my hypothesis {joint 

laughter gradually subsides then silence}  

Me Are you okay for time? Or is that it? 

Julia confirms what I’ve just said. The extended pause signals that we’ve reached the end 

point. We appreciate that there is now shared understanding. There is nothing else to say 

about dialogue. Our dialogue has gone beyond the communication of information, to the 

creation of a space in which people can interact to understand each other.  Treating the 

interview as a dialogue has created this space. And so, I move us on. With irony I step out of 

the conversation and acknowledge what had been largely forgotten in the conversation: we 

are engaged in some form of interview. I take on the voice of the researcher/interviewer to 

thank Julia for confirming my hypothesis. Julia would have been unlikely to know whether 

there was a hypothesis to be tested, but this is not a statement of fact. I’d already dropped 

the guise of a traditional interviewer. My intonation provides the sideways or backward 

glance. The interviewer/interviewee dynamic has already been abandoned, and I’m not going 

back to find it. We remain in conversational mode, joined together with laughter. Finally, I 

‘play it straight’; does Julia want to end the conversation/interview now? 

Tracing the conversation in this way reveals a great deal of what the contemporary Bakhtin 

Circle 93 have to say about language and dialogic interaction. The words themselves are not 

the only things doing the work in this dialogue. Meaning and understanding emerge from the 

totality of a complex often unobserved process in which the participants:  

 
93 Writers that I have cited who embrace the Bakhtinian conception of dialogue. 
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“seek by means of intonation, pronunciation, lexical choice, gesture, and so on, to 

send out a message to the other with the minimum of interference from the 

otherness constituted by pre-existing meanings and the otherness of the intentions 

present in the other person in dialogue.”  

Holquist (1981, p.xx). 

The written transcript did not reveal this. My initial ‘verbatim’ transcription did not include 

every pause or stumble. Only by relistening to the words, did I pick up on the richness of the 

interaction. Without this level of engagement, the words on the page created a different 

sense. Julia’s “Mmms” appear to suggest a certain ambivalence. Listening to the timing of 

these, I hear she is providing confirmatory cues, giving permission/encouragement to keep 

going. Similarly, some of the things I said, appeared crass, but in relistening I was able to 

contextualise them and appreciate what I’d communicated at the time. As Blumer (1986, 

p.66) indicates “the participants fit their own acts to the ongoing acts of one another and 

guide others in doing so”. 

It has taken several hours to unpick the dynamics of what was going on, listening to the 

utterances and pauses to get a sense of the dialogic process. What is hopefully transparent 

at this point is that sense did not come from the words, but emerged within complex, 

embodied, improvised social interactions.  

 

Blurring the boundary: Bakhtin and Deleuze 

This narrative has already made a number of connections between Bakhtin’s work and that of 

Deleuze. Lecercle (2002) and Evans (2008) have both provided more detail of differences and 

similarities. The connecting thread is language, but it would be rather anti-Deleuzian to try and 

create a narrative that unifies their collective work. I’d speculate that Deleuze’s non-

representational perspective owes far more to Bakhtin than acknowledged, but I suspect 

Deleuze would be more than happy to embrace the polyphony of voices within his work and 

discuss the thorny issues of authorship and originality. 

Both Bakhtin and Deleuze strike a similar tone in berating linguistic structuralism and/or 

formalism. Both cite key names from the German Idealist/Romantic intellectual tradition. 

Deleuze’s penchant for citing literature and embracing the poetics of language echoes 

Bakhtin’s. Dostoevsky is simply replaced by a host of experimental authors. Deleuze and 

Guattari’s (1986) early collaboration Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature makes no reference to 

Bakhtin or Voloshinov, but it is hard not to see parallels, with Bakhtin’s Dostoevsky’s Poetics.  
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Voloshinov’s (1986) voice shouts out loudly from a number of Deleuzian plateaus, presenting 

a dialogic mediated form of consciousness (and self), that runs counter to Freud’s work.  

Bakhtin’s (1981) dichotomous duo of monoglossia and heteroglossia are given a more political 

makeover by Deleuze and Guattari (2013), resurfacing as territorialization and 

deterritorialization.  

Deleuze doesn’t create the dichotomy between dialogue and monologue that we see in 

Bakhtin. Instead he dismisses the notion of monologue all together; arguing that all language 

is reported speech, passing from person to person in a series of complex interwoven dialogical 

chains. And within this chapter/fold I have explored those chains, attempting to make sense 

of them through my own stuttering writing. Creating meanings by dialoguing with my research 

material, without claiming to perform Haraway’s (1988) ‘god trick’. Writing about interviews 

need not be a form of analysis. It can be conceptualised as post qualitative inquiry that creates 

lines of flight rather than deadening closure.  

In the next chapter/fold I draw on some of these ideas as I attempt to make sense of 

sensemaking, and in the process, make partial sense of both change and time. 

 

Entangling PostScript 

So what does a refolding of interview transcripts under the lens of a theoretical 

microscope built on the works of Deleuze and Bakhtin achieve? What insights does it 

provide? 

From a methodological perspective it shows how overlapping theories can be 

mobilised to make sense of interview data. It does not represent how the transcripts 

were analysed; the writing is the analysis. My own sensemaking is captured as I 

grappled with the words of both theorists and participants on the page, refolding them 

to create new meanings. And these meanings are then revised and altered as I revisit 

the words, creating additional folds in the research process. 

But equally, through this process, we (myself and the reader) are led back to the 

dialogic interactions through which the participants and I had collectively sought to 

make sense of organisational change. We can see that sense does not emerge as a 

neat or fixed narrative. Participants and I grappled with language, revisiting earlier 

experiences, ideas and meanings, refolding them ‘in the moment’ to give momentary 

and partial sense to what was going on around us. And as our dialogue continued 

more events, experiences and words were added, creating new folds from which new 

meanings and sense emerged. Just like organisational change, sensemaking never 
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ends. Previous change shapes how we make sense of the present and this shapes how 

we perceive future changes. Past, present and future are all entangled in our 

sensemaking and through our attempts to make sense we change them all. 

Organisational change and sensemaking are entangled, each continually shaping the 

other through the inevitable passage of time. 
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5. The Temporal Fold: In Search of Lost Time 

Introduction 

The title of this chapter/fold is taken from Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu. The 

original (perhaps more precise) English translation was published as Remembrance of Things 

Past, itself a phrase borrowed from one of Shakespeare’s sonnets in which he laments the loss 

of time.  

Writing now, years into my journey, it is a sentiment I am familiar with. I cannot recover the 

time that I have spent grappling with time. At times it has felt like I have wasted my time. And 

like Proust’s un-named protagonist, I accept that I can never fully re-capture (accurately 

remember) the journey I have been on. The research notes I have from the start of the journey 

belong to a past now gone. I can only construct or create that past from my earlier writings, 

recordings and the memories that they evoke. By visiting these remnants, to try to make sense 

of them, I inevitably create a new past, a new present and a new future; imposing them on a 

present that has long since passed. The future, once imagined and expressed in my writing, 

has evaporated. The past I create today is very different. If the two matched, I’d not be writing 

about this journey now, it would have been over a long time ago.  

Weick (1995) stressed sensemaking is an ongoing process and meanings are constantly being 

revised. It is a temporal process, a process of ordering and constantly changing the past, so 

that the present can be understood. What I found in 2016 was not what I expected in 2012 

nor remembered in 2022. Time has got in the way. Time has changed events, and events have 

changed time; the past, the present and the future have all been transformed by time. 

Perhaps T.S. Eliot (1936) summed it all up much better than I can: 

Time present and time past 

Are both perhaps present in time future 

And time future contained in time past. 

If all time is eternally present 

All time is unredeemable. 

What might have been is an abstraction 

Remaining a perpetual possibility 

Only in a world of speculation. 

What might have been and what has been 

Point to one end, which is always present.  
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Footfalls echo in the memory 

Down the passage which we did not take 

Towards the door we never opened 

Into the rose-garden. My words echo 

Thus, in your mind. 

Echoing Introna (2019), Eliot highlights the ineffable nature of time and the paradoxes created 

when we begin to grapple with the concept of time. Like Proust, Eliot’s poetry reverberates 

with ideas that emerge in Henri Bergson’s work on time and re-emerge in Deleuze’s work.  In 

this chapter/fold I explore my changing relationship with time or perhaps, how I have sought 

to make sense of time. 

When this research began, I did not realise that time would be a theme that would run through 

this thesis. Having read Pettigrew’s94 work on organisational change, I was keen that my 

research would be longitudinal, allowing me to explore how individuals made sense of 

organizational change as it unfolds (or unfolded) over time. Back then, when the research was 

in its infancy, ‘time’ was unproblematised, or at least relatively unproblematic. As a process 

scholar I was aware of the work of Henri Bergson and the concept of durée through my 

engagement with Robert Chia (1999, 2002), but struggled to connect it to my work. I wanted 

to see how people deal (or dealt) with change over an extended period of time. 

Conceptualising change as a process of becoming (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), rather than an 

event, I reasoned that I needed to observe change unfold over time. In effect I wanted to 

understand how, with the passage of time, people’s perception of the managed organisational 

change programmes they experienced evolves. Thus, the research was all about change: an 

attempt to track changes in people’s perception of managed change and how they were able 

to make sense of a succession of events that constituted organisational change. If the research 

had dependent variables, these were people’s changing attitudes towards and experience of 

organisational change. Organisational change would provide the context. Time was a 

decidedly independent variable, reliably and monotonously advancing. Time would provide a 

measure against which I would plot a trajectory of change in the participants. Time was the 

taken for granted and yet reassuringly familiar axis that would sit patiently, like the numbers 

at the bottom of each metaphorical page. Always running from left to right, clock-time (or 

Newtonian time95) would advance metronomically from time t0 to tn and then to t(n+1), just as 

 
94 In particular; Pettigrew (1990) and Pettigrew, Woodman and Cameron (2001) 
95 I use these two terms interchangeably to label what is conceptualised as objective, linear and 
progressive time.  
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it had done for centuries before Newton, or indeed clocks, existed. As clock-time advanced 

monotonously with each metaphorical tick-tock, more data would emerge. And through 

subsequent retrospective analysis I would be able to make sense of the events I observed 

second hand; constructing a representational if personal interpretation of the data.  Similarly, 

my own sensemaking activities would themselves constitute a process that would proceed in 

a sequentially ordered and hopefully rigorous way. Time was the empty canvas upon which I 

would sketch the participants’ trajectories. Once captured, time would allow me to revisit 

these initial sketches, adding colour and shade, creating multiple individual stories, or what 

Bakhtin (1981, p.84) termed chronotopes. Each chronotope a novella, constructed to reveal 

the participant’s sensemaking journey through time. My role was to be the author-creator 

(IBID., p.255) skilfully weaving the stories together. Whilst not wanting to produce a perfect 

timeless representation or a single truth, I would vividly illustrate the linear processes I had 

observed.   

Interpreting this stylised story of past events thrown into a present/future that was never 

actualised, I might appear the foolish hero, a Quixotic figure embarking on an epic adventure: 

the prospective sense maker (of the sort that Gioia and his collaborators96 have explored), 

situated in the present, taking elements of past and projecting them into the future. Working 

in the future perfect tense, I plotted a series of events that I imagined would unfold over time. 

As we so often do, I suspect I too crafted a loose chronological narrative to help make sense 

of what was to come. Organizational changes would proceed with the participants and me in 

tow. This process did not require me to imagine change as a discrete process, with a clearly 

defined start and end, but I did expect to follow the participants on their journeys over two 

years or so. As Tsoukas and Chia (2002) instructed, I had rethought organisational change and 

conceptualised it as an ongoing process of becoming. If all went to plan, the letters PhD would 

follow my name in another two or three years. Working in the future perfect tense, it made 

sense and with sense established, I was eager to start my journey.  

This future perfect journey progressed unproblematically for a year or so, until I started 

looking at my data. I’d imagined stories developing episodically from a starting point t0 to tn 

(where n=3 years, if I was lucky).  Sometimes they did, but just as often I found myself exploring 

time t-2 before jumping to t6 and then back to t2.5 before returning to t0 or even t-1. Once back 

at t0 (the start of the first interview perhaps, if there was ever such a point), it often proved to 

be a very different t0 to the one I and the participant had first discussed. What I found was not 

 
96 Such as Gioia, Corley and Fabbri (2002) and Gioia (2006). 
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a traditional narrative story. Rather it seemed to have the hallmarks of a modernist novel. For 

many participants there were many pasts, many presents and many futures. Rather than 

exploring change over time, I found that change happened (or was happening) through (or in) 

time. Stories about the past and the future changed continually allowing new meanings to 

emerge only to disappear and reappear. And after the interviewing, my analysis created yet 

more temporal meanings.  What I wrote a month previously did not express what I now 

understood had been discussed and seemed to demand revision. Returning to each audio file 

of the past seemed to create an alternative past. The idea of longitudinal research began to 

seem absurd. It assumes the researcher can place themselves outside time: cataloguing the 

changes that have occurred between t0 and tn whilst ignoring the impact of the passage of 

time and how it changes their own interpretations of the materials they have collected.   

As data analysis proceeded it became apparent that making sense of change was not going to 

proceed as I’d imagined. I found myself in an Alice in Wonderland world, where there was no 

single chronology of events. Past, present and future were contracting one moment and 

expanding the next. My research refused to conform to the future perfect tense that I’d 

imposed upon it. With the passage of time, each representation of events I produced invited 

further revision. Rather than advancing in a linear fashion, time seemed to circle or perhaps 

spiral out of control. 

Yet all the while the hands of clock-time kept moving. Weeks became months, years merged 

as life outside the doctorate refused to stop. Finding time for the research proved difficult, 

and whilst I had my data, analysis stalled. I celebrated my fiftieth birthday, mourned loved 

ones whose time had sadly come. In November 2018, I called time on my job. I sensed that it 

was time for a change, to rethink my own attempts at sensemaking. Making sense of change 

had proved far harder and taken up far more time than I’d imagined. Gradually, over time I 

began to realise that I couldn’t beat time. Time is a paradox, it is a rhizomatic multiplicity of 

ideas and experiences that frame a ceaseless process of becoming. 

 

Sensemaking After Weick 

As I have already acknowledged, this research began as an exploration of Weickian 

sensemaking over time. With the passage of time, it became something very different: an 

attempt to make sense of the complex interwoven processes through which both time and 

change are experienced, and thus through which the self emerges. Looking back, I suspect 

what I concluded quite early in this project was that to make sense of people’s experience of 
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change, I needed to think about how we conceptualise time. There needs to be both a before 

and an after in order to make sense of the here and now. The narratives that people create to 

make their experience of the world sensible are constructed upon some form of chronology 

(temporal order), or plot. E.M. Forster’s adage that “The King died and then the Queen died…” 

reveals the plot, a series of events through time, upon which stories and narratives are 

created. With the addition of “..of grief.” the events become causally linked, the reader is able 

to make sense of the events and has an explanation of what happened and why. Perhaps 

unavoidably, this chapter/fold is just such a narrative. 

Although Weick (1995) stresses that sensemaking is an ongoing process, he continually 

highlights the significance of looking back and reflecting on past events, whilst acknowledging 

that it is often orientated towards the present situation and/or an imagined future.  

Sensemaking relies upon our ubiquitous (though often unconscious) habit of revisiting past 

events in an attempt to construct meaning(s). We do not have direct access to, or knowledge 

of, events that have yet to occur, and so we rely upon our sense of what has happened. 

Whether it relates to experiences from many years ago or a more immediate past; 

sensemaking is always retrospective (Bosma, Chia and Fouweather, 2016)97. It is, I would 

argue, a posthumous activity. Irrespective of whether events are perceived to be in the past, 

present or future; sensemaking is an ongoing process of seeking order that is bound up with 

our sometimes-implicit conceptions of the passage of time. And it is only by placing events 

within an ordered temporal series that we can make sense of them and in the process 

ourselves. Both the self and a past emerge and are maintained through the ongoing process 

in which we make multiple rhizomatic connections between events that we have experienced 

and are able to recall. Without having a sense of time, we cannot make sense of events. 

However, this ongoing process normally goes un-noticed. When we think about sensemaking 

processually, we appreciate that it occurs within the continuous flow of events that people 

experience, but it is often most evident when existing frames are threatened (Tushman and 

Anderson, 1986) or disrupted by unexpected events. What Mead called reflexive thinking is 

stimulated when an obstacle arrests an established course of action (Simpson, 2009). Without 

the opportunity to consciously stop and reflect upon certain events (even those that are in the 

 
97 Authors (such as Gioia, Corley and Fabbri, 2002; and Ybema, 2004) differentiate between 
retrospective and prospective sensemaking. However, the work of Weick (1995) and Schutz (1972) 
indicates that this division can be seen as redundant; we give meaning to events after they have 
happened, even when we think in the future perfect tense (Weick, 1979) to imagine events that have 
yet to occur. 
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immediate past), we cannot attribute meaning to those events. This is explicitly captured by 

Weick (2006, p.1731): 

“Order, interruption, recovery. That is sensemaking in a nutshell.” 

Perhaps not unsurprisingly, within much of the sensemaking literature there has long been a 

focus on crises and discontinuous change98, with emphasis placed on managing the resultant 

interruptions. Framed in terms of uncertainty and ambiguity (Colville, Pye and Carter, 2013), 

paradoxes and the precariousness of organisational life (Lüscher and Lewis, 2008); these 

interruptions have to be resolved so that sense can be re-established (or recovered).  

Weick’s (1993) archetypal Mann Gulch Disaster typifies a well-established sense making trope. 

Employing stories of crisis, writers99 thrust their readers into a series of dramatic, unfolding, 

events that they have no direct connection to. In their telling, these narratives disambiguate 

the story, offering a reasoned and coherent plot in which the storyteller skilfully orders events 

in time. Sense is provided by creating a sequence that explains what has happened. It is easy 

to appreciate the illustrative power of such stories, but these are the construction of the 

writers, not those involved in the episodes. They repeat Weick’s mantra: order, interruption, 

recovery. Through my own struggles to understand the process of sense making and having 

read Basbøll’s (2010, 2011, 2012) extended critique of Weick’s work; I found myself 

questioning the very notion of Weickian sensemaking.  

Using the language of Heidegger, we are all thrown into the here and now. Broadly speaking, 

for Heidegger time is a sense experience through which we become aware of the changing 

world around us. Whilst the here and now constrains and shapes our sensemaking (Weick, 

2006), for the most part it is not the here and now of crises. Rather it is an imperceptible 

succession of events that go unnoticed, remaining relatively un-demarcated in our 

consciousness for long periods of clock-time. By necessity we are continually making sense of 

the actual (what is present before us and accessible to our physical senses) and the virtual (the 

past and the future which we imagine) whilst dwelling in a constantly changing here and now.  

Eventually I concluded that sensemaking (in its broadest sense) does not simply take place 

over time, it emerges from the synthesis100 of time: producing the past, the present and the 

future, within a succession of events that we experience. 

 
98 Authors such as Starbuck, Greve and Hedberg (1978) and Maitlis and Sonenshien (2010) 
99 Including: Gephart (1984), Weick (1988, 1990, 1993, 2010b), Brown (2005) Dunbar and Garud 
(2009) and Colville, Pye and Carter (2013) 
100 As the chapter/fold progresses this will be expanded to recognise Deleuze’s three distinct but 
intertwined syntheses of time.  
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In contrast, Weickian sensemaking narratives identify the interruptions that punctuate this 

ongoing process, isolating and imposing chronological order upon events that have been 

retained within our consciousness. The totality of conscious experience is reduced (or 

contracted) into a series of frozen images that we corral using language into a causal 

sequential chain. There is no single object (or pure event) to be interpreted. Rather, the 

eventual output of such sensemaking processes (when they are successful) is the creation of 

a chronology linking two or more events that provide a plausible interpretation:  

“To talk about sensemaking is to talk about reality as an ongoing accomplishment 

that takes form when people make retrospective sense of situations in which they 

find themselves and their creations….People discover their own inventions, which 

is why sensemaking understood as invention, and interpretation understood as 

discovery , can be complementary ideas”  

Weick (1995, p.15) 

Equally the expectation of the qualitative researcher is that they too invent-interpret their 

entanglements with others. Our assumed role is to act as sense-givers. Our function is to create 

a coherent narrative, making sense of transcripts and providing an ordered story with a clear 

beginning, middle and end. We dutifully iron out the messy creases and folds in the 

discontinuous muddle of recalled events and emotions that constitute an interview to impose 

sense upon our research material. The contradictions, multiplicities and ambiguities that we 

discover are sacrificed on the altar of coherent singularities. Through our writing, the process 

of doing research is reduced to a linear sequential journey of knowledge creation. We bring 

order to the research process showing how we made sense of the data and in so doing invent 

a theory or model that we hope others will deem sensible.  

However, despite Weick’s insistence that sensemaking is a form of interpretation (be it 

attribution, explanation, denotation, signification, etc.), it could be argued that this 

classification is what Bateson (1972) called an error of logical type. It conflates the process (of 

sense making) with its output (the sense made).  Sensemaking is the continual process of 

making experience sensible. It does not stop when formal inquiry stops, nor does it rely solely 

upon complex deconstruction of social discourses, nor structured reflection and introspection. 

It is perhaps the simplicity and pervasiveness of Weickian sensemaking that steers so many 

writer-researchers away from the immanent and ineffable processes, that are of course so 

difficult to make sense of, but are paradoxically central to the ongoing process of sense 
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making. As time passed, I realised that I wanted to avoid recreating Weick’s linear, sequential, 

episodic narrative of order, interruption, recovery.  

Later, after I had reached this conclusion, other writers began to offer similar critiques. 

Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015, p.S23), identified the following limitations in the sensemaking 

literature:  

“(i) a limited understanding of temporality; (ii) ignorance of the immanent 

sensemaking inherent in the ongoing accomplishment of organizational activities 

and (iii) the neglect of embodied sensemaking”  

Evaluating Sandberg and Tsoukas’ (2015) article, their central critique of temporality within 

sensemaking literature resonated with the one I have already offered: that sensemaking (as 

currently presented) is a retrospective activity. Building on this they suggest that the role of 

anticipation needs to be accommodated, so that prospective sensemaking can be further 

developed. Similarly, their reference to immanent sensemaking, indicates that traditional 

sensemaking literature is reliant on interruption and recovery and overlooks ongoing 

sensemaking during routine activity in which sensemaking is not disrupted. They thus use the 

term immanent as a synonym for unconscious sensemaking, but their use of the term 

embodied sensemaking enables them to consider what I would call aspects of Deleuzian 

Immanence (which are explored within another chapter/fold of my writing). 

Subsequently, Introna (2019) responded directly to Sandberg and Tsoukas and seemed to 

agree with them. Like I have, Introna refers to Heidegger: 

“our seemingly obvious sensemaking practices, and our accounts of them, are 

always and already grounded in something more immanent, which does not need 

to become expressed or articulated to be meaningful (and may indeed be 

ineffable). What we might call our ongoing dwelling in the flow of life itself 

(Heidegger, 1962, 1971; Ingold, 2011, 2015). As beings always and already in-the-

world, the world already more or less makes sense, at least practically (Heidegger, 

1962)” 

IBID. (pp.746-747) 

Having done so, Introna proceeds to contrast this perspective with that adopted within 

Weickian sensemaking: 

“Yet, most of Weick’s work and a large part of the literature on sensemaking still 

treat temporality as divisible and as ‘frames’ for sensemaking, in spite of its claims 
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to be situated in the process tradition. Process and practice-oriented scholars 

would insist, drawing on Bergson, that there is no objective ‘container’ of time (or 

space, for that matter), external to any event or moment, only duration – that is, 

the internal and indivisible flow of temporality.“  

IBID. (pp.747-748) 

For Introna, although sensemaking literature ditches the term time and replaces it with 

temporality, it treats time as something that is divided up and ordered so that sense can be 

made. Thus, time is something that is manipulated and ordered rather than something that 

is experienced.  

The issue of time and temporality within sensemaking literature was also the focus of 

Dawson and Sykes’ (2019) review. It echoes the two papers already highlighted: 

“Time continues to receive scant attention, with temporal but ‘timeless’ theories 

taking precedence, ultimately constraining theoretical development”.  

IBID. (p.1) 

Collectively these articles gave me reassurance; retrospectively validating my own views. 

Dawson and Sykes (2019) gave me additional reassurance. They pointed back to David Boje’s 

concept of the antenarrative, as an alternative to traditional sensemaking narratives:  

“Unlike Gabriel’s stories with developmental plots and structure, these ‘before-

stories’ are more rhizomatic, non-linear, unfinalized and fragmented. From Boje’s 

perspective, coherent narratives built on retrospective sensemaking serve to 

control and regulate, while living stories in the present (as in simultaneous 

storytelling) disperse and challenge, providing alternative interpretations, with 

antenarratives offering future possibilities through prospective sensemaking.” 

IBID. (p.4)  

I had already moved beyond narratives (including Boje’s antenarratives) when I read this, but 

the use of Chia’s Deleuze-inspired adjective rhizomatic, struck a chord. I found myself 

agreeing with their assertion that: 

“If the separations that we construct (often implicitly using time) to develop 

sensemaking frameworks do not explain the processes by which people seem to 

effortlessly transition between times and engage with multiple times and 

temporalities, we need to find ways to address this.”  

IBID. (p.13)  
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These articles only emerged as my research was well under way. Borrowing the Weickian 

triplet of order, interruption, recovery; they represented part of what I will call a partial 

recovery. Although I cannot claim to have reached a discrete end point (a full recovery of 

sense), they signalled the beginning of the last phase of my rhizomatic journey through time. 

Jumping back in time, I return to an earlier point in that journey. 

 

Journeying Through Time 

It is hard to say when my rhizomatic journey through time began. Perhaps it began before the 

research, a latent philosophical curiosity that was actualised through the process of doing 

research. However, retrospectively I can create a point of departure that marks a shift away 

from Weickian sensemaking to explore our complex relationships with time. That point is not 

a point in time, but one situated in the opening pages of Weick’s (1995, p.12) seminal text. It 

is his much-quoted paradoxical aphorism101 

“How can I know what I think until I hear what I say?”  

As soon as we transcend the ‘here and now’ and turn our attention inwards to make sense of 

things we change our relationship with the fiction of the specious present102. Our attention is 

no longer focussed on the external (and internal) physical events that are unfolding around 

(and within) us. We are engaging with something else. Schutz offers an explication of Weick’s 

borrowed aphorism: 

“Indeed, when I immerse myself in my stream of consciousness, in my duration I 

do not find any clearly differentiated experiences at all…I cannot distinguish 

between the Now and Earlier, between the later Now and the Now that has just 

been, except that I know that what has just been is different from what Now 

is…But I cannot become aware of this while still immersed in the stream. As long 

as my whole consciousness remains temporally uni-directional and irreversible, I 

am unaware either of my own growing older or any difference between present 

and past. The very awareness of the stream of duration presupposes a turning-

back against the stream, a special kind of attitude toward the stream, a 

“reflection” as we will call it. For only the fact that an earlier phase preceded this 

 
101 This represents an imagined child’s response to an adult having been told to be sure of her 
meaning before speaking. Weick takes the phrase from Graham Wallas’ The Art of Thought (1926). 
102 A term used by Robert Kelly to capture the experience/perception of being in the present, and 
subsequently explored by both James and Husserl. 
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Now and Thus makes the Now to be Thus, and that earlier phase which constitutes 

the Now is given to me in this Now in the mode of remembrance (Erinnerung). The 

awareness of the experience in the pure stream of duration is changed at every 

moment into remembered having-just been-thus; it is remembering which lifts the 

experience out of the irreversible stream of duration and thus modifies the 

awareness, making it a remembrance.” 

Schutz (1972, p.61-62) [Emphasis added] 

As Schutz acknowledges, this is itself a vignette of issues that lie at the heart of Bergson’s re-

conceptualisation of durée. It also highlights the slippery notion of time, and the fundamental 

ineffability of time that Introna (2019) alludes to.  

Before I began this research, I (like a growing number of organisational writers) was interested 

in conceptual work on time. Two papers by Robert Chia (1999, 2002) were probably significant 

in creating this interest.  One, A ‘Rhizomic’ Model of Organizational Change and 

Transformation: Perspective from a Metaphysics of Change (Chia, 1999) begins with what has 

become a familiar critique of traditional conceptualisations of organisational change, built on 

the binary distinction between entitative and processual conceptions of reality. However, 

citing Whipp and Clarke (1986), Chia, (1999, p.212) introduces the work of Bergson, asserting 

“that there is an important distinction to be made between ‘clock-time’ and ‘perceived time’ 

when attempting to understand the experiences of change in organizations.“. He then suggests 

(IBID., p.213) that a failure to examine this distinction has resulted in a “form of counterfeit 

time that is widely used in the analysis of organizational change”, before explaining the 

difference between the time of consciousness and clock time: 

“Whereas the latter consists of discrete points juxtaposed in a homogeneous 

medium, which has all the characteristics of space, the former is duration, a fusion 

of heterogeneous instants, an indivisible flux and becoming. Time, as the physicist 

understand it, is not, it turns out, an absolute dimension of the real, but a figment 

of our imagination….What is real is lived time. And, this sense of time is only made 

possible because of the changeful character of reality. What organizational 

change theorists have singularly failed to appreciate is that ‘clock time’ and the 

concept of movement associated with it (trajectory), cannot deliver a truly 

empirically grounded model of change. It is tantamount to attempting to 

reconstitute reality from a series of frozen snapshots. What is created is a 
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‘counterfeit’ version of change in general and organizational change in 

particular.” 

Chia (1999, p.217) 

In the other paper, Essai: Time, Duration and Simultaneity: Rethinking Process and Change in 

Organizational Analysis, Chia (2002) presumably points to his earlier work and perhaps that of 

Linstead (2002); when he refers to “the recent rediscovery of concrete lived time”. This is again 

contrasted with a form of ‘counterfeit time’ that emerges from traditional conceptualisations 

of time (clock-time)103. For Chia (2002, p.864):  

“real time is inextricably linked with consciousness and involves the continuous 

progress of the past that gnaws into the future and swells as it advances, leaving 

its bite, or mark of its tooth on all things. It is this ballooning metaphor of time 

that is overlooked when we begin to theorize on process and change.” 

However, Chia’s short essai does not really expand on Bergson’s concept of durée and keen to 

move beyond tooth and balloon metaphors, I felt impelled to read Bergson for myself. 

Although I found Bergson’s work interesting and grasped the difference between the reliable 

trajectory of clock time and its more elusive counterparts; I struggled to see how to integrate 

it with Weickian sensemaking.  Whilst I found it intellectually stimulating, I suspect that I 

accepted that I would be working with some form of clock-time, or what Introna (2019) would 

later term an objective container.  

Nevertheless, Chia’s Bergsonian exploration of time inspired me to see how time was being 

conceptualised in organisational studies. I was able to find a range of work104 predating Chia’s 

that had explored the nature of time. Several of these suggested there had previously been an 

absence of interest in the concept of time, and although interest was growing, there was still 

much work to do.  Reflecting this growing interest, Ancona, Okhuysen and Perlow (2001, 

p.527) suggested we were in “a wonderful age of discovery about temporal issues in 

organizations”. I suspect when I began this research this wonderful age was reaching its zenith, 

even though at the time, Dawson (2014) was still echoing Roe, Waller and Clegg’s (2009) 

lament that organisational scholars had failed to adequately engage with the concept of time 

 
103 Over the years writers have used many terms to offer a binary alternative to clock time. These 
include durée, duration, perceived time, real time, lived time, phenomenological time, and 
temporality.   
104 Including Roy (1960), Clark (1985, 1990), Bluedorn and Denhardt (1988), Thrift (1990), Burrell 
(1992), Das (1993), Whipp (1994), Butler (1995), Ingold (1995), Kavanagh and Araujo (1995), Hassard 
(1999) and Lee and Leibenau (1999) 
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and temporality for a long time. From my own investigations there was a great deal of writing 

on time, including many works inspired by the Bergson-Deleuze-Chia entanglement, that I 

cover in another fold.  

It didn’t seem to me like there was an absence of work on time, but a lot of writers were happy 

to assert there was one. Later on my journey, I noticed that this narrative began to shift. 

Mohammed (2019, p.200), who had been writing about time for almost a decade offered the 

timeless assertion that: “Time has always been a pressing concern for management and 

organization studies”. In his paper, Mohammed provides a long list of works (which overlaps 

with the one given in footnote105) to show that time has been an important concept within 

management literature for a very long time.  

In the same year Holt and Johnsen (2019) seem to contradict this, acknowledging that there 

had been a recent explosion of interest in time, but offered a critique of it: 

Yet this newly found interest is premised on the assumption that time remains 

something to be categorized and managed: we organize time, it does not organize 

us. And where this organization is identified as going awry, alternate forms are 

then proposed; the field no longer deals in one time, there are multiple times and 

temporalities, each dedicated to explicating, explaining and possibly ameliorating 

facets of organized experience. If it is true that in organization studies time is 

suddenly everywhere, then it is because this polyvalent and anthropomorphic 

time-for-us enjoys unparalleled ascendancy. What we have forgotten in this 

speculative rush to categorize is time-beyond-us, or just time.  

Holt and Johnsen (2019, pp.1557-1558) 

Perhaps with the passage of time, things had changed? I will return to Mohammed’s and Holt 

and Johnsen’s work later, but for now, I return to an earlier point in my journey through time.  

Initially, I was drawn towards stories and their role in sensemaking. I embraced the ‘narrative 

of narratology’. I was familiar with the narrative turn in organisational writing through writers 

such as Czarniawska and Cunliffe. I read Boje’s (2008) Storytelling Organizations cover to cover 

and found it inspiring. At some point I also read Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje’s (2004) Narrative 

Temporality: Implications for Organisational Research, in which they focussed on the works of 

Paul Ricoeur. They (IBID., p.271) suggest that “Ricoeur’s thesis leaves us with a means to grasp 

human experience of time – and that means is narrative knowledge”. Much later I would 

rediscover Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje’s work; but in 2013, I was keen to get to grips with time 

and temporality. Taking their advice, I turned to Ricoeur.   
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Despite his emphasis on narratives and lived-time; it is hard to tell what camp105 Ricoeur (1990, 

p.7) was in when he asserted that “Time has no being since the future is not yet, the past is no 

longer, and the present does not remain.”  

In a subsequent work, Memory, History and Forgetting106, Ricoeur (2006) seems to step in the 

same temporal river again, when he refers to Augustine who had grappled with the ineffable 

nature of time sixteen hundred years before him. And I too, stepped back in time:  

For what is time? Who can easily and briefly explain it? Who even in thought can 

comprehend it, even to the pronouncing of a word concerning it? But what in 

speaking do we refer to more familiarly and knowingly than time? And certainly 

we understand when we speak of it; we understand also when we hear it spoken 

of by another. What, then, is time? If no one ask of me, I know; if I wish to explain 

to him who asks, I know not. 

Augustine (2006, p.242) 

For Ricoeur, Augustine’s troubling question and problematic conclusion had been largely 

ignored until Bergson and Husserl picked up the temporal baton at the turn of the 20th century.  

Ricoeur suggests that collectively they created an interest and awareness in phenomenological 

(subjective) conceptualisations of time that were further developed by Heidegger, Sartre and 

Merleau Ponty. Taking a lead from Ricoeur, I entered into an ongoing labyrinthine discussion 

that has been disrupting clock-time (Muldoon, 2006) for over a century (Turetzky, 1998). I 

returned to Bergson’s Matter and Memory, picked up Heidegger’s Being and Time, and spent 

time with Merleau Ponty. Clearly, I had high intellectual ideals, but at least I was not alone in 

struggling with the slippery concept of time. Heidegger’s relevance to sensemaking (Holt and 

Cornelissen 2013) and his conceptualisation of time (Bakken, Holt and Zundel, 2013) had 

recently been established within management literature, and so I tried desperately to make 

sense of Heidegger’s (1962) Time and Being. I found it an incredibly frustrating read and I 

struggled to move beyond Time = Dasein. Eventually I unearthed a copy of his History of the 

Concept of Time (Heidegger, 1992). On page 307 (of 320) he helpfully reveals that “An 

understanding for what time means would in every case be lacking.”. I’d spent an awful 

amount of time on Heidegger and found myself back with Augustine. Frustrated, I moved on, 

presumably because I still believed that my task was to wrangle time so it could be neatly 

 
105 By which I mean whether this assertion places him as an advocate of clock time or lived time. 
106 I liked the reference to forgetting, which I had seen in my primary interviews. People did not always 

remember, events could be hazy, and the past was prone to change over time.  
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corralled within my research. Looking back through my online purchases and browsing history, 

I can trace some of the paths I followed. I experienced more time with Merleau Ponty, 

returned to Bergson, visited Schutz’s (1972) Social World, spent time in Mead’s (1959) 

Philosophy of the Present and had a lengthy dialogue on chronotopes with Bakhtin (explored 

in another fold). But I travelled many other paths too. I (re)-discovered McTaggart’s A and B 

series of time, entered Borges’ (2004) Labyrinth, and followed Proust’s narrator through the 

streets of Combray and Paris. I even found time for Hawking’s (1988) Brief History of Time. But 

all the time, I was reading Deleuze and a few secondary texts107 to help me make sense of his 

conception of time.  

Yet even this chaotic chronology does not tell the whole story. There is a little-read post-

Marxist tome on time (Alliez, 1996) that I initially wanted to forget. Drawn to it by an 

enthusiastic forward written by Deleuze, I read it hoping to extend my understanding of 

Deleuzian time. What I found was a rather familiar narrative on the politics of time: illustrating 

how clock-time has been used to shape and control industrialised (and post-industrialised) 

societies. Echoing Marx, Mumford’s (1934) narrative that the clock was the machine that 

drove the industrial revolution, is one that has been perpetuated for a very long time. The 

imagery of crooked capitalists using crooked factory clocks and 

references to both Taylor’s Scientific Management and Fordism 

build a strong narrative that suggests the clock has been used 

to commodify time. The clock becomes the metronomic tool of 

high capitalism that governs our lives, co-ordinating and 

controlling everything we do. Thanks to Chaplin’s Modern Times 

and writers such as Braverman (1974), we have become slaves 

to the clock (and clock-time). But as Clark (1985, p.18) had 

argued “the claim that commodified time has to be transposed 

into a highly fractionated division of labour through Taylorian 

recipes is naïve.”. Writing two decades latter Hassard (2002) repeated Clark’s argument, 

detailing the multiple ways in which time is used and could be theorised within organisational 

life. Hassard points back to Roy’s ethnographic work that revealed how workers were able to 

escape the claws of clock-time through their own temporal inventions, such as ‘Banana time’. 

And in doing so, “The ‘Beast of Modernity’ was gentled to the harmlessness of a kitten” (Roy, 

1960, p.215, in Hassard, 2002, p.888). At the same time, Hassard also points to Castells’ (1996) 

 
107 Particularly Williams (2011), but also Faulkner (2006) and Rodowick (1997). 
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concept of ‘timeless time’; a future time when technology sounds the death knell of clock -

time.   

And yet, despite appreciating that the conceptualisation of clock-time is overly simplistic, this 

does not mean it can be ignored. The disappointment I felt having invested so much time 

reading Alliez’s work, suggests we cannot escape what Hassard (2002, p.891) calls the “linear-

quantitative tradition” that dominates so much of our engagement with time. With the 

passage of time, I can speculate that my emotional response was, in part because, I too, had 

commodified time. I saw the time invested in reading Alliez as a commodity that I had wasted. 

Long before the mechanical clock, it was understood that ‘time and tide wait for no man’. 

Whether we like it or not, time is a limited commodity and whatever imagery we use, the 

sands of time inevitably fall though our fingers.       

And so time passed. Works on time were picked up, put down (sometimes in frustration 

bordering on anger), reopened and reinterpreted. Papers were found, lost, found again, only 

to disappear as time advanced. Even dog walks were invaded with thoughts about time. Chia 

(1999, p.127) had asserted that clock-time would not “deliver a truly empirically grounded 

model of change”, but I didn’t find an alternative qualitative version of time that seemed 

amenable to my research.   

As I tried to make sense of the ever-increasing volume of writing on time, what I discerned 

was that over time, quantified time (represented as objective clock-time) had first been 

problematised and then replaced by the concept of lived-time, or temporality; a more 

qualitative framing of time, “in which the passing of time shapes the very being of things” 

(Hernes, Simpson and Söderlund, 2013, p.2).  

This shift could be traced back through Chia and Linstead to the works of Bergson (possibly via 

Deleuze). Equally we could look to Husserl, Ricoeur, Merleau-Ponty or Mead as intermediaries 

who have picked up the baton from Bergson and from whom it has passed to organisational 

writers. As acknowledged elsewhere in this thesis, Bergson’s works on durée, time and 

memory are quite protracted and require a close reading. Perhaps because of this, Bergson’s 

work is often acknowledged but not engaged with. Instead, it has been distilled down and 

incorporated within a broader concept of phenomenological Lived-Time, often captured using 

the term temporality whilst overlooking Bergson’s exploration of how it becomes possible to 
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experience time. In turn, this singular notion of temporality is then pitched against its apparent 

antithesis clock-time, which is equally presented as a single perspective108.  

However, this simplistic divide is not simply due to Bergson’s attempts to highlight our intuitive 

non-linear sense of time. Since the early 20th Century philosophers of time have been debating 

between what McTaggart (1908) termed the A and B Series of Time.  The debate is arguably a 

rehash of Parmenides and Heraclitus’ metaphysical debate; which, ignited by McTaggart, 

pitches Bergson (1911) against Russell (1915). The A Theorists (typified by Russell) suggest that 

the present is little more than an epiphenomenon and conceptualise time as a linear 

succession of events; putting them loosely on the side of clock-time and Parmenides. The B 

Theorists (typified by Bergson) bestow ontological significance to the present; placing them in 

the lived-time camp along with Heraclitus. Although, as a process philosopher, it might be 

supposed that I’d be a B theorist; I struggled to accept this dichotomy. Whilst the metaphysics 

may be very different, both tend to lead us down a similar path. For the B theorists the present 

is preceded by the past, only to proceed to the future. The sensation/experience of time 

replaces the quantified t1, t2 and t3 of the A theorists, but the present and its relationship with 

past (earlier time) and future (subsequent time) remains elusive.   

With the passage of time, I have come to see that time cannot simply be seen in terms of two 

apparently contrasting and conflicting dichotomous abstractions. Appropriating ideas from 

McTaggart (1908) these two singularities are part of a multiplicity: like the two faces of a coin, 

they are co-constitutive, each relies on the other. Both are incomplete and partial, because it 

appears “time cannot be explained without assuming time” (IBID. p.470). 

During my own journey through time I found that time refused to obey any neat abstractions 

that we have constructed to make sense of it. I have no issue with the phenomenological and 

social significance of the present, but I reject a simple binary division of time. The term time is 

multifaceted and what it captures/defines/describes is ever changing. And as the research has 

progressed, I found others were expressing similar sentiments.  

Reinecke and Ansari (2015) introduced the concept of ambitemporality. Whilst they 

perpetuate the now well-established binary by differentiating between clock-time and process 

time109 and highlight “the need to transcend clock-based linearity” (IBID., pp.642-642); they do 

not seek to denunciate clock-time. Instead, they seek to highlight that there are a multitude 

 
108 Shipp and Jansen (2021) have subsequently supported the observation that writers have created a 
simple binary. They are also clearly critical of this binary. 
109 A term that seems to owe much to Chia (2002) and is clearly another synonym for Bergson’s durée 
or qualitative time.  
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of often competing and potentially paradoxical forms of temporal structuring110 which coexist. 

In a similar vein, Slawinski and Bansal (2017) and Shipp and Jansen (2021) have challenged a 

simple binary division, and both highlight the rise of temporal diversity. Mirroring Reinecke 

and Ansari (2015), the former argues there is a need for temporal ambidexterity. The latter 

goes further. Unlike many writers who have rejected clock-time, they argue that subjective 

time has not been side-lined or overlooked. Rather they suggest that following a spate of 

articles at the turn of the 20th century111, subjective conceptualisations actually dominate 

organisational writing on time. My own reading of the literature had already reached a similar 

conclusion. As time has passed the notion of a binary division of time looks increasingly 

outdated. A hundred years after philosophers such as McTaggart, Bergson and Husserl seem 

to have created it, time (as we conceptualise it) has changed. Hernes, Simpson and Soderlund. 

(2013) highlight that the passage of time shapes the being of things. One of the things it 

changes is time itself.  

Thus, despite Hawking’s claim to offer a brief history of time, all I could find was a rhizomatic 

constellation of ideas that I couldn’t disentangle. From the A Theorists tn to Roy’s (1960) 

“Banana Time”, we synthesise time in many different ways, be it: sometime, the right time, 

work-time, space-time part-time, clock-time, overtime, first time, next time, last time, all the 

time, meantime, spare time, playtime, or this time. We use the word time to create sense and 

meaning to our lives in a myriad of ways. There are multiple times and time is a multiplicity 

from which we cannot escape.  

Reading Borges (2004) New Refutation of Time; revealed my folly. Borges points out that any 

claim to reconceptualise time, is inevitably wedded to existing conceptions of time: to develop 

a new conception, there has to be an old one, and the implicit acknowledgement that what 

differentiates the new from the old, is the passage of time. We can never escape time or place 

ourselves outside time, we are inevitably entangled with time and these entanglements 

change both time and ourselves.  

But long before I had reached this conclusion, I had gravitated towards Deleuze, and his 

Bergson inspired conceptualisation of time, which according to Turetzky (1998) is a distaff 

theory of time: one that sits outside the traditional binary division of time.   

 
110 A concept originally developed by Orlikowski and Yates (2002). 
111 They cite a range of authors including Ancona, Okhuysen and Perlow (2001); Bluedorn (2002), 
George and Jones (2000), Mitchell and James (2001). Interestingly they do not include Chia and other 
more processual writers. 
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And yet, despite my efforts to get a grip of time, clock-time ticked on relentlessly. Colleagues 

and friends began asking how I was doing and when I would finish.  It was Benjamin Franklin 

who said that time is money. Reflecting on my journey in late 2018, I saw that time (as object) 

had taken up a lot of money, and a great deal of intellectual and emotional time. I had begun 

reading Deleuze’s Difference and Repetition in 2013 and it probably took me until early 2016 

to settle on Deleuze’s thinking on time. I have thus spent an awful lot of time exploring 

Deleuze’s conceptualisation of time. To begin, I felt on my own, with little evidence of his 

conceptualisation in the literature. Reading Mohammed’s (2019, pp.211-212) “conceptual 

entanglement” with aspects of Deleuzian time in 2020, suggested I was not. At around the 

same time, I also found that James Williams, the leading Deleuzian scholar (whose work had 

helped me make sense of Deleuzian time) had introduced it to readers of process organisation 

studies in 2013. Sitting in my bookcase since 2015 was a chapter entitled Identity and Time in 

Gilles Deleuze’s Process Philosophy (Williams, 2013). Had I read it sooner, things might have 

been very different. 

As I have already acknowledged, I feel that I’ve spent far more time searching for time, than I 

might have. I cannot recover this time. Arguably this is lost or wasted time, but perhaps by 

projecting Deleuzian thinking into the future (using the future perfect tense), I will come to 

synthesise a different past. But what does it mean to synthesise time? To understand how it 

could be possible to synthesise time, it is necessary to focus on first Bergson and then Deleuze.   

 

Temporal multiplicities: Rediscovering Bergson and then Deleuze 

“Now, let us note that when we speak of time, more often than not we think of a 

homogeneous milieu where the events or facts of consciousness line themselves 

up, juxtaposing themselves as if in space, and succeed in forming a distinct 

multiplicity” 

Bergson (1913, p.91)    

Having already gravitated to Deleuzian time, in 2020 I returned to the paper by Cunliffe, 

Luhman and Boje (2004) that had led me to Ricoeur’s work on time over five years earlier. 

With the passage of time, things had changed. I was able to create new connections between 

it and my constantly evolving thinking about time and the process of research. Words that had 

previously passed me by became significant:  

“There is also often an assumption that meaning is carried through time. The 

narrative researcher’s role is as an interpreter of stories and she or he can use 
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research methods that incorporate different forms of narrative analysis to draw 

conclusions about organizational processes. We suggest that our experience and 

consciousness of time is not so straightforward and that, for reasons we will 

present later, we need to embrace more nuanced and dynamic notions of 

temporality as a means of grounding our research in human experience.”  

   Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje (2004, p.262) [Emphasis added] 

I had by this point, discovered from my own experience of time, meaning (or sense) had not 

been preserved through time. It emerged moment by moment, constantly changing and 

evolving. Every interpretation is transitory, emerging in the spoken/written word, only to be 

replaced by others. This applies not only to my own empirical research, but also my readings 

of Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje’s paper, which are themselves transformed in the here and now 

as I narrate my story. And yet, despite acknowledging the temporal nature of interpretation; I 

can now retrospectively find new understandings within their writing:  

“If we accept that participants in organizational life engage continually in 

narrative performance and story (re)construction, that we are not all-knowing 

researcher-narrators, that we cannot explain precisely ‘original’ events, nor tell 

others how to construct their worlds — then what can we do? Can we achieve 

‘closure’ in our research of organizational life? From our position, the answer is 

that we cannot. But this should not paralyze organizational researchers nor 

delegitimize their efforts. We can participate, with organizational members, in 

making sense of experience by engaging in reflective conversations in which we 

jointly renarrate and make sense of experience by drawing on past narrations, 

present emplotments, and by considering future possibilities for academic and 

organizational narratives. This process involves imagination and poetic license as 

novel connections may emerge in our narrative performances.”  

Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje (2004, p.281) [Emphasis added] 

With the passage of time I can create novel connections, folding ideas that I had forgotten, or 

ignored, back into my own narrative. Having been abandoned in 2013, Cunliffe and her co-

authors are catapulted into a future that has itself become the past. Drawing on Sartre they 

introduce the concept of temporal multiplicity: 

“Temporal multiplicity incorporates a dynamic temporality in which time does not 

separate into discrete units located before or after other events, but is experienced 

as an infinite dispersion of multiple afters (pasts) and befores (futures). Building 
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upon Bergson’s theory (1938) of duration (durée), Sartre (1956: 135) suggests that 

the past and future cling to the present and even penetrate it. This 

interpenetrating of present, past, and future is experienced through a unity of 

perpetual referring — a process of reflection-reflecting. As we reflect on past 

events, our reflection is influenced by both our currently experienced moments in 

time and the future moments we may be anticipating. Meaning-making is 

therefore not necessarily a linear or a cyclical process, but…is a negotiated 

polyphonic process 

Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje (2004, p.274) 

Looking back, despite Bergson’s and others, (such as Chia’s) best efforts to explain what the 

term temporal multiplicity refers to; for me, its significance initially remained elusive. As far as 

I could understand, it simply seemed to be an argument that time was ‘really’ a quality that 

defied measurement. I had thus (perhaps like many others) categorised it as another 

subjective conceptualisation of time. However, when I returned to Cunliffe, Luhman and Boje’s 

(2004) the notion of temporal multiplicity had a new resonance. In the years in between the 

first and second reading, I had grappled with phenomenological time, before eventually 

gravitating to Deleuze and thus rediscovering Bergson. In the process of reading Deleuze’s 

(1991) Bergsonism, Bergson’s durée was changed. The passage of time had changed 

Bergsonian time (for me).  I had become aware of what Bergson was referring to when he used 

the term multiplicity.  

Multiplicity is a term that is central to understanding how Deleuze’s conceptualisation of time 

moves beyond two competing traditions of objective OR subjective time. To establish how this 

term is used by Deleuze, I’ll begin by focussing on Bergson’s work and provide a relatively 

depersonalised representation of it.  

Underpinning Bergson’s concept of durée is the notion of multiplicities. In Time and Free Will, 

Bergson (1913) introduces the concept of multiplicities using the image of counting the sheep 

within a flock. To do this the shepherd must ignore the differences of the sheep and treat them 

all as similar units, before moving through the flock, visually isolating one in an imagined (or 

physical) space. Having done this, the shepherd can advance their count by one, and isolate 

the next sheep, before adding it (a mathematical operation) to the previous sheep until all 

have been counted. In this way the flock can be counted (quantified), but importantly for 

Bergson, the operation of counting, involves an ordering in space, things must be 

isolated/separated into distinct things (juxtaposing) which because they are ‘things’ cannot be 
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co-located. Thus, for Bergson a flock of sheep is not just a multiplicity it is a distinct multiplicity. 

It is a collection of isolatable entities that are different (to a lesser or greater degree) but 

constitute a larger whole.  

Then, having imposed the idea of spatialization upon a multiplicity, Bergson (1913, p.77) asks 

“But does this intuition of space accompany every idea of number, even of an abstract 

number?” This leads Bergson to explore things we experience such as colour and light before 

eventually settling on time to establish his binary distinction between mathematical time and 

durée.  

According to Deleuze (2006, p.13), Bergson’s rhetorical question comes from the work of the 

mathematician Riemann. Following Riemann, Bergson differentiates between distinct and 

confused multiplicities112. Whilst distinct multiplicities can be manipulated because individual 

parts (such as sheep) can be isolated (in space) and thus counted, confused ones cannot. The 

individual parts cannot be separated, they are fused together. For Bergson, time (like other 

psychic states) is a confused multiplicity. He argues that it is a mistake to imagine that time 

can be isolated (or spatialised) in this way. Or perhaps more precisely, that our subjective, 

conscious experience of time (durée; in which past, present and future coexist) is incompatible 

with the imposition of a more objective and discrete ‘mathematical time’. As Bergson (1922, 

p.10) highlights: 

“For here the time I have to wait is not that mathematical time which would apply 

equally well to the entire history of the material world, even if that history were 

spread out instantaneously in space. It coincides with my impatience, that is to 

say, with a certain portion of my own duration, which I cannot protract or contract 

as I like. It is no longer something thought , it is something lived.“ 

The imagined Bergson, experiences time differently when he is waiting for something113 

to occur. Time hangs heavy, seconds become hours, the clock slows down as the 

conscious being anticipates what is to come. As Shakespeare’s Hamlet found, time is out 

of joint (Somers-Hall, 2011). This allows Bergson to argue there are two 

conceptualisations of time114, one is mathematical ’clock-time’ that is dependent upon 

spatialisation. The other is pure duration or durée. 

 
112 Bergson interchanges this binary pairing with other alternative pairings: the more 
Riemannian/mathematical discrete and continuous multiplicities, but also quantitative and qualitative 
multiplicities. I treat all these pairings as synonymous.  
113 He chooses waiting for a sugar cube to dissolve in a glass of water 
114 For Deleuze this does not mean there are two forms of time, but two distinguishable but 
interwoven ways of experiencing time. 
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“Pure duration is the form [of time] taken by the succession of our inner states of 

consciousness when our self lets itself live, when it abstains from separating its 

present state from its former states….We can thus conceive of succession without 

distinction, and think of it as a mutual penetration, an interconnexion and 

organization of elements, each one of which represents the whole, and cannot be 

distinguished or isolated from it except by abstract thought” 

(Bergson, 1913, pp.100-101)    

Bergson has distinguished between clock-time and durée: the former objective, the latter 

subjective. I had gleaned this distinction from Chia, long before I read Bergson first-hand or 

through Deleuze. However, in truth I failed to grasp the significance of the term multiplicity 

and indeed the significance of the distinction between qualitative and quantitative 

multiplicities. It would only be after immersing myself in Deleuze and supporting texts that I 

would come to appreciate the importance of both. 

The concept of multiplicity is a central motif in Deleuze’s work. Chronologically it first 

appeared in Deleuze’s (1991) Bergsonism in 1966. Here Deleuze revisits Bergson’s concept, 

offering his own binary distinction between a multiplicity of exteriority and one of interiority. 

The latter he describes as: 

“..an internal multiplicity of succession, of fusion, of organization, of 

heterogeneity, of qualitative discrimination, or of difference of kind; it is virtual 

and continuous multiplicity that cannot be reduced to number.“  

Deleuze (1991, p.38) [Emphasis in the original] 

Arguably, this is simply a restatement of Bergsonian thinking, although he does introduce the 

two important terms organization and virtual, to which I will return later. In 1969, Deleuze 

(2020) returned to multiplicities in a short lecture: Theory of Multiplicity in Bergson. In it, he 

asserted that the term multiplicity is often used as a “barely nominalised adjective”, by which 

I infer he means a collection or grouping that is placed in a “relation of opposition and 

complementarity with the predicate ONE: the one and the multiple, the thing is one or 

multiple” (Deleuze, 2020). Used in this way, the term multiplicity simply means ‘not singular’. 

I suspect that this is a reasonable representation of how I had initially thought of multiplicities. 

However, Deleuze indicates that it can/should be treated as a substantive noun which “implies 

a displacement of all of thought: for the dialectical opposition of the one and the multiple, we 

substitute the typological difference between multiplicities” (IBID.).  
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But what is this displacement of thought? What does Deleuze mean by typological difference? 

To explain he returns to Bergson, pointing out that Bergson’s differentiation between types of 

multiplicities is based on the concept of space and spatialisation, which is “in no way a property 

of things but a scheme of action, that is to say an original and irreducible intellectual synthesis” 

(IBID). My reading of this is that for Deleuze a discrete multiplicity is only discrete because 

human intuition has created it. The ‘whole’ has been created and then isolated and thus 

ordered. Returning to Bergson’s flock of sheep: before the shepherd can count their sheep, 

they must first intuit that there is a flock; to recognise that there is a constellation of 

comparable/similar animals that exist in a particular space (in this case perhaps a field) which 

is different from other spaces.  Only then, can the shepherd begin the process of isolating 

(whether physically or mentally) the individual sheep within the flock, so that the 

mathematical operation of counting can occur. Whilst Deleuze does not use this imagery, he 

argues that all numerical multiplicities are based on a “non-numerical, qualitative multiplicity” 

(IBID).  

Elsewhere, (in Difference and Repetition) Deleuze asserts that “everything is a multiplicity”, 

but also builds on ideas presented earlier: 

“multiplicity must not designate a combination of the many and the one, but 

rather an organisation belonging to the many as such, which has no need 

whatsoever of unity in order to form a system.”  

Deleuze (2004b, p.230) [Emphasis added] 

Thus, although Deleuze acknowledges that all there is, are multiplicities; he does nevertheless 

acknowledge two different types: multiplicities of exteriority and ones of interiority: those that 

are projected outwards by an observer to impose order on an external world and those that 

are inherent within a system. 

What I find interesting is that this binary distinction, and Bergson’s earlier distinction between 

different types of multiplicity, both represent multiplicities of exteriority, a form of organizing.  

Both writers have placed multiplicities into one of two distinct theoretical spaces. But equally, 

Deleuze (IBID.) acknowledges that “An Idea is an n-dimensional, continuous, defined 

multiplicity”, which seems to confuse the picture. Is an idea a multiplicity of exteriority or one 

of interiority?  
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To get to grips with these concepts I needed to look elsewhere: Linstead and Thanem’s 

explorations115 of Deleuzian multiplicities. They chose a different (but synonymous) binary 

pairing of multiplicities: ones of order and ones of organisation. Nevertheless, they adhere to 

Deleuze’s line of thought: 

“The multiplicity of order is a matter of exteriority, simultaneity, juxtaposition, 

quantitative differentiation and difference in degree, which is spatial, numerical, 

discontinuous and actual. In contrast, the multiplicity of organization is a matter 

of interiority, succession, fusion, heterogeneity, qualitative discrimination and 

difference in kind, which is virtual, continuous and irreducible to numbers because 

it appears in pure duration (time as experienced rather than measured)”  

     Linstead and Thanem (2007, p.1485) 

What I take from this excerpt is that what is traditionally thought of as organising is the 

conscious arranging of externalised entities (whether physical or conceptual) to fix them in 

time and space, so that they can be controlled and synchronised. For Linstead and Thanem 

this process is referred to as ordering. A second form of organising refers to the continual, 

internal processes and flows that constitute life116. Living things are organised multiplicities in 

which matter, and energy are dynamically fused, ceaselessly changing, creating differences 

that perpetuate a dynamic system. Thus (for Bergson and those who have followed him) life 

is clearly organised, but this organising emerges from within, and cannot be completely 

disentangled or ordered (in space), even though humans can create representations (ordered 

multiplicities) of them. Living organisms are thus multiplicities of organisation. Equally, the 

conscious thought that emerges within organisms is organised but not necessarily ordered; it 

becomes ordered when it is externalised, within language. And although possibly obscured by 

Linstead and Thanem’s chosen labels, the conclusion I reach is that all multiplicities are 

organised. The question is how they are organised and by extension to what degree their 

components are separated, spatialised and thus ordered.   

And if we think about the collections of people, materials and ideas that we refer to as 

organisations (multiplicities); we can appreciate that they emerge and are constituted by 

processes of both external ordering and internal organising. With this appreciation, change 

management (as traditionally understood), can be seen as an attempt to re-order, disrupting 

 
115 Thanem and Linstead (2006) and Linstead and Thanem (2007) 
116 Deleuze (2004a, p.307) goes further indicating that organisation is constitutive of all of the material 
world. Drawing on Simondon’s work on the individuation of inorganic crystals to illustrate that non-
organic material is  self-organised.  
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existing forms of both organising and ordering. What is revealed within the interviews 

undertaken for this research are the attempts of individuals to try to reorganise themselves 

(and re-order their externalised linguistic performances) during the process of organisational 

re-ordering.   

But is there a better way of understanding this distinction between different types of 

multiplicity? Linstead and Thanem’s description, indicates that multiplicities of order are 

actual whilst those of organisation are virtual. This introduces an equally challenging concept 

that emerges from Bergson and is elaborated by Deleuze: the virtual (or virtuality). Bergson 

develops the concept in his exploration of the nature of memory and remembering. In Matter 

and Memory, Bergson (1911) considers how memory works and specifically how particular 

memories (or memory images) are brought forth (and implicitly why other memories are not). 

To give a personal example, when I smell meat being roasted in an oven, I am catapulted back 

to the Sunday lunchtimes of my early childhood. 

I guess I am six or seven, still largely unencumbered by 

the worries and cares that come with an awareness of self. 

It’s warm outside but it’s time to stop playing in the 

garden. I’m in the kitchen. Dusty Springfield’s You Don’t 

Have To Say You Love Me is playing on Family Favourites, 

accompanied by familiar noises as plates are marshalled 

and cutlery retrieved. I can feel the moisture in the air 

as steam rises from the bubbling pans all vying for space 

on the Belling cooker. The sun streams through the window, 

falling on the kitchen table. Places are set, patiently 

waiting for food and diners to arrive. There’s a sense of 

anticipation as grubby hands are washed. I hear the noise 

of the oven door opening. It’s almost time.    

This is a memory image, but Bergson wants to know where such images come from. In my case 

it is brought forth by a perception (in this case a particular smell). I do not actively try to recall 

it, nor does it involve the sort of automatic memory associated with immediate or habitual 

action (that we use when we clean our teeth, or write, or drive a car). For Bergson, this 

memory does not emerge from the present. I do not go back from the present to find it in the 

past. Rather the past pushes its way into the present. For Bergson this image emerges from 

pure memory, which he argues is virtual. By which, according to Guerlac (2006), he means it 

has no material existence and it only emerges through its own self-actualisation. But, perhaps 
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more importantly, the image is ‘real’, in the sense that, although it is not a singular event that 

I can isolate in time and space, I experience it.  

Bergson thus conceptualises pure memory as “the preservation of the past in and for itself, 

that is, independent of its actualization in a present” (Ansell-Pearson, 2002, p.173). Deleuze 

(1991) picks up on the concept of pure memory in Bergsonism, quoting from Bergson’s Matter 

and Memory: 

 “..we detach ourselves from the present in order to replace ourselves, first in the 

past in general, then in a certain region of the past – a work of adjustment, 

something like the focussing of a camera. But our recollections still remain 

virtual.”  

Bergson in Deleuze (1991, p.56)  

Subsequently Deleuze (IBID.) suggests that pure memory (or ‘the past in general’) “is not the 

particular past of a particular present but that it is like an ontological element, a past that is 

eternal and for all time” (IBID.). This is a radical move, suggesting that in some way, although 

a memory image is particular to an individual, the ‘past in general’ exists outside the 

experiencing subject. This is an important and often overlooked element of Deleuze’s work on 

time. Although Bergson’s durée is often associated with the purely subjective experience of 

time, Deleuze suggests that time has ontological foundations beyond the individual. Time is 

neither objective nor subjective and it both illudes and eludes such a binary distinction. It is 

both objective AND subjective, it is a multiplicity. 

Although Bergson introduces the concept of the virtual; it is Deleuze (1991, 2004b) who 

develops the concept by distinguishing between a binary pairing of the virtual and the actual. 

He does this to escape the limitations created by prevailing conceptualisations of what is real 

(Linstead and Thanem, 2007, p.1491). We tend to think in terms of things 

(situations/events/relations, etc.) that are real (that exist), things that are unreal (that don’t 

exist, are imaginary) and things that are possible (that could come to exist). For Deleuze this is 

problematic for two reasons. First, like Bergson, he wants to acknowledge that psychical 

experiences, such as ideas, concepts, emotions and desires are ‘real’. Second, thinking in these 

terms means that the future becomes wedded to the present and what currently exists. What 

is real now (that which exists in the present) determines what is possible in the future, but 

what is possible can only be determined retrospectively. Otherwise, we could not differentiate 

between what is possible and what is impossible. Taken together these issues mean that a 

focus on the real and the possible fails to explain how specific events are realised and other 
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events, that are possible are not. Or put another way, we cannot explain how novel events 

which appear impossible are realised. The world becomes deterministic based on the present. 

And simultaneously the past appears to have been expunged from the future, it is only the 

present that matters. This conclusion is unacceptable for Deleuze. 

So how can something that is unreal/imagined or from the past be realised? For Deleuze we 

must replace the concept of the possible with the virtual, replace the term real with actual, 

and acknowledge that both the virtual and actual are equally ‘real’.  

“The virtual is opposed not to the real but to the actual. The virtual is fully real in 

so far as it is virtual. Exactly what Proust said of states of resonance must be said 

of the virtual: ‘Real without being actual, ideal without being abstract’.”  

Deleuze (2004b, p.260) [Emphasis in the original] 

As is his way, Deleuze eschews representation and avoids defining what the virtual is, but 

helpfully, Linstead and Thanem attempt to: 

“Crudely speaking, this reality possessed by the virtual is the universe, the one and 

the all, which means that the virtual is everything and that it is in everything — a 

principle of connectedness. The extended and undivided world of the virtual is then 

related to the actual — the process undergone by the virtual is not one of 

realization, but of actualization, which divides and positions the virtual in time and 

space.” 

Linstead and Thanem (2007, p.1492) [Emphasis in the original] 

My reading of this, is that the actual is that which has been isolated in time and space. And 

thus, the virtual is everything that has not, or cannot be isolated. It is the undifferentiated flux 

from which the actual emerges. This is the past. But it is not a linear past. Rather, it is a fused 

past, a confused multiplicity.     

In Deleuze’s alternative schema, rather than the real (the present) determining what is 

possible (the future), it is the virtual (the undifferentiated past) that determines the actual 

(the present). This might seem like a philosophical sleight of hand, but Deleuze foresees this 

challenge: 
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“The only danger in all this is that the virtual could be confused with the possible. 

The possible is opposed to the real; the process undergone by the possible is 

therefore a ‘realisation’. By contrast, the virtual is not opposed to the real; it 

possesses a full reality by itself. The process it undergoes is that of actualisation. 

It would be wrong to see only a verbal dispute here: it is a question of existence 

itself” 

Deleuze (2004b, p.236) 

Picking up on themes explored in other chapter/folds, the actual emerges when the virtual is 

differenciated117, and equally the virtual is that which differenciates. 

“[T]he virtual is a state of existence actualized by virtue of undergoing 

differentiation, in the same vein that it is compelled to differentiate itself by 

formulating its own lines of differentiation as a necessary condition of its 

actualization” 

Reyes (2016, p.166) 

Drawing on Bergson, the virtual (the past) can be seen as continually differenciating, and in 

the process creating a succession of ‘presents’, with each ‘present’ being superseded by the 

next as it recedes into the past. And as it does, so the past (the virtual) is changed: as successive 

presents are absorbed into the past. This imagery might suggest a series of discrete presents, 

but the process of actualisation never stops and so the seamless present is constantly 

changing. The hands of the clock may demarcate the emergence of a new present that ‘pushes’ 

its predecessors into the virtual past, but for Deleuze this is not the case. Rather the hands of 

the clock are pushed forward as the virtual is actualised, changing their positions in space. 

Both clock-time and subjective lived time are produced by the actualisation of the virtual.    

Yet, although Deleuze addresses the problem of the ‘real’, I struggled to make sense of what 

Deleuze means by the virtual. Linstead and Thanem’s (2007, p.1492) suggestion that it is “the 

one and the all” only took me so far. It, like my own writing goes some way to explicate 

Deleuze’s ideas, but I felt that the concept of the ‘virtual’ remained excessively vague. 

Eventually after poring over Chapter IV: One or Many Durations of Deleuze’s (1991) 

Bergsonism I managed to create an ordered multiplicity that enabled me to picture the virtual.   

 
117 As in a previous chapter/fold, Deleuze’s alternative spelling is used to differentiate the process of 
becoming different (differenciating) from making a distinction (differentiating).  
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In Bergson’s Matter and Memory (1911) he offers an 

inverted cone to illustrate how he understands memory. In 

the diagram to the left, the point S represents the 

contracted point of the present. This is situated on a plane 

P, which represents the spatialised ‘reality’ of the material 

world in which all physical objects (what is actual) are 

arranged. The cone extending upwards represents the non-

chronological pure past (durée), within which memories are 

located. AB, A’B’ and A’’B’’ represent regions (Deleuze uses 

the term sheets) where particular memories are located (in non-chronological order).  

However, whilst reading Deleuze’s Bergsonism it occurred to me that the same diagram can 

be used as an image of the virtual. Point S is the present. The plane 

P is the physical, actualised world that can be spatialised and 

ordered. The cone represents the virtual, extending upwards. It 

contains all of the past. It is not a chronology, but a homogenous 

swirling mass of energies and flows, from which a succession of 

point S’s are actualised and new plane P’s are formed. And in the 

process old S’s are incorporated into the cone and thus it is also 

changed. Thus, the cone is the confused/continuous/qualitative 

multiplicity of the virtual. The plane P is the physical and social world 

that has been actualised (from the virtual) in the present. It is the 

ongoing actualisation at point S (or multiple points S’s) that creates 

an everchanging world around us, and because the virtual contains all previous actualisations, 

that it is possible to speak of time. Time passes because the present is continually being 

‘replaced’. And although previous presents pass, they are retained in the virtual past. Thus, for 

Deleuze, there is only one form of time, irrespective of how we try to imagine it: 

“Not only do virtual multiplicities imply a single time, but duration as virtual 

multiplicity is the single and same Time.”    

Deleuze (1991, p.83) 

Thus, for Deleuze the binary division between objective and subjective time dissolves, time is 

singular, but it is a fused (or confused) multiplicity. Through thought we can order it in many 

ways, but these are arbitrary choices, that create ordered multiplicities of exteriority. None of 

these represent the actualisation of the virtual through ongoing processes of differentiation.   
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It was engagement with these ideas that led me to move beyond the clock–event time dialectic, 

something that Cuganesan (2022) has more recently advocated. Rather than embracing 

Reinecke and Ansari’s (2015) ambitemporality, is it possible to move beyond it? Clark (1985) 

and Burrell (1992) were relatively early voices to question the merits of two opposing mutually 

exclusive conceptions of time (or time metaphors). More recently Asimakou (2017) asked the 

same question, contrasting what she termed modern and poetic metaphors of time. Dawson 

and Sykes (2019) have also highlighted alternative conceptualisations that suggest a simple A 

versus B conception might be an oversimplification. As Holt and Johnsen (2019, p.1569) 

acknowledge, this obsession has created an impasse that “releases a plethora of variant times 

and temporal binaries”, suggesting that organizational scholars are trapped asking what time 

is, rather than how time is. (IBID. p.1558). To consider whether it is possible to escape trying 

to define time, I will consider in more detail Deleuze’s own ideas that explore how time is 

synthesised.  

 

Synthesising Deleuzian Time 

The previous section considered concepts and ideas that come from Bergson and have been 

subsequently explored and developed by Deleuze. It is from these ideas that Deleuze develops 

his own quite complex conceptualisations of time. What follows is my own attempt to 

articulate my own engagement with these conceptualisations. I do not claim to offer a 

complete or accurate representation of Deleuze’s work. Rather it is a singular (hopefully 

coherent) and partial articulation of my own attempts to make sense of Deleuzian time. My 

starting point is to try and condense what I have explored in the previous section to a single 

sentence: 

Deleuze conceives time as a singular fused multiplicity that emerges as the virtual is actualised 

through multiple ongoing and overlapping processes of becoming.  

As Williams (2011) stresses, for Deleuze time is irreducible. To understand what this means, 

Williams (IBID., pp.5-7) offers his reader an image, in which different pasts, presents and 

futures collide. This is my truncated recreation of that image: 

An ageing figure stands alone by a headstone in an old, 

deserted cemetery. The figure is lost in grief, staring 

at the grave as they contemplate the loss they endure 

alone. The figure is repeating a ritual. Each day they 

come with a bag of food scraps stuffed in a pocket. As 
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they stand in silence, contemplating the past, they 

unthinkingly toss the food into the air. And, just like 

every day, it falls amongst the decaying funerial 

monuments and untended graves that remember many different 

pasts. And, just like on previous days the cemetery’s 

pigeons and squirrels repeat a different ritual: trying 

to secure a share of the food that the grieving figure 

absentmindedly tosses towards them. 

How do we make sense of this image?  

The ageing figure is recreating a past that engulfs their present in grief and in which they are 

trapped, so that it defines their future. Tomorrow they will return to live in this past once more, 

but whilst tomorrow’s past will be a repetition of today’s it will also be different. Although it 

will again be defined by loss and grief, different memories and different (although similar) 

emotions will surface, changing what our protagonist will feel in a present yet to be actualised. 

Thus, for our grieving figure the present and future are defined, but not determined, by an 

expanded past that is ever present with them.   

At the same time and in the same place, we have the animals focussed on survival. Their time 

intersects with our grieving figure. But they are living in their present, locked in a struggle 

orientated towards their futures: eating, avoiding predation, mating, so that their genes will 

be passed to the next generation. The past for these creatures is contracted, but not absent. 

The information that is stored in their genes and will be projected into the future is an ancestral 

legacy, shaping the actualised present and defining what is possible in the future. Equally their 

routines and habits are shaped by the past. Their presence today reflects their past ability to 

survive, which has come to rely on our grieving protagonist’s routine. Their own routines have 

become synchronised with the figure who arrives every day offering the possibility of food. 

And so too, they will be back tomorrow, repeating today’s struggles, although tomorrow’s 

struggles will be actualised differently.     

And finally, we have the cemetery itself. A symbolic monument to the past, marking lives that 

have ended, pushing them into the present and projecting them into the future. But it does 

not sit outside time. It is shaped by the past. A hundred years of masons, mourners, animals, 

plants and the weather have all shaped what it has become. And tomorrow the cemetery will 

host the same rituals, everything will be repeated, but nothing will be the same. Weeds will 

grow, trees will shed leaves, even the headstones will be infinitesimally changed by what we 

call the passage of time.  
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Clearly, within this image, there is not just one passage of time. The grieving figure, the 

creatures struggling to survive, and the masonry that will intersect once more tomorrow, will 

all experience the passing of time differently. They have different pasts and futures, but they 

are coincident and temporarily connected, brought together by different overlapping 

processes. And the sense created by this narrative is that they will overlap in the future, that 

the past will be repeated. But equally, this repetition will not be the same, change will happen. 

Things will be different tomorrow.    

For Williams (2011, p.6) this means that “all these times are relative to one another, not as 

disinterested objects, but as processes folded into one another and yet incompatible with a 

representation of all of them, under a single external map”.   

Thus, time does not necessarily make sense, especially when it is imagined as singular. For 

Deleuze, there is only one time, but it isn’t singular. As I’ve written already, it is a qualitative 

multiplicity in which the virtual past is continually actualised in the passing present.  

We are all locked in our own ever-changing presents; travelling through time co-creating 

multiple presents, pasts and futures that allow us to individually make sense of the world 

around us. And as time passes our sensemaking is constantly changing. Sensemaking, change 

and time are intrinsically interlinked, each one depends upon the other two.  

Returning to Holt and Johnsen (2017), perhaps to grasp how we make sense of things around 

us; we need to look at how time is. Within my interview transcripts, I can find examples of how 

time is, or more processually and pragmatically, how time emerges, how it is synthesised, how 

it is deployed, how it is used and perhaps most importantly how it changes.  

To do so, I return to one interview transcript I co-created many years ago and offer a Deleuzian 

inspired reading of them. In this excerpt the interviewee reflects on their current situation 

against the backdrop of organisational change [emphasis added]: 

Gary At the moment, I'm just looking at the board now, the chess board, 

I'm just determining which moves - I haven't landed any moves for 

years - and I'm now just determining what I'm going to move and 

when. But I'm just going to create a little picture in your mind that's a 

game of chess. 

Within the metaphor of a game of chess, the player has created a frozen, imagined present 

that exists within the present we both shared. He is on the cusp of making a move, and I am 

looking on. We are both looking to the future with anticipation. But we are also aware of the 

past: it is years since he landed a move. The clock appears to be ticking, but our protagonist is 
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biding his time, both he and I are waiting to see what decision he makes and how events will 

unfold. We are both drawn into an imaginary time; one that he has actively constructed, where 

a particular present is frozen (or slowed down). This present (which he identifies as “at the 

moment”) is not the one we share in the interview, but neither is it in the past or the future, 

although it is shaped but not determined by both. It describes a contracted present that the 

chess player finds himself in, which coexists within another present (the present where our 

paths coincide). Beyond the present of the chessboard and the interview, there is a present 

within the workplace. This present extends beyond the interview, it began before the present 

of the interview and will continue when it ends.  This present is shaped by his past: he has 

previously been advised that his current role is changing and must accept the change, attempt 

to negotiate a different role, or leave the organisation. In this present he must decide what to 

do: what choice does he make in an attempt to realise/actualise a preferential future. But until 

he acts, this present that began when an organisational change was announced has not 

passed. He has stopped (or perhaps escaped) clock-time. When he makes a decision, this 

present will be ‘released’, it will become ‘history’ disappearing into Bergson’s ‘pure past’ and 

a new present (that is currently in the future, so yet to be actualised) will replace it. Although 

time advances in the interview, in the workplace and on the chess board time has stopped. 

But equally, time will wait for no-one. The clock of the interview advances, but time is folded 

back on itself. The chess player is playing with time, he is in control and has called a time-out 

in his organisational game of chess. Like Vladimir or Estragon I am powerless, waiting for Godot 

to make his move, trying to anticipate what will happen next. I do not know quite when time 

will resume, but we both know it inevitably will.  

And just like the excerpt from the chess player, my own narrative about it is also playing with 

time. You are looking over my shoulder in your present, reading my sense making narrative 

about an interview that unfolded years ago and which I recreate as I type. Your present 

contains all these intersecting pasts. And the present that you have just experienced will come 

to pass. It will become consumed by the past. As you read on, you will leave the chess player, 

but traces of this narrative will remain. He may emerge later when you reflect upon what you 

have read, bringing him back as a virtual character in a new present that has yet to be 

actualised. 

I can also fold back time, returning us both to the chess player, exploring how the interview 

unfolded.  This is how I eventually responded to him: 

Me It's an interesting metaphor. Definitely. I just want to take you back a 

little step because you talked about; you're now sitting with a blank 
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sheet of paper in front of you, so I'm going to remove the chessboard 

metaphor and I'm going to have a blank sheet of paper now. What's 

it feel like to have a blank sheet of paper? 

Putting the chess board to one side, I take our protagonist back to a previous metaphor he 

had used a few minutes earlier in the interview, creating a new, different present based on 

our shared immediate past, when the chess player had indicated that the ongoing 

organisational changes meant he was sitting with a blank sheet of paper. His old role had gone 

(or was going), creating an open future, but as before, one in which he was in control, able to 

decide what his next role would be. I try to encourage him to return to the blank paper; to 

explore how it feels to be faced with an open future, but also to find out what the chess 

player’s next move will be. I don’t get the sort of answer I expected: 

Gary I want to work [pause], I would to love to work for a British company. I 

am sick and bloody tired of the Americans.        

The chess player skips forward in time, imagining a future when the game of chess is over. This 

is a future defined by what it is not. It is not like the past (or the present). He brings a new 

version of the past into our shared present. It is a past that spans decades. It acknowledges 

the frustrations he has faced working in a multi-national, multi-lingual, American corporation. 

A virtual past is brought into the present (actualised): twenty years of long hours, exhausting 

travel and unspecified managerial challenges. It is a past that he now wants to escape. He 

seems to have decided that he will break with the past (and the present). The future he 

imagines is relatively open, all that he desires is to break with his past and to work for a British 

company. And as the ‘researcher’ I can go back to the game of chess. The chess player is/was 

in fact plotting his endgame, strategizing how best to exit his current company.  

These two short passages from just one interview, show how time is creatively deployed to 

make sense of things. It shows how by using language pragmatically we creatively give meaning 

to the events going on around us and project them into the future. Time does not simply 

proceed from past, to present to future. Although the hands of time push forward relentlessly 

(or are pushed forward), time is a complex multiplicity. Always shifting, always changing, 

multiple pasts, presents and futures are constantly being created and interwoven through our 

overlapping linguistic constructions. Using the terminology of Deleuze we synthesise time in 

many different ways to make sense of the present, arbitrarily differentiating it from what has 

happened and what has yet to happen.  Time, sense and change are intertwined. Sensemaking 

is not primarily a matter of order, interruption, recovery. What I infer from this analysis is that 
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it is an ongoing process of retrospective partial ordering that is never complete. As time 

advances, so inevitably does our sensemaking.    

My own narrative does this, and you (the reader) will be doing the same as you read, 

experiencing a present which is co-incident with my writing and the chess player’s words; 

creating a space in which many pasts, presents and futures momentarily come together (or 

collide), are changed and then move apart. And all the time, the hands of time advance, 

changing how we sense the world around us.   

Returning us to the words I offered two pages ago: “all these times are relative to one another, 

not as disinterested objects, but as processes folded into one another and yet incompatible 

with a representation of all of them, under a single external map”. (Williams, 2011, p.6). 

For Williams118 (2013, p.182), these multiple 

times are created through a network of 

processes that interact, creating mutual 

asymmetric reciprocal transformations. 

Although they defy representation, Williams 

uses the imagery of a river delta with a myriad 

of channels all flowing to the sea to illustrate 

how we might understand the multiplicity of 

time.  

All the channels are flowing in one direction (reflecting the asymmetry of time: which flows 

from past, to present, to future); but each channel follows a different path and flows at a 

different rate. And as they flow the channels interact with each other. They come together, 

only to split apart, creating new paths, such that the delta is never fixed, it persists because it 

is constantly being transformed and each transformation shapes subsequent transformations. 

As we have seen, Deleuze follows Bergson in conceptualising time as a singular multiplicity. 

But, having established that it is ineffable and paradoxical; in Difference and Repetition Deleuze 

seeks to show how time emerges119, by exploring multiple overlapping processes through 

which Deleuze argues this occurs. These processes involve the past, the present and the future, 

which Deleuze sees as different dimensions of time. Williams (2013, pp.183-184) describes 

these processes as ‘asymmetrical’ and ‘reciprocal’; in which the past, present and future all 

interact (and are thus changed). Importantly this means that it is possible to refer to multiple 

 
118 And Deleuze 
119 Or perhaps more accurately how a sense of time emerges (Faulkner, 2004) 
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pasts, presents and futures, because each is constantly changing through their interactions 

(like the river delta).  

Yet, such a description doesn’t really move the reader beyond a restatement that time is a 

multiplicity. To elaborate his thinking, Deleuze offers three distinct, but interwoven 

disjunctive120 syntheses of time [emphasis added]: 

1. the synthesis of time in the present. 

2. the synthesis of the past. 

3. the active synthesis for the future 

In presenting three distinguishable syntheses, Deleuze creates a distinct multiplicity from what 

we should always try to remember he ultimately maintains is a confused multiplicity. In the 

same vein and perhaps paradoxically121, Williams (2011, p.64) offers a grid (below) to help his 

readers get to grips with these syntheses and the processes they seek to describe.  

 
120 By disjunctive, Deleuze is highlighting that these syntheses produce difference (they differentiate), 
which he sees as productive and generative. 
121 I find it paradoxical because of Williams’ insistence that Deleuzian time is incompatible with 
representation and that he then chooses to represent it using the sort of matrix that has become an 
established trope in much management writing. In supervision with Nancy, prior to writing this, I 
described it as a “delightful irony”. 
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Although Williams stresses that his grid is an imperfect representation and that a complete 

representation of time is impossible, this grid has helped me to make sense of Deleuze’s ideas 

about time.  

Earlier in my research journey, I had imagined Deleuze’s syntheses would offer an analytic 

framework for my research. I suspect I imagined that I could apply them to my research 

material, highlighting occurrences of each within the transcripts I had produced. Looking back 

(creating a new past in the lived present), I am sure that I could have done this. Perhaps I could 

have used the chess player’s narrative to impose more order on his (and my) sensemaking. 

However as my research progressed, I found myself questioning what this would achieve. As 

philosophers from Augustine to Deleuze have highlighted, time is a paradox, and simply coding 

extracts of a conversation seems like an attempt to overcome the paradox rather than 

acknowledge it. It also requires that I do the ‘god trick’. In 2022, having read so much, and 

spent so much time thinking about time, I have become reluctant to do so. It would be yet 

another attempt to organise122 time (Holt and Johnsen, 2019). And as I learned from Borges 

(2004), it is impossible to make sense of time, without reference to time. The spatial 

representation that Williams produces will always be open to endless revisions. I have 

pondered why Williams would choose to impose his 3 x 3 quantitative matrix on what he insists 

is a singular qualitative multiplicity. A few pages ago we (myself and the reader I imagine) 

explored the chess player’s narrative to illustrate how multiple times emerge, without trying 

to fully disentangle the overlapping and interconnected processes that produce it.  In early 

2022 I discussed with Nancy the option of consigning the three syntheses to the past: shunting 

them into an appendix, making them a historical footnote on my research journey, a fold that 

I would acknowledge, but smooth over.  

And yet, I sense there is practical rather philosophical issue at play in my reticence to engage 

with Deleuze’s three syntheses of time. And that is time or perhaps space: finding the time 

within the thesis to ’do them justice’. Deleuze explores the paradox of time in multiple books 

that emerged over decades. What hope had/have I of dealing with them? Faulkner (2004) 

devoted his entire doctoral thesis to them and acknowledges that his work is incomplete.  

However, with the passage of time, my thinking (sensemaking) has changed. I have decided to 

engage with them. Stopping now doesn’t seem to make sense. I have invested so much time 

in them. Consigning them to history as a philosophical dead end within my research journey 

 
122 Or, perhaps it would be more appropriate to use the terminology of Linstead and Thanem (2007) 
and refer to the ordering of time. 
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would run counter to what I have sought to achieve. They represent an important crease and 

one I do not wish to iron out.   

Instead, using my own writing and your reading I want to explore how the syntheses 

collectively co-create time. The words in the next three paragraphs do not simply describe the 

syntheses of time, they collectively symbolise how it is possible to experience and make sense 

of time.  

To do this I return to Williams’ grid, Accepting his (and 

Deleuze’s) attempts to order time, we begin with the first 

synthesis of time. According to Deleuze it is this first synthesis 

that produces ‘time’ in the present, or the living present. I am 

writing in the living present, recognising that there is a here 

and now that is constituted of many presents. We can imagine 

this is the time of this paragraph, a series of instances marked 

by sequences of letters separated by spaces to create a series 

of words, each one an instance in the living present. It is a 

prior selection, I’ve designated it as the present, and clearly in 

doing so, I have selected it. You and I are thus in a present 

(the living present) marked by this paragraph, although it 

contains many instances. It is differentiated from the past (what I have already written, and 

what you have already read) and the future (what will be written and read subsequently). 

All of these three times (or writings) are contracted in this present.  The past contains many 

instances (words in earlier paragraphs) that precede this present, but they are all contained 

within the past. The living present contains many instances (symbolised by a succession of 

words in this paragraph). And equally the future is not a single point in time, but many future 

times in which a stream of currently undetermined words will be typed and read. And this 

synthesis is disjunctive, it separates time into three distinct parts that are co-constituted: the 

past and future are two dimensions of the present (I refer to both in this paragraph). This 

might suggest that there are individuals (a writer and a reader) synthesising time, both 

creating different living presents. However for Deleuze, this is not the case. Rather the 

opposite is the case the first synthesis is not active, but passive. It is the synthesis of the 

living present that explains the emergence of conscious individuals, and indeed the presence 

of material things. Thus the living present does not demand a subject. Subject and object 

(you and I) both exist because they (we) endure in the living present. Time is not purely 

phenomenological.  For Descartes the subject exists because it thinks, for Deleuze it exists 

because it endures and (unlike an object), is conscious that it does endure.  
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And this leads us to the second synthesis of time, marked by another paragraph. If the 

subject is aware that it endures, there must be another synthesis of time. Without it, the 

subject would be perpetually stuck in the living present, living through an endless succession 

of unconnected nows. Or to use the imagery I’ve adopted, an endless stream of words that 

all exist in a singular present. Rather, there must be an active synthesis of time, in which the 

past exists, not simply as a number of presents that have passed, but a place where these 

presents are retained. This is the pure past, which exists contemporaneously with the lived 

present. We can arbitrarily consign the writing and reading of the last paragraph to the past, 

recognising that we are now in a ‘new’ present. However this past is not eradicated. We can 

both remember aspects of the last paragraph. Our conscious memory retains/contains the 

past and we have the language to assign what has just passed to an unspecified past that 

contains all preceding lived presents (yours, mine and every other lived present) that have 

passed. Thus, this pure past is real, but not actual. It is virtual. It exists in the present (in 

this paragraph) and has an effect on the actualised present (whether acknowledged or not). 

This paragraph is shaped by what has preceded it. And what is important within this 

explanation of time, is that without this second synthesis, the lived present could not pass. 

So although we began with the first synthesis and the living present (our prior selection), a 

second synthesis is required so that the living present can become the past. The space 

before this paragraph allows the last one to be consigned to the past. And finally the second 

synthesis of time creates a sense of future that is not simply an open future, one of infinite 

possibilities and probabilities (as suggested by the first synthesis). It is shaped but not 

determined by the present and the past. Deleuze refers to both freedom and destiny. This 

paragraph and the previous one will shape what will follow. You and I can both imagine a 

particular future unfolding, based on what I have written in this paragraph (the present) and 

the last (the past), but it has not yet been determined. The past and present shape my 

immediate destiny to write about the third synthesis of time, but I have freedom to decide 

how I will do that. Equally you have freedom to choose whether you carry on reading.   

Leaving the second synthesis (paragraph) in the past, we move onto the third synthesis. As 

Williams acknowledges this is the most complex synthesis of time. However, I think that it 

can be explained relatively simply. Deleuze refers to the third synthesis as a caesura or cut. 

And this paragraph symbolises the cut; it opens by making the cut (from the past). I began 

it by consigning the previous present (paragraph) to the past. This synthesis (although 

presented as the last of three) is arguably the most important. Its function is to ‘push’ one 

present into the past; time has passed and the lived present has changed. Without the third 

synthesis time would not pass. The second synthesis produces the pure past but the third 

synthesis ‘pushes’ the former present into it. This paragraph marks a new present, 
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superseding the previous ones, which are consigned into a contracted past. How this new 

present is actualised will inform what is to come, a new future is created. What was actual 

(the former present) becomes virtual and the virtual (past and future) are changed. This 

now former present cannot be remade, but it is not ‘lost. It becomes part of the past which 

can be revisited. We can return to the earlier paragraphs, but they will be changed. They 

become symbolic representations (records/traces) of former presents. Rereading the 

previous two paragraphs does not reproduce the present when you first read them (or when 

I wrote them). The paragraphs are symbolic remnants of processes (writings and readings) 

that are now in the past. And we will both experience these differently if (and when) we 

return to them. Simply remembering that you have read the words means that this new 

present incorporates a recollection of the old ones. In the process new presents (yours and 

mine) are actualised. Both our pasts and presents are changed. The past we remember is 

not a continuation of the former present, it is a partial return to a former present. The third 

synthesis actively differenciates the lived present, changing it from previous presents. 

Deleuze draws on Nietzsche’s idea of the eternal return, but whereas the phrase might 

suggest a return to the past (repetition); for Deleuze the only thing that is repeated 

(eternally) is difference. Or change.  

The passage of time and change are thus co-constituted, two sides of the same coin. To talk of 

change (to make sense of change) is premised on the syntheses of time, but equally what 

makes time ‘possible’ is the inevitability of change. The present is different to the past and the 

future will be different to the present. Thus we are able to make sense of the world around us, 

using the second and third syntheses of time123. But where does this take us? What does the 

development of three distinct (but intertwined) syntheses of time provide? Or, put another 

way…. 

   

What has changed by doing time with Deleuze? 

This is a question I have asked myself many times. And if the three paragraphs I have offered 

have been effective, we will both appreciate that it has generated many different responses. 

Although the words in the three paragraphs may now be frozen on the page, every time they 

are read the meaning attached to the words will change. And equally, every time this question 

is repeated, it is a different question and my response to it will change, because we are aware 

 
123 To repeat the point made earlier, Deleuze insists that the first synthesis does not require a subject, 
but it allows a subject to emerge. Time (marked by change) advances whether we are aware of it or 
not.  
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it is a repetition. Accepting that change is unavoidable, I must acknowledge that there is no 

singular answer. With the passage of time what has changed will change. The past is 

continually changed by the passing of the present. 

Nevertheless, although open to revision, I can identify some personal changes during my time 

with Deleuze. I have escaped the binary of lived-time OR clock-time. Although acknowledging 

the phenomenological nature of time, at the heart of Deleuze’s conceptualisation of time, is 

the idea that time belongs to both subject and object. It is not simply something that is 

consciously experienced, but nor can it be fully captured by the hands of the clock that we use 

to mark its passing. I am now able to acknowledge that time is manifold. Drawing on Linstead 

and Thanem’s (2007) distinction it is an organised multiplicity but one that can be ordered. As 

I’ve already stated in this chapter/fold: The term time is multifaceted and what it 

captures/defines/describes is ever changing. Perhaps by reflecting on doing time with Deleuze 

I have realised (or remembered) what Holt and Johnsen (2019) suggested we have forgotten: 

that time is always beyond us.  

Equally I could point to my readings of Borges (2004) or Introna (2019) or even Eliot's (1936) 

poem as a key moment when something changed, and I was forced to acknowledge the 

paradox of time and the quixotic nature of my quest. But doing so would be an attempt to 

impose a significant cut or caesura within my own sensemaking, a light bulb moment when I 

suddenly realised the impossibility of making sense of time and consigned my attempts to the 

past. This narrative would impose Weick’s (2006) mantra of order, interruption, recovery on 

my sense-making. It would create a narrative in which there was initially a time of order (when 

time was unproblematised), before the interruption caused by my struggles to make sense of 

my data, which was eventually replaced by a (partial) recovery: an acceptance that time is 

ineffable. Although offering a neat summary of my time with Deleuze, I want to avoid a 

Weickian narrative that suggests a sense of closure (even if partial). The legacy of spending 

time with Deleuze does not have an end point. Time with Deleuze will change. 

An alternative (perhaps paradoxical) response to the question might be that nothing has 

changed. My third paragraph/synthesis implicitly ends by returning to Heraclitus’ aphorism: 

you cannot step in the same river twice. All there is, is change.  

Perhaps I’ve spent a decade trying to make sense of the river (or delta) of time and made little 

progress. I’ve paddled up and down the river with Deleuze and a host of other thinkers and 

researchers who have sought to understand the river’s currents and eddies that carry us all 
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downstream, only to find myself back with Heraclitus and processual writers such as Robert 

Chia.  

But whilst I recognise this interpretation, in suggesting that I have been on a journey, I must 

also recognise that the journey has changed me and how I make sense of time. By grappling 

with time, I understand (make sense of) change and time differently. And equally, on that 

journey, I have aged. Time has taken its toll. I’m not the ‘person’ I was. I am able to sense that 

mind and body (if they are isolatable) have changed.   

Through engagement with Deleuze’s syntheses of time I realise that I create a perpetuated self 

that is able to travel through time, just as the participants I interacted with were able to do. It 

is only possible to talk about the passage of time because something endures (a subject) while 

other things (objects) change. Time is something that is sensed, and it is sensed because the 

quasi-permanent subject is able to perceive change. And, by extension, I appreciate that the 

sense of both continuity and change emerge with the passage of time. In doing time with 

Deleuze I have come to understand not only that time is paradoxical, but appreciate some of 

the reasons why it is paradoxical.  

Drawing on concepts explored within Deleuze’s (2004a) The Logic of Sense; I now imagine that 

time, change and sense are interwoven, they cannot be isolated from each other. Each one 

can only be understood with reference to the other two. And this has led me to return to my 

own efforts to make sense of sense-making, and acknowledge that now, through the passage 

of time, I understand it differently, but importantly that my own understanding is constantly 

changing. 

In doing time with Deleuze I realise that sensemaking is perhaps not as straightforward as 

Weick seems to suggest, perhaps because Weick’s coherent narrative seems to ignore what 

underpins sensemaking. Deleuze (IBID., p.20) describes sense as a fourth dimension of the 

proposition. Without going into excessive detail, Deleuze argues that sense can never be fully 

captured by language, it is that which is expressed by a proposition, but it is not contained 

within the proposition. A simple example would be the phrase “He’s hot”, the sense of the 

words is not contained by the words, but relates to an external state of affairs about which the 

words collectively express what appears to be important when the words were 

spoken/written. And although the meaning of these words would be apparent within a wider 

linguistic context, it is a state of affairs that can only be explained/explicated by drawing on 

yet more words, that themselves would be reliant upon other words. As linguistic philosophers 

from Frege to Wittgenstein have argued, language is essentially circular, the meaning of words 
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can only be established by recourse to more words. This circularity leads Deleuze to argue that 

there must be something, which he calls sense that lies outside language. For Deleuze the 

function of language is to try and express or articulate sense and, in the process, create 

meaning. Williams (2008, p.3) suggests that sense is “closer to significance124 rather than 

meaning, that is to say, the way in which meaning matters or makes things matter”. So rather 

than sense emerging from language, it is language that allows us to communicate or articulate 

what in a particular situation (constituted of a series of events) is important (what is sensed 

and needs to be said). Fundamentally for Deleuze sense exists before language and language 

can never fully articulate sense because sense (like time) must be understood as a confused 

virtual multiplicity.  

Colebrook (2001, p.112) puts this succinctly:  

“Sense, for Deleuze, is the virtual milieu through which we live and become. Sense 

is not reducible to the ‘meanings’ of a language; sense is what allows a language 

to be meaningful.”  

In contrast to Weickian sensemaking in which sense emerges from the narratives we create, 

Deleuze argues the opposite: narratives emerge because of sense. However, Deleuze 

acknowledges that this does not fully explain where sense emerges from (or indeed what sense 

is). He deliberately refers to it as an “immaculate conception” (Deleuze, 2004a, p.110); 

recognising that it seems to emerge from nowhere and by extension, is a paradox. However, 

Deleuze fills in some of the gaps, acknowledging it emerges from within the body125, whilst 

continuing to acknowledge its puzzling nature: 

“How can we maintain both that sense produces even the states of affairs in which 

it is embodied, and that it is itself produced by these states of affairs or the actions 

and passions of bodies (an immaculate conception)?” 

Deleuze (2004a, p.141) 

Subsequently Deleuze attempts to explain how this is possible, drawing on the philosophy of 

the Stoics before considering how children come to develop language skills. The details of his 

explanation are not essential for my narrative, but put simply, sense is the capacity to 

differentiate, to be aware that things have changed (but also to identify repetition). A child 

 
124 William’s words need to be treated carefully, because Deleuzian sense is not a synonym for a 
linguistic signifier.   
125 Deliberately avoiding any sense of mind-body dualism. Mind is part of body and the two are 
inseparable. 
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begins to grasp language by differentiating between the sounds they hear from their parents, 

distinguishing one phoneme (unit of spoken sound) from another and then recognising the 

repetition of particular phonemes; making an association between past sounds and a similar 

sound in the present. The child does not immediately associate meaning with the sounds they 

hear, but eventually attempts to mimic the sounds, attempting to repeat the patterns it has 

recognised. Sense is thus an engagement with the outer world, the ability to recognise and 

acknowledge patterns. Sense is the cognitive processing (differentiating) of sensations, that 

ultimately makes language possible.  And importantly for my narrative, this is intrinsically 

linked to time. Differentiating (or recognizing) is only possible with the passage of time, 

appreciating that something has changed (or been repeated). Without time there is no sense. 

Sensing is a temporal phenomenon. It occurs in the lived present, but it connects the present 

to past events.     

Deleuze succinctly merges the concepts of sense and time in later work: 

“What the past is to time, sense is to language and idea to thought. Sense as past 

of language is the form of its pre-existence, that which we place ourselves in at 

once in order to understand images of sentences, to distinguish the images of 

words and even phonemes that we hear. It is therefore organized in coexisting 

circles, sheets or regions…which are grasped in a confused way. Similarly, we place 

ourselves initially in the idea: we jump into one of the circles in order to form 

images which correspond to the actual quest. Thus chronosigns are continually 

extended into lectosigns and noosigns”  

Deleuze (2013, p.105) 

Here Deleuze recognises the past, sense and a third concept thought, are interlinked. They are 

elements of a confused multiplicity that subsists within consciousness. And because they are, 

any attempt to capture one within language is only possible with reference to the others. We 

cannot escape this circularity. Arguably there is a doubling of circularity. The circularity of 

language and the circularity within these concepts. 
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The figure to the left is my attempt to 

create an image that might capture aspects 

of this multiplicity and its circularity. 

Thought, sense and past are virtual, 

interconnected quasi causes from which 

ideas, time and language emerge (are 

actualised). But each of these 

manifestations is also interconnected to 

the others. They coexist, depending upon 

the others. Collectively they enable us to 

understand what is important (to establish 

what currently matters) about the actual and virtual worlds we inhabit.  

Furthermore, change (which I have sought to make sense of) is both an idea and something 

that is sensed (experienced) over time. It cuts through the circle, shaped by and shaping its 

constituents. Any attempt to make sense of change (or time) is trapped within the circle. But, 

as I have found, trapped does not mean it is fixed. As time moves on, how change, sense and 

time are expressed in language is always incomplete, continually open to revision, constantly 

circling, always changing, as past, sense and thought inevitably change: the virtual acting upon 

the actual, creating new, but always partial and temporary understandings, that change the 

present and future. 

The conception of double circularity of both the virtual and actual (partially captured in the 

previous image) emerged whilst doing time with Deleuze. It is not expressed in Deleuze but 

surfaced whilst reading-writing-thinking about his work. Turetzky’s (1998) work on time, 

allowed me to connect two parts of the Deleuzian canon: his syntheses of time and his work 

on sense. Turetzky drew me back in time to the Stoics, encouraging me to re-read The Logic of 

Sense. What I found was something new, a line of flight that I have followed. It didn’t allow me 

to make sense of time, nor to make sense of change, nor even to make sense of sensemaking. 

But it did allow me to articulate something that appeared important, developing disparate 

thoughts into an idea, to theorize about sense and time and change. To see these three 

concepts as organised and organising elements within the confused multiplicity of thought, 

but elements that I was able to temporarily order, momentarily isolating and fixing them into 

an image. I acknowledge that this image may appear a definitive interpretation. But I want to 

claim that it is not. It is an amalgamation of ideas that come from Deleuze and many other 

sources that I’ve artificially frozen on the page. It is not a representation of Deleuze’s thought, 
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it is a folding of ideas I found within Deleuze’s work and work it has inspired. And this folding 

will be refolded over time, by me and I hope others. Nothing will stay the same, new readings 

will generate new writings, in an endless process of becoming. Or, to paraphrase Holt and 

Johnsen (2019), what I haven’t forgotten is that time is beyond us. However we attempt to 

conceptualise time, we will never be able to capture it in language. It is impossible to fully 

capture the sense of time in language.    

 

Closing Time 

At the beginning of this thesis I borrowed from Brian Massumi (2013, p.xii) to suggest that it 

was (and is) “conceived as an open system. It does not pretend to have the final word”. 

Although I don’t intend to revise this assertion, there is a need to offer some form of closure 

for the reader. After a decade of exploring sensemaking, time and my own entanglements with 

a diverse range of materials, it is time to close this chapter in my journey of becoming. Time 

and tide wait for no man, time has been called and it is time to follow new lines of flight. 

I see that time and process thinking continues to take up a lot of space in management 

journals, and I suspect, more than when I began. New ways of making sense of time are 

inevitably emerging and old ones are re-emerging126. Writers continue to assert that “Time 

matters!” (Ramus, Vaccaro and Berrone, 2021). Yet, it appears there is still work to do. Tor 

Hernes (whose voice has emerged during the writing of this thesis as a key processual writer-

researcher on time within organisation studies), recently argued for the development of 

“a dynamic complexity of time that accounts for the movement through time as 

actors experience it and their ongoing enactment of the present-past-future 

relationship.  Accounting for movement through time is not just analytically a 

black box. It is also empirically imperative, because it reflects the unfolding 

dynamics that actors encounter. “ 

Hernes (2022, p.9) 

Although I wasn’t driven by this argument, I have in a sense entered and explored Hernes’ 

black box. Over the course of a decade I have slowly moved through time, enacting the 

relationship of present-past-future, charting my own journey of becoming and exploring 

 
126 One example being the recent interest in temporal structuring. Although over two decades since it 
first emerged in OMT, authors including Kunisch, Blagoev and Bartunek (2021), Jarvenpaa and 
Välikangas (2022), Winch and Sergeeva (2022), Dille, Hernes and Vaagaasar (2022), and Bansal et al. 
(2022) are reusing this term to investigate the multiple ways time is used within organisations. 
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other’s attempts to make sense of change over time. And, like Hernes, I have come to realise 

that the binary division of time is limiting our collective understanding of time.    

It has been a long journey and at times I do wish that it had ended much sooner. But reflecting 

on my journey, I can see that I have adopted what Ulmer (2017) has termed a Slow Ontology. 

One that “offers an embodied ontological approach in which more-than-human 

methodological possibilities animate through research.” It is the antithesis of the cult of speed 

(Honoré, 2005) which is seen in the ever-increasing rate of academic productions (Davies and 

Bansal, 2010), that inevitably condenses the time that the writer-researcher can invest in a 

single piece of work. In an environment that is often described in terms of “publish or perish” 

(Rauch and Ansari, 2022), taking a decade to produce this work could be seen as problematic.  

Despite the imperative to get the job finished, to be productive; I haven’t rushed. I’ve taken 

my time doing time with Deleuze, and in that time I’ve slowly engaged in sensemaking about 

it. And that time has allowed me to stutter and stumble, exploring and re-exploring ideas about 

time-sense-change. It has allowed me to become a post-qualitative researcher. It has enabled 

me to question the very nature of time, exploring our labyrinthine relationship with it, how 

time shapes us and how we shape time. I have been able to experience/perform the unfolding 

dynamics of time that Hernes (2022) believes remain an empirical imperative if we are to 

understand organization and time. In the words of Honoré (in Ulmer 2017, p.208), I’ve taken 

“the time to do things properly, and thereby enjoy them more”.  

And yet, I do feel a sense of regret, a sense that is hard to express. Regret that it has taken so 

long, regret that others have had to wait, regret for those who we’ve lost along the way. But 

simultaneously, Holt and Johnsen’s (2019) words once more reverberate with me: Time is 

indeed beyond us. We cannot control the hands of time. Perhaps it takes time to do time 

justice?  I hope that I haven’t wasted too much of anyone’s time.  

To close I return to the words of TS Eliot, which have inevitably been changed by the passage 

of time: 

If all time is eternally present 

All time is unredeemable. 

What might have been is an abstraction 

Remaining a perpetual possibility 

Only in a world of speculation. 

What might have been and what has been 

Point to one end, which is always present.  
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Entangling Postscript 

In this chapter/fold the complex relationship between time and sensemaking has been 

explored at length. Writers including Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015) Introna (2019) and 

Dawson and Sykes (2019) have all highlighted that most sensemaking literature does 

not engage adequately with the complex relationship between these two concepts. I 

have argued that they are closely entangled and deeply entwined. Sensemaking is 

not only temporary (continually open to revision) it relies upon our ability to experience 

time. Without a past and the concept of a future, it is impossible to make sense of things. 

If we were frozen in the ‘here and now’ nothing would make sense. To 

articulate/understand how sense is made requires that we engage with time. This 

chapter/fold does that and by engaging with the ineffable nature of time, it sheds 

further light on the nature of sensemaking. It thus contributes to addressing the gap in 

sensemaking literature that the writers above have drawn our attention to.  

In doing this, it has also been necessary to consider the relationship between time and 

change. However we choose to conceptualise time (whether lived-time or clock-time), 

time and change are impossible to separate. Time can only pass because things 

change. But equally change can only happen with the passage of time. They are two 

sides of the same coin. Neither exists without its reverse. And thus, organisational 

change and organisational sensemaking go hand in hand. Sensemaking is to perceive 

change; to understand that the past is different from the present and that the future 

will be different to both. Thus with the passage of time our sensemaking is itself inevitably 

changed. We can never walk in the same river twice.         
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Appendix A 

 

Methodology 

The Epistemological Challenge of Researching Change 

 

1 Introduction 

In Chapter 2 the nature of process philosophy was explored and contrasted with 

traditional modes of thought. The metaphysical differences between the two 

perspectives mean that the adoption of a processual perspective creates 

methodological challenges for the researcher. Arguably since Plato and Aristotle; 

traditional western epistemology has mirrored a substansive metaphysics and sought 

to create knowledge about perduring things (Rescher, 2000 p.4); whether those things 

be material or ideal.  Processual thinkers (Bergson 1911, James 1983) are rather 

sceptical of such traditional kantian127 epistemologies that have sought to justify 

particular truth claims through the creation of representational descriptions of reality 

which are permanent, or at least have some degree of stability (Griffin, 2007).  Yet if 

reality provides no permanent entities to investigate; the processual researcher has to 

select and justify an appropriate research strategy that supports the creation of 

knowledge, without reference to what Kant described as noumena or things in 

themselves (Adams, 1997). From a kantian perspective the role of science is to try and 

reveal the noumena; to get as close as possible to the reality that underlies the 

phenomena that is experienced through perception or the senses (Shaviro 2009).  In 

contrast, for processual thinkers, there is no fixed reality upon which the researcher 

can focus and thus “re-presentations of brute facts”, (Hamrick & Van Der Veken 2011, 

p.196) that are divorced from experience (objective) or the passage of time (universal) 

are impossible. Avoiding the creation of concrete abstractions, process philosophers 

prefer to focus on processes of becoming; the unfolding of events over time and the 

impact these have on existing stabilities or routines (Cohen 2007, Farjoun 2010). This 

conceptualisation requires no object and no efficient cause; instead it focuses on the 

relations between objects and how these evolve over time. According to John Cobb 

(2008) this provides an alternative kind of knowledge to that advocated by both Hume 

(empirical) and Kant (rational). Rather it creates a framework in which experience can 

be interpreted (Whitehead, 1978 p.3). Process thinkers have sought to avoid a 

bifurcation of knowledge (ibid. p.289); with James’ (2000) radical empiricism rejecting 

both realist and idealist epistemologies. Additionally a processual perspective 

quastions the aristolean scientific tradition: it does not assume simple cause and effect 

mechanisms, nor categorical generalisations; instead it focuses on novelty (Chia & 

King, 1998), difference (Linstead & Mullarkey 2003) and relationality (Cooper 2005). 

 
127 The term kantian is used to reflect a modernist logio-scientiific worldview that is built upon 
elements of Kant’s philosophy. This perspective does not mirror all elements of Kant’s Transcendental 
Realism. 
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Given the complexity and fluxing nature of organisations a rhizomatic model of 

organisations based on the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari (2004) appeared to offer an 

interesting alternative to traditional more concrete ones. Led by Robert Chia’s (1999) 

work, there has been a steady stream of work on organisation and change influenced 

by their work.  Linstead (2000) Styhre (2002), Tsoukas & Chia (2002) Lawley (2005), 

Thanem (2005), Yu (2006) Linstead & Thanem (2007), Livne-Tarandach & Bartunek 

(2009), Santana & Carpentier (2010) Pavlovich & Chia (2010); suggesting that the 

meta-physics of Gilles Deleuze (1990) is one that is sympathetic to a process 

perspective, emphasising difference and contradiction, rather than uniformity and 

order. Inspired by Bergson, Delueze questions the representational epistemologies of 

European thought. However Delueze’s work is not without problems (Descombes 1979 

Sokal & Bricmont 1998, and Žižek 2003) and does not direct the researcher towards a 

specific approach. For Deleuze there is a clear distinction between science and 

philosophy and whilst he sees them both as creative activities, his work remains within 

the realms of theoretical philosophy. Thus whilst shaping my own abstractions, it offers 

no research framework or a suggestion of appropriate methods. Similarly processual 

writers of organisation seem rather more focussed on theory than research practice. 

Establishing just how to utilise a processual worldview within a piece of empirical 

research proved a difficult process. 

The next section considers the role of methodology within research and what it 

represents for this project. Then the aims and objectives of this research project will be 

elaborated upon.  Subsequently a more detailed consideration of process philosophy 

will detail how it differs from traditional research epistemologies and the implications 

for my own research. Finally the process through which an appropriate methodology 

was created, will be described.  

 

2 Understanding the role of methodology 

Gomm (2008) indicates that research is not conducted in isolation and therefore the 

consideration of methodological tools for exploring social science is essential. However 

to do this requires an understanding of what methodology represents. Within academic 

communities the word is widely used, and whilst its meaning is not necessarily seen as 

problematic, it is seldom defined. Dervin (1996, p.28) indicates that “there is very little 

useful discussion of methodology in the social science literatures” implicitly suggesting 

that this is a matter of concern.  

Panneerselvam (2004, p.2) writing for a scientific audience, defines a research 

methodology as “A system of models, procedures and techniques used to find the 

results of a research problem”, but many writers seem rather vague about what it 

actually constitutes.  Goddard & Melville’s (2001) work which aims to introduce students 

to research methodology provides no definition. Similarly Flick (2011) and Kumar 

(2011) do not try to define the term. Remenyi et al. refer to Leedy’s definition of “an 

operational framework within which the facts are placed so that there meaning may be 

seen more clearly” (Leedy in Remenyi et al, 1998 p.28). From a processual perspective, 
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accepting that there are brute facts (Hamrick and Van Der Veken 2011, p.196) is 

problematic. 6 & Bellamy (2011, p.ix) indicate that “By methodology we mean the 

understanding of how to proceed from the findings of empirical research to make 

inferences about the truth – or at least the adequacy – of theories”. They go on to state 

that it  “enables us to design our research so that we can draw defensible conclusions 

about what might be causing the things we observe.” (ibid.). Thus it appears 

methodology is a term that belongs within a logio-scientific narrative, in which the truth 

is the goal and predictive certainty through the creation of efficient cause and effect 

relationships is sought. Since the time of Hume the justification for such a position has 

been questioned and was rejected by both Wittgenstein (Cook 1994, pp.174-199) and 

Popper (2002, pp.37-56), since it cannot be logically justified (Zeitlyn 1990). The 

underlying aristolean perspective (Nola & Sankey 2001) which seems inherent within 

the discourses upon methodology is a long way from the anti-representational, 

instrumental epistemologies of William James, Alfred North Whitehead or Richard 

Rorty.  Thomas Kuhn (1970) and Paul Feyerbend (1993) have been significant in 

calling into question the role of methodology. Remenyi et al. (1998, p.30) suggest that 

a focus on methodology across the social sciences reflects a lack of conviction or doubt 

about the methodologies they adopt and suggests that Shapiro’s (2005) epistemic 

insecurity is present within management research. This contemporary insecurity 

echoes the enlightenment scepticism of Descartes and Hume, which was effectively 

expunged with the rise of kantian realism (Carl 1994) and the modernist project, only 

to reappear in the 20th century.  

However Thomas A Schwandt’s (2001, p.161) explanation of what methodology is, is 

perhaps less problematic for the processual researcher: 

“a theory of how inquiry should proceed. It involves analysis of 

assumptions, principles, and procedures in a particular approach to 

inquiry (that in turn governs the use of particular methods). Methodologies 

explicate and define the kinds of problems that are worth investigating; 

what comprises a researchable problem” 

Schwandt’s interpretation sees methodology as part of a narrative.  The term 

“explication” (Carnap 1950, p.3) is used to capture more precisely what methodology 

represents. Whilst Rudolf Carnap used the term in a very precise analytical way, he 

acknowledged it came from Husserl’s term “Explikat: the distinct, articulated outcome 

of an analysis” (Sakar and Pfeifer 2006, p. 288). Importantly for Carnap the term was 

both a noun and a verb and explication is the process through which he argued new 

knowledge is created. Rorty (2003) used the term deliberately to avoid truth claims. A 

rortarian interpretation, reflecting Carnap’s ideas, would thus see methodology as the 

narrative through which claims to knowledge are made. From this perspective it 

becomes apparent that considerations of methodology are part of the epistemic 

justification required to legitimise research (Rorty 1979).   

John Creswell (2003) sees methodology as a means of linking the research objectives 

and research question with appropriate methods, the skills of the researcher and the 
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expectations of the audience for the research. Brenda Dervin (1996, p.28) suggests 

that “methodology is theory for research step-taking, including theory of the methods 

of observing and analyzing”. However, perhaps in contrast to Rorty, she does not see 

methodology as simply providing legitimacy for a particular research method or 

methods. She argues that we (researchers) should “be concerned about the coherency 

of our conceptualizations as we move from meta-theory to theory to methodology to 

method and back” and to “understand that there is no foundational stable logic that can 

bridge all these gaps” (ibid, p.30). Thus like Creswell, she sees it as a means of linking 

elements of the research process to create a sense of coherence, but also echoes 

William James’ (1912, p.67) assertion that “none of our explanations are complete”. 

However, whilst James’ argued that theoretical choices are ultimately based on faith 

(James, 1927); Dervin follows Dewey and offers a more positive view. Acknowledging 

that there is no aristolean essence; methodology is about identifying contradictions and 

exploring how these might be reconciled: “In the absence of any kind of existentialist 

external foundation, it is comparisons and contrasts, discontinuities and bridges, 

structures and accomplishments which provide analytical frameworks.” (ibid, p.31). 

Drawing upon Blumenberg’s (1983, p.30) assertion that; 

“The idea of (modern scientific) method is not a kind of planning, not a 

transformation of the divine salvation plan, but rather the establishment of 

a disposition: the disposition of the subject, in his place, to take part in a 

process that generates knowledge in a transubjective manner. ” 

 

Dervin (1996, p.18-19) argues that research needs to focus on processes rather than 

product, and the “dialectic relationship between product and process, noun and verb, 

context and action. ” . Although not explicitly stated by Dervin, I interpret this as referring 

not just to the processes being researched but also to the research process itself, both 

being shaped by the researcher. Thus methodology becomes an explication of a 

phenomenological process through which research questions are explored. 

 

3 The Aims and Objectives of the Research 

The aim of the research is128 to explore the processes through which individuals make 

sense of change within organisations. To achieve this, the researcher plans to explore 

how actors perceive change programmes, their organisation and themselves. Suitable 

research questions are thus: 

1 How do change programmes influence the way that individuals perceive 

organisations? 

2 How do change programmes influence the way that individuals see 

themselves within an organizational context? 

 
128 The tense may be inconsistent writing before completion but will become past tense. 
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3 How does organisational knowledge and discourses evolve during change 

programmes? 

A fourth apparently significant question “How do change programmes alter individual 

and collective work practices” might be seen as central to this research. However there 

are two significant reasons why this question was rejected. First it assumes a Lewinian 

conception of change in which change is simply the transition between two discrete 

states. Whilst it has already been acknowledged that such variance theories (as defined 

by Mohr, 1982) have been dominant with the management paradigm (Chiles, 2003), 

such mechanistic/deterministic cause and effect models assume that organizations 

operate as closed and stable systems (Gharajedaghi & Ackoff 1984), which do not 

change until an external force acts upon them. Schneider and Somers (2006) and 

Cohen (1999) list some of the weaknesses of such traditional variance models, arguing 

that there are benefits in thinking differently.  Thus a traditional approach to change is 

rejected in favour of a processual ontology which accepts that organizations are better 

conceptualised as adaptive (Biosot & Child 1999, Dagnino et al. 2008) and purposeful 

(Ackoff 1971) social systems. A cross-sectional study in which empirical data is 

collected at two points in time (in order to measure the changes that have occurred in 

the interim) would not reveal how the changes had occurred (Rescher 2000). As 

Whitehead’s work (1985) implies; to understand the process of change the researcher 

must seek to understand not the outcomes but the processes themselves. Thus the 

outcomes of a change programme (such as new ways of working, or a redefining of 

organisational structure) are not of primary significance. Rather it is how outcomes are 

realised. To borrow terminology from Tsoukas and Chai (2002) the focus is on how the 

organisation become, not what it became. Second, whilst there are numerous 

interpretations of what sensemaking is (Weick (1995) lists many authors including: 

Huber & Daft, 1987;  Gioia, 1993; Goleman, 1985;  Louis, 1980; Sackman, 1991; 

Starbuck & Milliken, 1988/2006;  Westley, 1990); most writers seem to agree with 

Martha Feldman (1989, p.20 ) who asserts that “Often, however, sensemaking does 

not result in action. It may result in an understanding that action should not be taken….”  

To assume that sensemaking can be investigated directly through empirical 

observation is certainly problematic (Feldman & March 1981).  

Thus the three research questions outlined above were used to define a research 

framework. The third question may receive rather less focus than the first two. There 

are a number of reasons for this. Firstly, sensemaking is an individual or group activity 

in which meaning is consensually created (Cicourel 1981, Emerson 1981, Garfinkel 

1967, Gephart 1978); it may not be manifest in organisational discourses or reflected 

in explicit organisational knowledge. Secondly the knowledge held within an 

organisation is not necessarily captured very effectively in formal documents (Polanyi 

1958 Brown & Duguid 2001 Hecker 2012,). As Connell et al. (2003, p. 140), argue 

knowledge is “a holistic system property” which is seldom captured. Julian Orr’s (1990 

and 1996) earlier work showed that it is not captured within documents and is 

collectively owned at a local level, suggesting what is captured in documents may be 

incomplete or even inaccurate. Additionally organisational knowledge is usually 



vi 
 

codified for a purpose; and these can be what (Cox, 2007) refers to as Taylorist 

purposes. The foucauldian relationship between knowledge, power and discourse are 

widely disseminated, (Foucault and Gordon, 1980) but this and the sinister overtones 

of Cox’s language, make the researcher aware that what may purport to be knowledge 

within an organisation, may be little more than an instruction or indication of “how things 

are around here” and may not even attempt to reflect knowledge and/or practice 

(Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, 2011). Thirdly, the researcher has to interpret the documents 

and whether this can be achieved is questionable. Traditional deconstruction is seen 

as problematic (Latour 2005) if not impossible (Luhmann, 2003). Luhmann’s semantic 

analysis avoids this problem, but differentiates between meaning and condensed 

meaning. Adopting a Luhmanian interpretation it is not the condensed meaning of a 

discourse (the potentiality of meanings a discourse possesses), but rather the specific 

actualisations that is important to this research. Actualisation occurs when the 

discourse is used within an act of communication. Thus meaning is created by the 

recipient of a discourse. To understand the discourse contained within organisational 

texts (and the knowledge they hold) the researcher has to focus on the recipient rather 

than the text (Anderson 2003).  (Newell et al., 2002) perhaps make the same point 

rather more simply; any “knowledge” captured within organisational documents 

requires translation and interpretation, documents can only be understood within the 

context of the discourses in which they feature. This context could be specific to an 

individual and may not be transferrable to another communication system (Mohe & 

Seidl 2009), meaning that the researcher cannot necessarily interpret such texts. As 

Latour (2005, p.57) argues the role of the researcher is to understand the “world making 

activities of those they study”, placing the voice of the actors above the explanatory 

frameworks of the researcher. I was keen to avoid the displacement of focus from the 

actors and their stories to my own self-conscious creation and interpretation of data 

(Fournier & Grey 2000, p.22). I did not want to display the extreme narcissism 

described by Barbara Czarniawski (1997, p. 196) in which the author’s voice becomes 

privileged or reified through radical reflection (Lynch, 2000, pp. 36-37). Thus the way 

in which organisational knowledge and discourses evolve will be explored with the 

individuals who are directly involved in the discourse, not primarily through the lens of 

the researcher: an outsider searching for manifestations of change within 

organisational documents. As a processual thinker it is the individuals’ experiences of 

change and how these shape expectations and subsequent experiences; that are more 

significant (or interesting) than the outcomes of change processes, whether they are 

manifest in actions, words or both.  

Traditional writers on change (Kotter, 1990 and  Beckhard & Pritchard 1992) have 

made reference to the importance of communication within change processes, 

suggesting that effective communication of change programs enables individuals to 

engage with change (Beer et al. 1990; Kanter et al., 1992 and Beckhard & Pritchard, 

1992). However Ford and Ford (1995) make an important distinction; they concur that 

communication is significant within change, but they “..maintain the opposite: Change 

is a phenomenon that occurs within communication.”   Citing the works of Giddens 
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(1984) and Poole & Desanctis (1990) they suggest that change is the result of the 

reconstructing of social structures through communication processes. This perspective 

indicates that Ford and Ford see reality to be a social construct similar to that offered 

by Berger and Luckmann (1967). However Ford and Ford’s position, like that of 

Donnellon’s (1986) is possibly more extreme, suggesting that change is not created 

through communication, but rather that change is created within communication. Whilst 

a processual perspective rejects the notion of a subjective ontological reality that is 

constructed through or within language, it embraces epistemological subjectivism, 

accepting that individual and collective understanding of organisational change will 

evolve through sensemaking activities and be manifest through communication 

processes. Thus it appears that whether adopting a realist, anti-realist or processual 

position, acts of communication are central to the understanding of change processes. 

From this appraisal it became clear that a significant means of data generation should 

be through communication with actors, primarily interviews with those people who 

experience change. In order to gain insight into how these actors make sense of 

change, the interviewing process is envisaged to be intensive, relatively unstructured 

and longitudinal. Interviews are thus conceptualised as discourses or dialogues, 

through which actors and the researcher co-create new knowledge about the ongoing 

change processes within an organisation. Initially however, precisely how such 

interviews might be employed within an appropriate framework remained unclear.  

Inspired by reading Wittgenstein (Monk 1991) over a decade ago, I was familiar with a 

range of hermeneutic philosophies (Structural, Phenomenological, Critical, Post 

Structural, Postmodern) and thus the role of discourse had long been a personal 

interest. Perhaps because of this, I struggled to identify the most appropriate approach 

for my research. Initially the archaeologies of Foucault and Derrida’s deconstruction 

seemed both interesting and appropriate.  However such analysis was rejected after 

reading Latour (2005). Arguably post structural approaches take sense making away 

from the interviewee and place it with the analyst/researcher, or at the very least the 

researcher’s discourse takes precedence. Rorty (1980) argues this kantian tendency 

to offer a version of reality that is independent of the subject is a legacy from the natural 

sciences and an attempt to separate object and subject. Rorty (1982) concurs with 

Wittgenstein (1964) and Davidson (1984), there is no scheme-content dualism and 

therefore no noumena for the research to describe or explain. Any attempt to do so 

simply replaces one narrative with another. For both Rorty (1979) and Latour (2005) 

the role of the researcher is to bridge any gap between the actor and her audience. In 

Latour’s (2005. P.108) language “there are translations between mediators”. Objective 

truth of the sort that Kant advocated is arguably nonsensical. From a Rortian 

perspective “Our only useable notion of ‘objectivity’ is agreement rather than mirroring.” 

(Rorty, 1979, p.191).  Thus the researcher’s role is to walk Heidegger’s hermeneutic 

circle and create shared understanding (or in Rortian terms solidarity) through linguistic 

mediation (Gadamer 1976). I believe that the individuals who experience change can 

co-create subjective discourses with me and that when disseminated will be both 

insightful and interesting. Rather than claims to representation, I will strive to contribute 
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to an ongoing discourse on organisational change that embraces the “philosophical 

holism of the sort found in Dewey, Wittgenstein and Heidegger” advocated by Rorty 

(Wolfe, 1998, p.12). Ultimately this can contribute to a process through which a shared 

understanding of the way in which change and stabilities (Farjoun 2010) occur within 

organisations, evolves. 

In what I shall term the habermasian tradition, discourses are used to reveal reality (or 

realities) and thus analysing language essentially remains a form of first order 

observation (Andersen, 2003), even if it requires interpretation. Thus, rather than 

traditional postmodern deconstructive approaches, analysis will be shaped by two 

concepts I feel will help understand individuals’ own narratives relating to change and 

their sense making activities. The first is Niklas Luhmann’s (1995) Communication 

Theory, which argues that meaning can only be co-created within a particular discourse 

(between and through those individuals involved in the discourse). Luhmann sees 

communication as a form of second order observation. It represents observations on 

observation rather than observations of observation.  Thus to “observe” sensemaking, 

the researcher needs to engage in communication processes with individuals within an 

organisation. The research will therefore employ analysis of the narratives of individual 

actors within organisations to understand how individual and collective knowledge is 

created and used.  

Second is the role of personal accounts and their close association with sensemaking. 

Works by Michael Boje, Karl Weick, Harvey Slack, Barbara Czarniawska and Julian 

Orr, indicate that personal narratives are one area through which sense making is 

revealed.  Brown et al. (2009) and Teram (2010), have undertaken relevant research 

quite recently. In January 2012 an issue of Human Relations introduced by Karl Weick 

(2012) focussed on narrative and sensemaking. Six articles detailed how narrative 

research had been employed successfully to explore sensemaking within 

organisations. Interestingly one was co-written by Robert Chia (Maclean et al. 2012) 

the eminent processual writer. Exploring narrative theory (through the works of Propp, 

Bruner, Ricoeur and Polkinghorne) suggested that narrative theory provides a means 

of undertaking research which does not necessarily employ the sort of logio-scientific 

approach that traditional research adopts (Bruner 1986).   

Yet despite these two key influences a clear research framework remained elusive. 

Over several years I have studied epistemology and despite (or arguably because) of 

this knowledge, I have struggled to reconcile a postmodern metaphysical perspective 

and a relativist epistemology with the epistemological and methodological demands of 

doctoral research. Griffin’s (2007) description of Whitehead’s Speculative Philosophy 

as constructive postmodernism had offered an alternative to my own postmodern 

dilemma (explored in Fouweather 2011).  Yet as Rescher (2000, p.21) points out 

process philosophy is not a “developed doctrine…but an ongoing project of inquiry.”, 

and thus how this might be achieved is not necessarily well defined. There is certainly 

not a single methodology for researchers who embrace processual thinking (Langley 

1999). However after re-reading Tsouskas and Hatch’s (2001) work on second order 

complexity, I realised that developing an appropriate framework for the research was a 
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second order process. From a processual perspective, establishing how the data might 

be analysed was a process of becoming and one that should not be seen as frozen, 

but rather one that would continually change and adapt as the research progressed. 

Once this conceptualisation had been formed, I realised that defining an approach 

before beginning to collect and analyse the data generated was contradictory to the 

underlying premise of the research. Rather than producing a clearly defined plan of 

work, what was required was preparation for an undefined research journey. Karl Weick 

(1989, p.519) argues that traditional approaches [to theory building] show “little 

appreciation of the often intuitive, blind, wasteful, serendipitous creative quality of the 

process”. Ajit Nayak (2008, p.183) states: “I have argued that philosophical intuition is 

the only method to gain access to a becoming reality, one that is continuous, imageless 

heterogenous and ‘objective’129 “. I realised that the search for a defining methodology 

was excluding the very elements that processual thinkers argue are most important in 

the creation of theories. Thus the need to reflect upon the role of epistemology from a 

processual perspective became apparent, so that I might establish the sort of methods 

that are sympathetic to the research objectives and my own worldview. Personal 

sensemaking and reflection upon the research process could provide the second order 

processual perspective that Tsoukas and Hatch’s work had inspired.  Thus the starting 

point in identifying an appropriate framework that could guide (but not define) the 

research process, was to try and make sense of what a processual epistemology might 

be. The next section attempts to provide a coherent narrative of this process of personal 

learning in which I attempted to identify the key elements of processual approaches to 

knowledge and how it is created. 

 

4 Beyond Epistemology 

The epistemological goal of Whitehead’s Speculative Philosophy was to “frame a 

coherent, logical, necessary system of general ideas in terms of which every element 

of our experience can be interpreted” (Whitehead, 1978 p.3). He indicated that this 

required “some restatement of Platonic realism, modified as to avoid the pitfalls which 

the philosophical investigations of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries have 

disclosed.”(ibid. p.50) 

Whitehead sought to move beyond the epistemological debate between empiricists and 

rationalists that has prevailed for over three hundred years. He went further (ibid, p.259) 

indicating that “It is more important that a proposition be interesting than that it be true; 

the importance of truth is that it adds to interest“. William James’ view was more 

practical; as would be expected from a pragmatist. Whilst Whitehead emphasised 

interest, James’ criterion for truth was value (usefulness). He encouraged his reader to 

 
129 Nayak follows both Bergson (1910) and Delueze (1988) and inverts the terms ‘objective’ and 
‘subjective’. Bergson’s assertion is that knowledge of something which is objective is ‘fully known’ , 
and thus beyond distortion. However only that which is experienced is fully known and experience 
cannot be accurately described through quantification. Thus what is traditionally seen as objective is 
subjective and vice versa.  
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ask in relation to any truth claim: “what concrete difference will its being true make in 

one’s actual life?” (James 2000, p.135). According to Hookway (2011, p.36) James 

believed that what an individual knows is always dependent upon context, is incomplete 

and reliant upon the inquirer, so subjective. For Dewey knowledge was simply a 

biological function that enables us to respond to our environment. His epistemology of 

practice was essentially instrumental. It focussed on articulation and transformation 

(Frega 2010), in other words, the purpose of the knowledge. Bergson described himself 

as a philosopher of experience and according to Elie During (2004) this is to be 

interpreted as emphasising experience over theoretical knowledge. Bergson argued 

that intuition enabled interpretation of experience that was useful for survival, whilst 

intellectualism simply created theory (Bergson, 1911). This was echoed by Gilles 

Delueze’s (1988) who also stresses the role of intuition. However, Pete Gunter (1987, 

p. 9) seems to feel too much emphasis is placed on Bergson’s intuition and suggests 

an epistemological similarity with Dewey, indicating that Bergson believed “Ideas, 

concepts and representations are indeed tools by which we adapt to our surroundings”. 

From Latour’s perspective, epistemology is seen through the lens of Merton (1938, 

1957) and Kuhn (1970). It is simply part of the discourse of scientists and philosophers, 

it is part practice and part ritual (Latour 1993, 2010). However perhaps the most 

significant rejection of epistemology seems to come from Whitehead. He claims his 

philosophy of organism can “free our notions from participation in an epistemological 

theory as to sense-perception” (Whitehead, 1978 p.73).  This is a radical rejection of 

knowledge creation through purely empirical research; it represents a form of neo-

platonist idealism, which might seem at odds with the opening quote in this section. 

However whilst Whitehead took platonic thought as the starting point for his philosophy, 

he believed that reflection upon experience could stimulate the development of ideas 

through which experiences can be understood and knowledge created (Whitehead, 

1938). My interpretation of this is that Whitehead sees epistemology as an abstraction 

that represents a process of personal experiential learning or knowledge creation. This 

interpretation presents epistemology or the creation of knowledge as a process rather 

similar to Dewey’s. Also writing in 1938, John Dewey (1963, p.78) asserted that “We 

do not learn from experience…we learn from reflecting on experience.” Perhaps 

echoing Plato’s directive to know thyself (Williams, 2000); for both Whitehead and 

Dewey it would seem that knowledge comes from within and does not necessarily 

depend upon an external reality. From this brief overview it seems clear there is no 

consensus on the role of epistemology amongst process philosophers, (nor would a 

process philosopher expect there to be a Rotarian final vocabulary to define it), it seems 

that there is a level of scepticism about absolute or representational claims to truth. 

Additionally knowledge created through rigorous objective research is not automatically 

privileged over other types of knowledge that are; useful, or coherent, or possibly simply 

interesting. Despite this, it is noticeable within work published over the last decade by 

processual thinkers studying organisations, that empirical studies are infrequent, 

suggesting anecdotally that Whitehead’s Neo-Platonism is the norm within the tradition, 

arguably at odds with James’ philosophy. However despite James’ use of the term 
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empiricism, Hookway’s (2011) interpretation of James’ ideas indicates that knowledge 

is created internally through experience and is itself a process of sense making.  

However despite Whitehead’s argument, doctoral research requires more than 

interesting theory. Both Ravetz (1971) and Burrell (1993) have acknowledged the need 

to conform to established norms within the academic community or risk marginalisation. 

This together with Bergon and James’ clear rejection of intellectualism (in favour of 

more instrumental knowledge); led to the adoption of empirical research for this 

research project, in the belief that it will be more useful, acceptable and ultimately more 

interesting.  

Despite scepticism towards epistemology, process philosophers have written at length 

about it. James’ (2000) anti-dualist essay The Present Dilemma in Philosophy was an 

early and very explicit criticism of the ideological tribalism James perceived between 

rational and empirical epistemologies. The pragmatic movement that James and his 

collaborators established was in fact an attempt to bridge a long running divide. It could 

be argued that this divide was simply a continuation of a philosophical debate started 

when Aristotle’s thinking diverged from that of his teacher Plato (Zuzne 1957, in Estep 

2006, p.100) more than 2,500 years ago (Novack, 1965). David Hildebrand (2003) 

writing primarily about the work of John Dewey and the Neopragmatists, refers to 

Realist and Anti-Realist paradigms, using the term Realist to define an objective, 

scientific tradition that has moved beyond simplistic labels such as materialist or 

positivist but remains aristolean and foundational. For Hildebrand the term anti-realism 

represents idealist perspectives opposed to realism and thus platonic. Yet both 

Deleuze (Deleuze 1990 and Deleuze in Flaxman 2009) and Latour (2005) have argued 

that Plato’s and Aristotle’s thinking was rather more similar than portrayed. They argue 

that the ontology of both was essentially entitative (Reale 1990); Plato focusing on 

eternal and unchanging forms, whilst in Metaphysics Aristotle argues for the primacy 

of substance. Since James, process philosophers have generally seen their own 

position as one outside this simple dichotomy and arguably process thinkers have 

sought to move beyond dualisms (Kane & Philips, 1989 p.vii-ix). For James, perception 

is dependent upon both consciousness and experience and the two cannot be 

separated (James 1909/2006). Whitehead’s monism, which has influenced Latour 

(1993) and Davidson (1984), is unequivocal; there is one ontology of events (neither 

material nor ideal) which continually interact and transform other events. Things that 

exist “are derived by abstraction from actual occasions130” and events constitute a 

“nexus of actual occasions” (Whitehead 1978, p.73).  

Despite the monist perspective advocated by both James and Whitehead; the 

ideological divide remains amongst philosophers, social scientists and management 

writers. Indeed, philosophical debates have become increasingly visible within the 

management and organisational paradigm since the 1980s (Calas & Smircich 1999). 

Significant in this development was the early work of Burrell & Morgan (1979) which 

described a landscape of paradigms, each with a particular philosophical perspective. 

 
130 Whitehead uses the terms actual entity and actual occasion interchangeably. 
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Other writers followed (Evered & Louis 1981, Pfeffer 1982, Astley & Van der Ven 1983, 

Rao & Pasmore 1989) identifying different paradigms with opposing worldviews.  The 

increasing prominence of philosophy within the study of management is not limited to 

theoretical considerations. Johnson & Duberly (2000) suggested that the consideration 

of philosophical perspectives is increasingly required to justify the knowledge claims of 

empirical research. Others (including Remenyi et al. 1998, Easterby Smith et al. 2002, 

Chia 2002, Saunders et al. 2007, and Buchanan & Bryman 2009) concur, reinforcing 

the need for the adoption of a clear epistemological position when undertaking 

management research. I am personally linked to this, employed as a lecturer helping 

doctoral students to understand epistemology and to be able to define their own 

position.   

However I am aware that this normative requirement to engage in epistemology is not 

without criticism. Deetz (1996) is critical of this arguing that it fosters a rather simplistic 

subjective-objective dichotomy which perpetuates a division between traditional 

scientific, positive research and more qualitative interpretations. Deetz suggests that 

this divide is possibly a misunderstanding of Burrell and Morgan’s seminal work, that 

actually limits, rather than expands, the methodological alternatives that are available 

to a researcher (and therefore probably the opposite of what Burrell and Morgan’s work 

had sought to achieve). Mckinney (1986) made a similar point arguing for diversity and 

a healthy pluralism, rather than division, echoing James (1909/2006). Yet writing 

relatively recently Bryman (2008) echoes Deetz, warning that for anyone planning to 

undertake research there is a need to appreciate the normative power of the paradigm 

and what this means for practice; to understand what Feyerbend (2011) called the 

rituals of the paradigm. Latour (2010) sees this emphasis on epistemology as a form of 

elitism which seeks to reinforce intellectual authority and identity. This touches on 

something rather more sinister; that epistemological divisions are a manifestation of 

what Amos Gage (1989) termed the paradigm wars. To some these represent are 

irrelevant theoretical debate. Writing in 1995, possibly in part as a response to the 

paradigm wars, Paul DiMaggio (1995 p.396), suggested that there are simply different 

kinds of theories, which are often ”mutually incommensurable”. He went on to suggest 

that their “goodness” is simply dependent upon judgement and environment. Richard 

Rorty (1979) made a similar point and argues that we should not look for philosophical 

justification or epistemological legitimisation, but at the practical use of knowledge. He 

was rejecting not just the epistemic justification of truth claims typified by analytic 

philosophers such as Swinbourne (2001) and Sturgeon (1991), but also the tendency 

to create a discourse in which epistemology is used to legitimate an ideological position 

(Remedios 2003). Rorty’s (1979) anti-representational, instrumental position echoes 

not only DiMaggio but also the pragmatism of James. Bergson (1913, p.46) asserted 

“..we think only in order to act”. This insight is useful as it encourages the researcher 

to avoid what Chamberlain (2000) termed methodolatry (an over emphasis on the 

ideological justification of a particular type of research), and to think about the 

practicalities of doing research.  
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Additionally a focus on divisions between distinct paradigms is rather a 

misrepresentation of Thomas Khun’s (1970) work. Kuhn did not suggest that paradigms 

are as homogenous and stable as they are portrayed, but rather they continually 

evolve, incrementally developing both theory and practice (Fuller 2000). Kuhn (1970, 

p.170-173) actually uses a biological metaphor and draws directly on the work of 

Charles Darwin. The parallels between this portrayal of scientific practice and those 

explored by the process philosopher Henri Bergson have been documented (Nemo, 

2000). Yet despite these observations, the tendency to see paradigms as relatively 

stable (as typified by Kurt Lewin’s (1952) conception of social systems) seems the norm 

(Marcum, 2005). This misconception of Kuhn’s work which promotes the view that 

paradigms remain fixed until they are forced to change, is typical of what Bakken and 

Hernes (2006) call a weak process view, in which entities enjoy an ontological primacy 

over the processes in which they participate. Kuhn also maintained that his theory did 

not relate to the social sciences, where research practice was far less unified or 

developed than in the natural sciences. These communities should be seen as pre-

scientific; the period in which the paradigmic norms are still forming (Kuhn 1977). Kuhn 

further differentiated between a unified paradigm and ideological battles within a pre-

scientific community, a distinction that social scientists seem to have overlooked 

(Hutcheon 1995), despite Kerry Chamberlain’s (2000) provocative terminology. From 

a Whiteheadian perspective, viewing paradigms as discrete entities reflects the 

tendency for the concrete abstraction to take precedence over the actuality of an 

occasion. For the processual thinker, Kuhnian paradigms would be seen as purely 

theoretical and there would be no assumption that they represent a specific academic 

community. Despite such concerns there has been an increased focus on 

epistemological legitimization across the social sciences over the last forty years 

(explored by Kuhn 1970, Ravetz 1971, Foucault 1972, Burrel 1993, Fuller 2009, Latour 

2010); eventually appearing  in management writing in the 1980s (Mckinney 1986). 

Pitched against the dominant positivist tradition (using quantitative methods) a new 

pretender, interpretivism arrived in the 1960s with a focus on qualitative data (Bryman, 

1988). However as a reflective researcher, I am keen not the replace one version of 

ideological dualism with another. Using the language of Mohr (1982) it would be a 

duality based on Process versus Variance, Van de Ven’s (2005) terminology would 

provide Process and Entity and both Rescher (2000) and Cobb (2008) would provide 

Process and Substance. It is important to remember, as both Dimaggio (1995) and 

McKinney (1986) argued; that there is space for pluralism and adopting a processual 

approach to change does not deny the value of other approaches to research. 

Additionally it should not be seen as limiting the range of methods from which the 

processual researcher might choose. Writing in 1990 Peter Monge argued that 

processual theorists should use verbal and linguistic analysis alongside mathematical 

approaches. His assertion that “innovations in methodology can often provide the 

impetus for developments in theory, just as theoretical advancements often require the 

development of new methodologies” (Monge 1990, p.408) supports a healthy pluralism 

when methods are selected. Similarly Langley (1996) seeks to encourage a range of 

approaches. Relatively recent research by Lorino et al. (2011) shows that active inquiry 
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can create knowledge not through observation, but by transformation; legitimising 

Action Research as an appropriate type of research for the processual thinker. Andrew 

Pettigrew’s (1990, p.277) view after almost 20 years gathering data in processual 

studies was that data collection should be pluralist in order to explore “competing 

versions of reality seen by actors in change processes”. The ongoing divide between 

realists and anti-realists also seems to ignore the huge body of management research 

that adopts mixed methods, combining quantitative and qualitative techniques. The well 

documented and extensive Aston Studies led by Derek Pugh (1988) illustrate that it is 

possible to bring the two together effectively; whether deployed in the name of 

pragmatism, realism, critical realism or social constructionism (Robson, 2002). 

Suggesting that the two are incommensurable seems to fly in the face of a great deal 

of evidence (Bryman 1988). Nor does it necessarily describe the reality of research. 

Michael Crotty’s (1998) work is interesting because despite covering similar ground to 

many of the works that reinforce the epistemological and methodological divide; he is 

keen to play down the divisions and encourages the researcher to be rather more open 

to the use of different techniques. There are other voices that argue against a simply 

division based on ideology. David Silverman (2012) who would be seen by many as 

representing the anti-realist camp, points out that most realist researchers do not seek 

to produce the type of social laws and truths which August Comte envisaged.  Neither 

do the vast majority of anti-realist researchers proclaim themselves to be radical 

postmodernists and eschew the grand narrative (Latour 2010) in response to the 

apparent evocations of protagonists such as Jacques Derrida (Howells, 1998) or Michel 

Foucault (O’Farrell, 2005). As Michael Boje (2001) suggest, familiarity with Lyotard’s 

original work from 1979 (see Lyotard 1984 for English translation) would reveal that the 

modernist grand narratives Lyotard documents are not simply those created by realists 

(whether Logical Positivist or Critical Realist), but also those of the Hegelian antirealist 

tradition (Lyotard 1999), be they labelled Critical Theorists, Constructionists or even 

Post Structuralists.   All accept a scholarly logocentric view of the world and create 

variance models of the phenomena they study. Reichardt and Ralliss (1994) highlight 

the fact that the values, beliefs and objectives that underpin both paradigms are in fact 

rather similar, irrespective of apparent ideological differences. Latour (1993, 2010) 

argues that the differences between positivism and interpretivism (or realism and anti-

realism using Hildebrand’s labels) are over emphasised, both being inherently Kantian 

and adopt a rational (if sometimes critical) episteme. Alexander Styhre (2001, p.7) 

makes the point in relation to organizational theory “..postmodern organization theory 

still operates from within the grids of the modern organization – its images, its 

vocabulary, its techniques and tools, its entire Weltanschauung – that assumes 

stability, predictability, bounded rationality, efficiency.” Using the terminology of Cooper 

and Burrell (1988) social science can be viewed as adopting either a systematic or a 

critical modernist perspective. Both display an implicit acceptance of human rationality 

and the belief in the concept of societal progress (Bertens and Fokkema 1997).  Both 

display an essentialist episteme, but as Whitehead argued, neither approach creates 

knowledge of actual events. From a process perspective the division between 

quantitative data and qualitative data is a result of debate about the nature of things, 
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and is not focussed on how they became, or in Whiteheadian terms how they were 

realised (Whitehead 1967, p.171).  

Thus researchers adopting a processual world view have the opportunity to move 

beyond the paradigm wars, and appear to have rather more epistemological freedom 

than realists and anti-realists. In its place however there is the need for ontological 

symmetry (Law, 2004, p.102). Although not a processual thinker, Steve Fleetwood 

(2005, p.197) highlights the issue of epistemic dependence. He argues that 

management researchers need to move beyond epistemological debates and instead 

focus on ontology. This echoes Roy Bhaskar’s (2008, p.5) concept of the epistemic 

fallacy; a tendency of traditional social research to focus on epistemological questions 

of what can be known, rather than what is actually being researched. In contrast, an 

ontological imperative permeates both Bhaskar’s brand of Critical Realism and process 

thinking (Juniper 2008). Cooper and Burrell (1988), Featherstone (1991) and Power 

(1990) all support Hassard’s (1993) assertion that since Kant’s evocation to dare to 

know there has been an ideological divide between science and metaphysics. As a 

result both positivist and idealist traditions have focussed relatively little on ontology. 

Instead epistemological symmetry (Bloor, 1976), between method and knowledge 

claims have been emphasised. Process theorists would agree with Bhaskar on the 

need to re-engage with ontology.  Law’s position is that an emphasis on epistemology 

“limits the realities that can be known, and the forms in which we can know them” (Law, 

2004, p.103). Instead he argues that methodological choices should “be made in ways 

that are specific and local” (ibid).  Thus there is philosophical agreement between two 

apparently divorced traditions (Juniper 2008). Furthermore the emancipatory 

imperative of Bhaskar (2009) echoes Dewey’s (1958) call for the creation of knowledge 

that can articulate and transform (Corson, 1991).  However whilst Critical Realists 

concur with process thinkers on the importance of ontology, there are important 

differences, despite George Lucas’ (1989, p.133) use of the term Critical Realism131 to 

describe Whitehead’s epistemological position. The first point of difference is illustrated 

by the assertion from the Critical Realist Andy Sayer (1992, p.6) that: “Social science 

must be critical of its object. In order to be able to explain and understand social 

phenomena, we have to examine them critically.” Sayer’s use of the word object is 

significant.  It suggests an entitative (Chia 1999) or substantive (Cobb, 2003, Rescher 

2000) ontology; the opposite of a processual approach. Second, Critical Realism has 

a deeply foundational epistemology. Bhaskar’s Realist Theory of Science’s second 

criterion is essentialist, it accepts “the independent existence and activity of causal 

structures and things” (Bhaskar, 2008, p24). This is Parmenidian rather than 

Heraclitean; for the processual theorist the notion of independent entities is denied, 

rather there are relations of events that have an experiential (subjective) component 

(Griffin 2007 p.60). This second point of difference is not simply metaphysical, for 

 
131 The version of critical realism that Lucas refers to is probably that of John Polkinghorne (who uses 
the term to describe his own epistemology) which is influenced by Karl Popper and Michael Polanyi’s 
anti-positivist philosophy that has similarities to Whitehead’s (see Eastman & Keeton 2003 and Gill 
2010).  
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process theorists it has a methodological consequence, seen in the previous quote 

taken from Law (2004, p.103).  Law emphasises ontological specificity, the need to 

select appropriate methods that reflect the ontology of what is being researched. 

Whitehead’s occasions of experience or actual occasions are the components of reality 

(Cobb 2008, p.22). They are discrete units (unities) which through unique atemporal 

micro-process of concrescence, become objective datum (things). These then form 

relationships with either objective data or actual occasions (Weik 2004). Macroscopic 

change (that which can be observed consciously) is understood to be the result of a 

series of microscopic processes of concrescence and the relationship between these 

processes and more concrete things. Thus from a Whiteheadian perspective, change 

originates at a microscopic level, is incremental (Reay et al. 2006) and is best 

understood in terms of the relationality between things (Cooper 2005). Not surprisingly 

therefore several researchers advocate working at a microscopic level (Weik 2004, 

Rouleau 2005), using intensive methods that are sympathetic to this. Similarly 

sensemaking research is reliant on the exploration of micro moments (Dervin, 1983). 

However Anne Langley (1999) acknowledges the weakness of such approaches (a 

lack of generalisability and a tendency to simplification) reminding the researcher that 

whilst Law’s (2004) ontological symmetry is important, Bloor’s (1976) epistemological 

symmetry, still needs to be considered. However adopting a Rortian anti-

representational perspective arguably reduces the need for epistemic legitimisation 

and helps to avoid Bhaskar’s epistemic fallacy. 

Further grounds for epistemic freedom comes from the rationale underpinning William 

James’ philosophy of action (Mead et al. 1938). James (1909/2006, p.248) argued that 

the purpose of philosophy was to “..harness up reality in our conceptual scheme in 

order to drive it better”. William McKinley (2010) criticises organizational theorists for 

prioritizing the development of new theories rather than creating knowledge that is more 

useful to managers. It is important to remember that Process Philosophy should not 

represent a dysfunctional Displacement of Ends of the sort that Robert K. Merton 

(1957) identified. It should not be philosophy for philosophy’s sake, but to be useful. As 

Richard Rorty (in McCarthy 1990, p.653) indicated, philosophers should ask 

themselves “whether they can contribute in any way to comprehending and improving 

the world in which we live”. Tsoukas and Chia (2011, p.8) have recently made a slightly 

different but related point, in relation to Karl Weick’s work: “Rejecting the entitarian 

image of underlying the ontology of traditional OT [Organisational Theory], Weick has 

enabled scholars and practitioners alike to pay closer attention to questions of novelty, 

process and agency.” This suggests that process thinking is important because it has 

the potential to contribute to our understanding of organisational change and how it can 

be managed. It sidesteps claims to objective knowledge as all knowledge is subjective 

and relational. Instead it claims to offer practical knowledge, what Aristotle (1999) 

termed phronesis (or wisdom) and which Cairns and Sliwa (2008) argue is required to 

help managers dealing with the real challenges within organisations which are shaped 

by ‘mutability’, ‘indefiniteness’ and ‘particularity’ of human existence (Nussbaum 1990).   
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This section was premised upon the imperative to “make sense” of how I might create 

a methodological framework for my research. Nayak’s (2008, p.183) assertion that 

“philosophical intuition is the only method to gain access to a becoming reality” 

highlights the importance of the researcher’s own thoughts within processual thought. 

Weick’s (1989, p.516) assertion that “The emphasis on validation through empirical 

testing de-emphasizes the importance of disciplined imagination and speculative 

thought” seems similarly to place the researcher centre stage and questions the value 

of amassing objective data to justify truth claims.  In relation to sensemaking he makes 

a similar point; that research “needs to begin with a mindset to look for sensemaking, 

a willingness to use one’s own life as data and a search for those outcroppings and 

ideas that fascinate.” (Weick 1995, p.191). Subsequently Weick (ibid p.192) cites the 

work of Starbuck and Milliken (1988) to indicate how this might be achieved: “Reflection 

is the best stance for both researchers and practitioners to adopt if sensemaking is to 

advance.” Whilst it is important to remember that reflection is not the same as 

sensemaking (Weick, 2001), the importance of thinking about (reflecting upon) 

empirical observation and experience within sensemaking processes has been made 

(ibid, 2002).  Both Dewey’s (1963) and Whitehead’s (1938) beliefs that knowledge 

creation is achieved though a process of reflecting upon experience has already been 

mentioned, suggesting its significance. Through Cohen’s (2007) reading of Dewey, I 

began to realise that my own reflections would be central to my research, despite initial 

reservations.  Influenced by Weick’s (2002) caution and the ideas expressed by Latour 

(2005, p.31) I was reluctant to utilise intensive rigorous critical reflexivity adopted by 

some critical postmodern writers. In my opinion the sort of radical reflexivity which 

deconstructs  the truth revealing “bias, where once reality stood unchallenged” (Lynch, 

2000, p.47) and epitomised by Matts Alvesson (2002a, 2002b) or Ann Cunliffe (2003); 

fails to grasp the difference between the consequences of a postmodern metaphysics 

and ideological debates between different epistemological paradigms (Chia 1995, 

pp.583-584), which have been raging since the late 1980s. However prompted by 

Weick’s comments I revisited Latour (1988) and Chia (1995 & 1996); as well as reading 

Woolgar (1988), Ashmore (1989), Lynch, (2000), and Macbeth (2001). I realised that 

reflexivity was not just a means of objectifying or legitimising particular truth claims 

(possibly at the expense of others). The infra-reflexivity of Latour (1988) which is 

advocated by Chia and seems aligned with Weick’s (1999, p.803) own views, to some 

degree normalises reflection as an inherent part of all knowledge creation. Rather than 

a means to ends; creating the privileged objective knowledge questioned by Chia 

(1995), it acknowledges the indeterminacy of all knowledge and that processual 

knowledge is intended to be instrumental rather than representational. Latour’s (1988, 

p.166) call for reflexivity indicates that he uses “..‘reflexive’ to denote any text that takes 

into account its own production and…claims to undo the deleterious effects ..of being 

believed to little or too much”. Importantly this understanding enabled me to escape my 

own epistemic insecurity (Shapiro 2005, p.47) which had led me to wrestle with 

methodological issues for over a year. Additionally, when combined with the writing of 

John Law (2004) I was able to conceptualise ontology as more important than 

epistemology within my research. Without Law’s ontological symmetry, understanding 
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change processes would rely upon recourse to permanent objects or a substantive 

worldview. These two insights have been the most important products of the process 

described in this section. Additionally it has led me to conclude that there is an 

imperative to create knowledge that is useful to practitioners. Whilst Alfred North 

Whitehead might argue that interesting is sufficient; it will not satisfy those with a more 

pragmatic perspective who focus on utility.  

This section was premised on the requirement to produce a coherent narrative to 

identify the key elements of processual approaches to knowledge, which I believe will 

shape the creation of a methodological framework. Whilst personal reflection, the 

primacy of ontology over epistemology, and the focus on both interest and utility (ahead 

of objective knowledge); are significant, they are not the only issues to consider. I will 

therefore proceed to list the additional salient points which have emerged: 

i. Despite Griffin’s (1993, p.1) claim that process philosophy represents a 

constructive postmodernism, it is sceptical towards traditional epistemological 

truth claims. It rejects the representational truth claims of realist knowledge 

systems. Traditional mimetic forms and categories, whether idealist or realist, 

are seen as mental abstractions which both define and limit conscious 

experience, creating the fallacy of misplaced concreteness (Whitehead 1967). 

As a result process thinkers’ focus on the differences and contradictions 

revealed through research, rather than the commonalities. The stable cause 

and effect mechanisms which underpin the claims of generalisability that 

permeate traditional research epistemologies are rejected. They are replaced 

by “sequences, habits, clusters, routines, capabilities activity systems and 

vectors, all of which are invoked in patterns” Carlsen (2006, p.8-9). Inherent 

within this is the rejection of Aristotle’s notion of causation and the denial of 

teleological or final cause. In its place come indeterminacy, flux and 

contingency (Mays, 1959). 

ii. Whilst traditional social science research is framed within the context of 

positivist and interpretivist paradigms (or realist and anti-realist), process 

philosophers reject such ideological divides. However as Lorino et al. (p.774-

775) stress, the process philosopher should not replace this long running 

division with an alternative process versus entitative dichotomy, but rather 

embrace pluralism. As Rorty (1979, 1991) argued, theoretical debate should 

be seen as constructive rather than destructive, leading to the generation of 

new understandings (or solidarity), not simply a means to determining the truth 

amongst competing theories. Using the language of Lyotard (1984), whilst this 

position questions the truth claims of meta narratives it still encourages 

narration (or theorizing). 

iii. Process philosophers also reject any bifurcation of knowledge. Notions of 

scheme-content dualisms become meaningless and all knowledge becomes 

subjective. Events are experienced, making object and subject inseparable. 

Whilst an external reality is not denied, knowledge of it is purely instrumental 

and temporal. The creation of knowledge is simply a biological process that 
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has aided survival (Bergson 1911). Our knowledge (individual and collective) 

is continually changing through new experiences and the thought processes 

these invoke, whether these be viewed as the reflection of Dewey or the sense 

making of Weick, or both.  This view brings human rationality into question and 

can be seen as running counter to the Kantian modernist project that has been 

dominant for over two hundred years.   

 

Having established the key points within a process epistemology, the next section 

describes the methodological framework which was subsequently created. 

 

5 Creating a methodological framework 

Using Schwandt’s (2001) and Dervin’s (1996) abstractions along with the reflections 

captured in the previous section, the research methodology becomes a framework for 

the creation of credible knowledge about processes of becoming that is coherent. Thus 

it should attempt to display ontological symmetry, create instrumental rather than 

representational knowledge and try not to separate the product of the research from 

either the research process or the researcher 

5.1 Defining the research 

Beginning with ontology, the first consideration is to understand what is being 

researched. Organisational Change is conceptualised as an abstraction which captures 

elements of an emergent process that is dependent upon potentialities, 

interconnectedness, purposefulness, and the experiences of those within an 

organisation.  Process philosophy does not seek to describe objects, but 

transformations, and thus it is the transition between “states” or actualities which is of 

interest. Geoff Cooper explores the emphasis placed upon objects across the social 

sciences and suggests that it is a result of the early influence of Emile Durkheim and 

his belief that social facts are both external and constraining (Cooper, 2009, p.10). 

Making reference to postmodern and feminist writers, Cooper sees this as a part of a 

process of Foucaldian objectification through which the study of the social realm seeks 

scientific legitimacy. Cooper, although not a processual thinker, makes a number of 

criticisms of this perspective, but broadly he indicates that a focus on objects (or things) 

means the social world is seen in terms of concrete entities, mirroring both Whitehead 

(1967) and Chia’s (1996) criticisms of traditional Kantian perspectives. Cooper names 

two sociologists who have taken up a position opposing Durkheim’s entitative 

worldview; Harold Garfinkel and Bruno Latour. Cooper links both writers to Durkheim’s 

contemporary Gabriel Tarde, who in contrast to Durkheim, argued that all social 

understanding was subjective (ideas later expressed James and Bergson).  This 

rejection of an entitative perspective, in favour of a processual one, forces the 

researcher to shift from an objective to a relative epistemology. With no a temporal 

objects to describe, change and transition are things perceived and experienced by 

individuals. Thus how sense is subjectively made of past, present and future events is 
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the focus of study. Exploring Institutional Theories, Powell and Colyvas (2008, pp. 276-

277) argue that to do this “We need a richer understanding of how individuals locate 

themselves in social relations and interpret their context.” and that it is through micro-

level analysis that this level of understanding can be produced. Interestingly they mirror 

Cooper and indicate two approaches that have strong synergies with Weick’s work on 

sense making; the Ethnomethodology (EM) of Garfinkel and the Actor Network 

Theory132 (ANT) of Latour. Thus it would appear that both ontologically and 

epistemologically there are reasons to look towards both of these writer and 

methodology pairings which emphasise empirical, rather than theoretical research. 

Closely associated with the work of Deleuze133; Bruno Latour has acknowledged that 

his abstraction of social networks mirrors that of a deleuzian rhizome (Latour in Harris 

2005, p.174). Additionally, Latour’s non-kantian thinking is associated with the 

processual philosophers Whitehead, Bergson and James (Harmann 2009, p.6).  The 

EM of Garfinkel is often referred to by writers such as Weick and Orr and references 

both Whitehead, James (Garfinkel 2002). There are many similarities between the two 

approaches and both can be seen as belonging to a movement originated with the work 

of Merton (1938) and epitomised by Kuhn (1970), now termed Sociology of Scientific 

Knowledge (Ben-David and Sullivan, 1975). The movement explores the practices of 

knowledge focussed communities. and neither Latour nor Garfinkel focusses 

specifically upon knowledge creation within traditional types of organisations 

(businesses), but both have sought to understand how social practice (or work) is 

completed within an organisation or social network. Garfinkel’s seminal work 

concerned jurors in a courtroom setting (Garfinkel 1967); whilst Latour’s original work 

from 1979 (Latour & Woolgar 1986) examined scientific research communities. 

However ANT has been employed to undertake research exploring the creation of local 

knowledge and the establishment of practices in a variety of diverse settings, ranging 

from a scallop fishing community (Callon, 1986) to IT consultants (Bloomfield & Best, 

1992). Both approaches emphasise the interactions between or amongst social actors 

and how communication establish norms and shapes practice. Most significantly both 

approaches place far more emphasis on empirical research than Deleuze’s 

metaphysics or the majority of contemporary processual thinkers.  

On first reading, Garfinkel’s approach seemed ontologically opposed to a process 

perspective, displaying “a commitment to the description and analysis of the ‘concrete 

details of social practices’” (Rawls 2002, p.20). Key to this was an understanding of 

what Rawls meant by ‘concrete’. She states that “The keystone of the argument is that 

local orders exist..and that the possibility of intelligibility is based on the actual 

existence and detailed enactment of these orders" (ibid, p.146). Thus whilst Weick 

(1995) makes several references to Garfinkel’s early work, (Garfinkel, 1967); it 

appeared that Garfinkel’s approach focussed on studying fixed social orders. The 

 
132 Originally developed in conjunction with others including Michel Callon and John Law, Latour is 
now generally acknowledged as its key proponent. 
133 Schatzki (2002) establishes their philosophical similarities, although Harmann (2009, p.101) 
contrasts the metaphysical positions of the two. 
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degree of stability within these orders (or routines, to use the language of Feldman) is 

not always explicit, but the implication initially drawn was that these social orders 

establish the way things are done around here134 , rather than how they might change. 

Thus whilst an ethomethodological perspective seemed to offer potential; an 

apparently fixed entitative ontology appeared unsympathetic with a processual 

worldview, if not an exploration of sense making activities. Yet significantly, Atkinson 

(1988, p. 444) suggests that for the ethnomethodologist, social order is temporal.  

Furthermore, later work from Weick (2009, p.189) links Garfinkel’s work with that of 

Herbert Mead, whose work was strongly influenced by James, Dewey and Pierce; 

suggesting that a processual ontology might not exclude an ethnomethodological 

approach.  Returning to Garfinkel’s (1967) work, it became evident that Rawl’s 

description might be the issue. Comments from Manuel de Landa (2005, p.7) indicates 

that EM adopts a “linguistic turn”. Similarly, Ritzer (2008) suggested that 

communication is central to the ethnomethodological approach and that it focuses on 

the analysis of conversations.  This is because conversations (or talk) enable 

individuals to generate reflexive accounts of the situations they have experienced. This 

focus on both communication and reflexivity certainly suggests that it might have 

relevance for my own research and made me re-evaluate the movement despite of my 

initial interpretation based on Anne Rawls’ defining work. Atkinson’s (1988) critical 

evaluation of EM indicated that Conversational Analysis, as developed by Harvey 

Sacks, is one of the key methods used in ethnomethological research. Further reading 

of Weick (2009) reinforced the strong links between Garfinkel and Weick. Weick (2009, 

p.195) indicates that “ ‘enactment’ is the ‘glue’ that joins organizing with sensemaking.” 

Similarly Garfinkel (1996, p.8) places emphasis on “enacted local practices”. For 

Garfinkel enactment comes through talk (Martin & O’Neil, 2011, p.110); emphasising 

the importance of communication or dialogue. However whilst there is clear synergy 

between EM and my own research objectives, there remains a difference. EM focuses 

on how social activity (typically work) is achieved (Rouncefield & Tolmie, 2011 p. xviii) 

or enacted. In contrast my research will focus on change. Arguably by conceptualising 

change as a social activity, it would be possible to view my research as 

ethnomethodological (as it is understood through the work of Sacks). However, since I 

do not plan to gather data from change professionals, this seems inappropriate; my 

focus is ‘how things change’, not ‘how they get done’. Thus the focus on “local orders” 

described by Rawls (2002, p.146) could be seen as a problem, even if the orders are 

seen as temporal and fluxing. 

It is also apparent that whilst Sacks’ Conversational Analysis is often referred to by 

writers on EM, there is not a single methodology of EM. Atkinson (1988), Button 1991, 

Lynch (1993) and Rouncefield & Tolmie, (2011) all point this out. As sociologists of 

social activity, ethnomethodologists have studied traditional scientific practice and this 

research has shown them that it is in fact enacted through “commonsense methods 

that cannot be justified by reference to general precepts of scientific method.“ (Lynch, 

1993, p.17). Nigel Pleasents (1999, p.124) argues that “Ethnomethodology was born 

 
134 A phrase attributed to Deal and Kennedy (1982) 
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out of a radical dissatisfaction with established social theory and social science… 

Garfinkel’s principal objections concerned what he saw as a spurious claim to 

scientificity and objectivity”. Distancing themselves from the logioscientific tradition 

ethnomethodologists have consequently avoided prescription for research ‘work’, 

leaving the researcher to “work it out”. It certainly offers no blueprint. Pleasants (1997, 

p.149) indicates that EM should “respect ‘the actors point of view’ by refraining from 

imposing alien ‘external’ explanatory theories and interests from social sciences on the 

practices under investigation.”. Echoing the ideas of Alfred Shutz (1960), Garfinkel 

indicates that theoretical knowledge should not be conceptualised differently to the 

“recipe knowledge” of the practitioner and that both always require interpretation. Thus 

for the ethnomethodologist, research methods should be sympathetic to the actors, 

and the researcher is considered an actor involved in her own work practices. Gherardi 

(2000)  uses the work of Garfinkel to introduce the term ‘practice-based knowing’ and 

this can be applied not just to organisational learning (as Gherardi did) but also to the 

knowledge created through the practice of a researcher. As such ethnomethodologists 

align themselves with Wittgenstein, questioning the claims of professional theorists 

(Pleasants 1999, p.140) and display “ethnomethodological indifference”; seeing 

professional research simply as situated accounting practices (Rawls 2008, p.714) or 

a manifestation of social practices just like the social practices that 

ethnomethodologists observe. Thus there is an apparent ambivalence about methods, 

typified by Harvey Sacks (1992, p.622) who indicated that “It was not from any large 

interest in language or from some theoretical formulation..that I started with taped 

conversations, but simply because I could get my hands on it.”  Lynch and Peyrot 

(1992, p.115) acknowledged  “that there is no longer (and perhaps there never was) a 

single way to do ethnomethodology”. Rawls (2008) similarly acknowledges the 

multiplicity of approaches within the tradition. However Garfinkel does appear to offer 

something akin to a method, ‘the documentary method’ as an alternative to more formal 

means of analysis traditionally used in the social sciences (Heritage 1984, p.159). 

Garfinkel also used the term accounting. Garfinkel argues that researchers “use 

examples to justify their theories, and theories to explain their data” (David and Sutton, 

2004, p.124). Any progression from data to theory (and vice versa) requires a leap of 

faith and so to avoid the “lacuna between the evidence and the conclusions which are 

drawn from it”  (Zeitlyn, 1990 p.654);  ethnometholdogists do not seek to establish the 

truth or accuracy of actors’ claims, but rather they seek to understand how claims are 

made.  Thus the objective is to document how actors justify themselves and to account 

for the claims they feel able to meet. David and Sutton, (2004, p.124) indicate that 

ethnomethodologists “use experiments, participant observation, interviews and case 

studies along with other techniques in their own way and to their own ends”. Thus, what 

Garfinkel offers as a method, might better be seen as a research strategy. However 

despite the quote from David and Sutton, it is questionable whether the early work of 

Garfinkel employed experiments of the sort that more traditional psychologists would 

recognise (Pleasants, 1999 p. 122). David and Sutton (2004, p.124) suggest that they 

would now be seen as ethically contentious. What is clear is that now  observation of 

social activity and linguistic analysis seems to predominate (see Llewellyn and 
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Hindmarsh 2010)  Butler et al. (2009, p.2) emphasise that “..social practices are 

examined ..as a way of explicating the routine resources people use in order to 

communicate” reiterating that whatever methods are used, they are used to explore 

the acts of communication through which accounts of social activity can be generated. 

Harvey Sacks’ Conversational Analysis seems the predominant method and given my 

own focus on communication and narratives; probably the most applicable to my 

research. Writing two decades ago Maynard and Clayman (1991, p.396) asserted that 

it had “emerged as perhaps the most visible and influential form of 

ethnomethodological research.”  

A final observation about EM which is relevant to my own endeavors is the role of 

reflexivity. Michael Lynch (2010, p.33) argues that enthnomethodology displays a 

unique version of reflexivity. Garfinkel (1967, p.1) refers to the “reflexive” and 

“incarnate” nature of accounting practices which by means of “expressing, indicating 

and recognizing meaning” (Lynch, 2010 p.33), enable individuals to explain (or produce 

accounts of) social practices. Unlike many other types of reflective practice (detailed 

by Lynch 2010), reflection is ubiquitous and unremarkable. It is not necessarily a highly 

developed skill that the researcher might employ; it is simply part of a process we use 

when we seek to explain (or account for) events through communication. That it has 

no “epistemic virtue, cognitive skill, or emancipator interest” (ibid, p34) seems very 

relevant for processual research and has accord with the Neopragmatism of Rorty. It 

is certainly an alternative to the critical reflexivity of Alvesson (2002, p.172) which 

requires “a meta-theoretical understanding – a frame-work involving a set of potential 

lines of thinking and theoretical ideas for how to understand a subject matter.”; and 

which would probably be defined as Standpoint Reflexivity or Reflexive Objectification 

by Lynch (2000, p.30-31). For the ethnomethologist, reflection is simply part of the 

process of creating knowledge (accounts) and appears very similar to John Dewey’s 

(1963, p.78) argument that reflection upon experience is how all knowledge is created.  

It is also comparable to (although not necessarily the same as) the intra-reflexivity 

displayed by Weick, Chia and Latour. Thus despite the apparent ambivalence of 

Harvey Sacks and Harold Garfinkel towards methods or a methodology, EM appears 

to be very sympathetic with the objectives of this research and elements of the 

approach seem likely to shape my own methodological framework. 

Bruno Latour’s writing has been significant in my own understanding of social research 

for some time, initially through the work of John Law (2004). Latour’s Actor Network 

Theory appears to offer an approach that has a close affinity with my goals, but it failed 

to define a methodology (Latour 1997). Over the last twenty years it has been used 

extensively as a technique with organisational research (detailed by Whittle & Spicer 

2008) and perhaps it is this proliferation that has made it a difficult term to define. Yet 

whilst there is no reason to expect a final vocabulary, the fact that the term is attributed 

to Latour, means he arguably has the authority to define it. Perhaps Reassembling the 

Social published in 2005 was Latour’s attempt to do so, or certainly his attempt to clarify 

how he uses the abstraction. The work stresses the empirical nature of ANT and Latour 

goes to some length to distance himself from the more critical or ideological studies 
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published under an ANT “banner”.  He asserts that “I would abstain from frameworks 

altogether. Just describe the state of affairs at hand” (Latour 2005, p.144). Arguably 

this work is a defence of ANT against some of the criticisms made against it, which 

have been made explicit by Whittle and Spicer’s (2008) work.  

Interestingly in Reassembling the Social Latour (2005, pp.29-30) recognises that ANT 

has many similarities with ethnomethology, starting with a belief that actors are as 

much part of social research as the researcher. “Precise, well chosen, sophisticated 

terms” (ibid. p.30) that seek to explain or deconstruct the actors’ words objectively or 

scientifically are rejected. Also known as the sociology of translation (Whittle & Spicer 

2008, p.611), Latour (2005 p.108) asserts there “exist translations between mediators 

that may generate traceable associations”.  Both researcher and the researched are 

mediators, within a fluxing social network of associations. For Latour it is the job of the 

ANT researcher to follow and map these associations. ANT focuses on studying social 

groups (networks) and following the actors. John Law’s work After Method: Mess in 

Social Science makes it clear that there is not a single method for doing this. He asserts 

that “..if we want to think about the messes of reality at all then we are going to have 

to teach ourselves to think, to practice to relate and to know in new ways.” (Law 2004, 

p2). Latour (2005, pp.27-140) explores this at length, detailing the problems or five 

uncertainties, that create the mess referred to by Law, which the Social Sciences face.  

Defining them precisely is a challenge, (and best left to Latour), but I will summarise 

them as:  

a) the fluidity of social structures,  

b) relationality,  

c) the relationship between subject and object, 

d) epistemology and/or ideology, 

e) e) subjectivity.  

Latour is in agreement with Law, these uncertainties mean that traditional science, 

whether positivist or idealist, cannot achieve its goals until it understands the 

challenges it faces and adopts alternative methods.  Thus for Latour, the key to 

research is not to present the facts or explain things, but to provide insightful 

descriptions (synonymous with Garfinkel’s accounts). He states that “if a description 

remains in need of explanation, it means that it is a bad description.” (Latour 2005, 

p.128). Rather than creating generalisations, the researcher should describe what they 

experience at a micro-level within the social network and attempt to make this 

accessible to her reader. Whilst not necessarily focussing on communication, or indeed 

sensemaking; ontologically and epistemologically it appears that ANT also offers 

potential for my own research framework.  Interestingly Latour is sceptical of traditional 

reflexivity. He suggests (ibid. p.31) that “what passes for reflexivity in most social 

science is sheer irrelevancy of questions raised by the analyst about some actor’s 

serious concerns” used as “an epistemological virtue protecting the sociologist from a 

breach of objectivity.” Presumably Latour is responding to what Lynch (2000, pp. 29-

31) would view as methodological or meta-theoretical reflection.   His alternative intra-
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reflexivity (Latour 1988) has already been explored and reflects the anti-intellectual 

stance of processual scholars.  

Yet ultimately, despite the clarification provided within Reassembling the Social; ANT, 

like Ethnomethodology, provides no clear articulation of what research methods should 

be used. Both avoid prescription, being premised on a rejection of conventional theory 

and scientific practice. Both offer a way of doing research (or a strategy) but neither 

defines techniques or a universal framework. However with two similar approaches 

identified and a focus on communication as social practice firmly established, all that 

remained was to attempt to provide a coherent research design which could 

communicate how the research process was envisaged.  

5.2 Defining the research 

Acknowledging that I was metaphorically drowning in a sea of methodological 

indeterminacy, I decided to return to a standard text and used Colin Robson’s (2002) 

Resource for social Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers to get back to basics. 

Robson offers a simple model to determine an appropriate Research Design. This 

model (ibid, p.82) contains just five elements; Purpose, Theory, Research Questions, 

Methods and Sampling Strategy. Robson acknowledges that the model is drawn from 

Maxwell’s Interactive Model of Research Design (Figure 1) first offered in 1968 

(Maxwell 2005). Specifically intended for qualitative research (Wengraf, 2001, pp. 56), 

it reflects a less positivistic worldview, making it a preferable guide for my own research 

journey. In contrast to Robson’s model, the term Theory is replaced by Conceptual 

Context. In the place of a Sampling Strategy the term Validity is preferred.   

 

Wengraf’s presentation of the model does not include arrows, but I have added them 

in an attempt to show a direction for the relationalities shown in the original.  Purposes 
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and Conceptual Context being interlinked and whilst both influence the, there is no 

sense of reciprocity. The former both shape the Research Questions but the 

relationship is unidirectional. The questions then shape both the Methods adopted and 

how Validity for the research will be achieved. However the Methods are considered to 

have a unidirectional relationship to the Validity, or the knowledge claims that can be 

made for the research. In the subsequent sections, each aspect will be considered in 

turn, to provide a documentary explication of the proposed research. Focus will 

however be placed on the methods and particularly validity, as these are the areas 

where discussion has not focussed so far. 

 

5.2.1 Purposes 

As has already been stated, the aim of the research is to explore the processes through 

which individuals make sense of change within organisations. To achieve this, the 

researcher plans to explore how actors perceive change programmes, their 

organisation and themselves. 

Robson categorises the purpose of research as explanatory, exploratory or descriptive, 

(or a combination of these). In this case the proposed research is primarily exploratory. 

There may be some attempt at description, but explanation is not an objective, and 

using Robson’s categories the proposed research is best described as exploratory. 

Robson also differentiates between Fixed and Flexible Research Designs. Flexible 

Research Designs are emergent, the framework is revisited and may change as the 

research is conducted. Thus a flexible design is supportive of exploratory research, 

whereas a fixed approach is sympathetic to confirmatory positivistic research. Robson 

suggests that fixed approaches are “concerned with aggregates, with group properties 

and with general tendencies.” Variance models, although still the theoretical norm 

within research on change (Chiles 2003) are rejected; there are no hypotheses to test, 

no generalisations to be made and no mechanistic casual models are sought. Rather 

the focus is on understanding evolving complex dynamic phenomena. Mark Easterby 

Smith (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002) warns of the dangers of adopting a fixed design 

within an organisational setting, where control of the research process may be a 

problematic for a variety of reasons. Alvesson and Deetz (2000) make a similar point, 

stressing the need to be flexible (both practically and strategically) when requiring deep 

access (as opposed to surface access) within an organisation. With a focus on 

emergent processes (sensemaking and change) it is clear that a Flexible Research 

Design is appropriate.  

 

5.2.2 Conceptual Context 

In Robson’s model, the term Conceptual Context is replaced by Theory; the two terms 

are similar but not the same. Presumably Maxwell’s term was carefully chosen, to 

capture the worldview  or Weltanschauung of the qualitative researcher and to avoid 

the presumption that research requires the creation and validation of logioscientific 
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theories through hypothesis testing. Robson’s term is probably more universal and 

appropriate across a range of social science traditions.  

In the mid to late 1990s a debate in the USA about the term Theory and its role in 

processual studies, suggests that there was sensitivity around the term and it is 

certainly a term which I have used with great care. Sutton and Staw (1995), DiMaggio 

(1995), Weick (1995) Langley (1999) and Chiles (2003) appear the key contributors. 

Their debate was arguably part of a longer debate (described by Starbuck, 2003) about 

the nature of Organisational Theory as a discipline in its own right. From the 1960s 

there has been increasing awareness of sociological (Shenav 2003, pp.183-184) and 

philosophical (Tsouskas & Chia 2011, pp. 6-7) considerations within discipline. Despite 

a growing emphasis on the ontology of organisations and the role of epistemology in 

the creation of knowledge (explored in the fourth section of this chapter), the debate 

amongst the processual theorists seems relatively benign and consensual, with no 

sense of the methodolatory described by Chamberlain (2000).  There appears within 

the debate a tolerant and liberal attitude, befitting a tradition initially opposed to 

traditional ideological divides, or perhaps consensus existed and the debate was 

actually purely confirmatory. Responding subsequently to Sutton and Staw’s original 

paper and DiMaggio’s response; Weick (1995, p.386) provided context, playing down 

the status of theory:  

“Theory belongs to the family of words that includes guess, 

speculation, supposition, conjecture, proposition, hypothesis, 

conception, explanation, model. The dictionaries permit us to use 

theory for anything from ‘guess’ to ‘a system of assumptions, 

accepted principles, and rules of procedure devised to analyze, 

predict, or otherwise explain the nature or behavior of a specified 

set of phenomena’.”  

Perhaps unsurprisingly he went on to differentiate between the process of theorising 

and theory (ibid, p.389). Merton (1967) established that all theories are approximations 

and Weick’s view seems in accord, suggesting that theorising is not about creating a 

perfect representation of reality, but rather an attempt to move across a continuum from 

a preliminary idea (or guess) to something more useful. For Weick there is no definite 

end point or clear criterion of what theory should be. This insight was important for me 

as it enabled me to move beyond a dogmatic claim that my research was not about 

creating theory.  Weick’s position suggests there is a balance between theorising (a 

process of becoming) and the theory (the product of the process) (ibid p.390). Unlike 

some strong process theorists and his earlier rhetoric (Weick 1979, p.44); he prefers to 

stamp in verbs rather than stamp out nouns. (Weick, 1995, pp.187-188.) and thus he 

does not reject theory; but it is clear that he believes strongly in the value of theorizing 

whilst still acknowledging the value of creating something more concrete than a guess 

or an idea. As Sutton and Staw (1995, p.371) point out: "If manuscripts contain no 

theory, their value is suspect." Thus whilst processual thinking represents a departure 

from traditional scientific thought, it does not mean a total denial of theory. This 

reiterates Whitehead’s (1985) position, who despite criticising the reification of 
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knowledge and providing the phrase the fallacy of misplaced concreteness; accepted 

the importance of abstractions to make sense of experience or to create “novel ways 

of thinking” (Halewood 2011, p.5). 

However whilst theory is not denied, I would rather provide a context for the research, 

as this seems more sympathetic with my own aims. Processual thinking focuses on 

emergent processes rather than the output of causal mechanisms. According to 

Rescher (2000), change and time are the principal categorizations, with an ontological 

focus on processes rather than things (whether material or ideal). Contingency, 

creativity, emergence and novelty are themes used to create understanding, as is 

difference. Theorizing therefore involves describing how these themes were perceived 

by the actors (interviewees) and how the researcher’s own sense making activities 

produced a credible approximation of them (or an explication), in the form of an 

academic narrative.  

Thus the conceptual context for the research is based on processual metaphysical 

foundations. It understands change as a continual process in which individuals make 

sense of unfolding events (experiences) through communication processes.  The 

planned outputs of the process are understood to be descriptions that are coherent with 

(or approximate to) the data collected. It is believed that the explication of the data 

collected will contribute to the on going discourse amongst theoreticians and ultimately 

inform practice amongst change professionals. 

 

5.2.3 Research Questions 

The research questions were established early in the research process, and thus far 

they have remained unchanged. For convenience, they are re-presented here: 

1 How do change programmes influence the way that individuals perceive 

organisations? 

2 How do change programmes influence the way that individuals see 

themselves within an organizational context? 

3 How does organisational knowledge and discourses evolve during change 

programmes? 

From these questions it was apparent very early in the research process that an 

intensive approach would be appropriate.  Initially I conceptualised the research in 

terms of a case study. Yin (2003, p.1) asserts that “case studies are the preferred 

strategy when “how” or “why” questions are being posed, when the investigator has 

little control over events, and the focus is on contemporary phenomenon within some 

real-life context”. Case studies are well established as a suitable approach for studying 

change within organisations. Pettigrew’s research in the 1970s and 1980s probably 

established case study within a management context. Gummesson (2000, p.83) 

asserts that “[t]he change agent works with cases”. He goes on to explore the various 

types of case study that can be adopted and the techniques of data gathering that are 

available. He highlights that case studies do not need to create generalizations, in 
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contrast to the emphasis on ‘theory’ seen in Yin (2003) and his positivistic interpretation 

(Remenyi et al. 1998). Gummeson stresses that case study research is an opportunity 

to create an holistic view of a process, and cites Valedin (1974) who suggested that a 

case study allowed:“…us to study many different aspects, examine them in relation to 

each other, view the process within its total environment and also utilise the 

researcher’s capacity for “Vestehen.” (Gummeson 2000, p.86). Such an anti-

reductionist approach which focuses on specific phenomenon or events seems very 

sympathetic with the research objectives. Initially I therefore defined my proposed 

research design as a flexible one based on a small number (no more than 3) of 

exploratory case studies. It should not to be confused with the comparative case study 

approach described by Yin (2003, p.14). The intention is not to draw particular 

distinctions or similarities between cases, but rather to explore individual sense making 

situated and contextualised within a number of social networks.  

The work of Garfinkel and Ethnomethodolgy have been associated with case studies 

(Firth 2009, pp.66-78) The contributors to Szymanski and Whalen’s (2011) recent work 

on the ethnomethodological research undertaken at Xerox in the 1980 and 1990s make 

numerous acknowledgements to the influence of Garfinkel and Sacks on their own 

research; even though they prefer the term ethnography. Sharrock and Button (2011) 

use the term Ethnomethology throughout the description of their case study work. The 

socially situated intensive research undertaken by Latour and Woolgar (1986) and 

Ashmore’s The Reflexive Thesis (1989) “show how a cleverly conceived case study 

can be successfully deployed” (Collier 2005, p.297). 

Scott Poole and Van de Ven (2004) also acknowledge the role of case study within 

processual research. They illustrate (through examples) that it is possible to adopt a 

range of approaches which exploit either quantitative data or qualitative data (or a 

mixed approach), whilst taking a processual view of change. Much of Andrew Van de 

Ven’s writing appears to favour a more quantitative, fixed, quasi-experimental design, 

which probably adhere’s to Robert Yin’s conception of what a case study is. However 

earlier analysis by Ann Langley (1999) lists a total of eight different approaches that 

can be adopted when working with process data and only one of these, the 

Quantification Strategy relies purely on quantitative data. The rest are reliant on 

qualitative data, either solely or to a large degree. In fact Langley’s analysis of what 

she describes as the Quantification Strategy details that it is a strategy based on the 

coding of what is actually very rich qualitative data.  She acknowledges from personal 

experience:  

“.. a certain irony in the idea that researchers who give themselves 

the trouble of collecting rich qualitative data in real organizations are 

so uncomfortable with this richness that they immediately rush to 

transform it…into a much thinner data set that can be managed in 

traditional ways.”           

(Ibid. p. 698)                                                                                                            
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With this in mind, it would seem that Van Maanen’s (1998, p.9) definition of qualitative 

methods as: “an array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe, decode, 

translate and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency of 

certain..phenomena in the social world”  indicates the appropriateness of qualitative 

methods within my own research. Langley’s analysis of approaches indicates two 

alternative strategies that do not necessarily seek generalisability: Narrative and 

Grounded Theory strategies (Langley 1999, p.696). The latter is rejected for two 

reasons. First a basic (although not insurmountable) problem is the focus on Theory. 

Glaser and Strauss’ Grounded Theory obviously aims to create theory (whether 

generalisable or not) and the focus of this proposed research is on understanding 

specific phenomenon; how people within an organisation “make sense” of change. 

Whilst Weick’s paper from 1995 reduces my own reluctance to adopt the term theory, 

I am keen that my theorising should not be driven by the creation of theory. Second, is 

the demand for data. Arguably in order to create highly developed theory, several 

similar “events” have to be examined and interpreted. This requirement for macro 

analysis does not necessarily create the holistic, non-reductionist view of the 

phenomena under inspection. Therefore I decided to align myself more closely with 

Langley’s narrative strategy, in which the researcher seeks to create what Luhmann 

(1995) would call third order observations. Using a Luhmannian conceptualisation, the 

first order observation comes from the actor as they experience change. A second 

order observation is generated when the actor explores those initial observations with 

the researcher though in-depth interviews. The third order observation is then created 

by the researcher as the interview data is interpreted. The ultimate aim is to understand 

organizational phenomena by recreating the "vicarious experience" of events in all their 

richness and complexity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985: 359). Thus this approach rejects the 

formal propositions that Glaser and Strauss’ approach tries to create, rather it is the 

contextual detail in the narrative, the thick description that Geertz (1975) sought, that 

provides the insight and understanding to create what James might describe as 

instrumental knowledge, what Rorty would view as a dialogue leading to solidarity and 

hopefully something that Whitehead would see as interesting. 

In my early explorations of research methodology, my supervisor had been keen that I 

identify what my unit of analysis should be. I found this a very interesting question, and 

debate ensued. In a case study, the case would appear to be the unit of analysis. 

However we were both aware that in relation to my research this might not be so. Was 

it the organisation or the individual that would be the unit of analysis? From my own 

perspective, embracing a Deluzian conception of organisation, traditional 

structure/agency debates become obsolete and simply limit difference and 

heterogeneity (Bryant 2011, pp.10-11); the individuals and the organisation within 

which they interact cannot be separated.  Thus the unit of analysis can be seen as a 

network of individuals that collectively constitutes an organisation. Luhmann’s (1995) 

Social Systems Theory acknowledges a multiplicity of systems (or networks) and 

environments. A group of co-workers, an office environment, a department, a factory 

and a multinational corporation are all unique systems, which an individual could be 
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part of simultaneously.  Each is defined collectively by the language systems that the 

individuals within it adopt to describe themselves and the external environment (in 

which the system conceptualises itself to be located). Thus no single network can be 

identified, there are worlds within worlds and each system is itself in constant flux. Even 

without a fluxing ontology, Yin (2003: 22-26) acknowledges that defining the unit of 

analysis can be problematic since the organisation (system in Luhmann’s terms and 

network for Latour) and the layers within it are continually being reconfigured by those 

within it. Analysis of an entity that is constantly changing creates incredible practical 

challenges. John Law (2004) explores the challenges of multiple worlds or what I would 

term an indeterminate ontology. Law refers to “that apparently oxymoronic object” (ibid, 

p.59); but seeks to reject both the singularity of positivist science and the plurality of 

relativism. He asserts: “We discover multiplicity, but not pluralism. For the absence of 

singularity does not imply that we live in a world composed of an indefinite number of 

disconnected bodies.” (ibid, p.61). Latour (2005, p.176) acknowledges the problem, he 

uses the metaphor of both the Russian Matryoshka doll, and the cartographer deciding 

upon an appropriate scale for a map. Latour indicates that the researcher should tend 

towards the local level rather than the global, but avoids prescription. Weick (2005) 

stresses the importance of understanding sense making at the microscopic level. 

Similarly a processual perspective understands change as a micro-process of 

concrescence that occurs at the quantum135 level (Emmet, 1966, p1.78). It appears 

therefore that the individual will be the focus of the research and trying to follow her as 

she continually steps in and out of systems (or networks). It is believed that this is more 

appropriate than focussing on the organisation as a case, despite the work of Weber 

and Glynn (2006) which argues that sensemaking should not be seen in isolation from 

the social structures in which it takes place. After careful deliberation it has therefore 

been decided to take a pragmatic approach and to define the individual as the 

primary unit of analysis. Borrowing from Latour (2005) it is the actors (seen as 

individuals) who will be followed; for it is they that provide a relatively stable (although 

changing) entity upon which the researcher can focus.  

However, if the research is focussed on the individual it calls into question the term 

case study. It is a different focus to that which both Pettigrew (1990) and Yin (2003) 

indicate. For both, it is  the organisation (or part of an organisation) which is central to 

the case. I therefore questioned whether the term should be dropped in favour of an 

alternative such as qualitative interviewing to emphasise the significance of the 

individuals. However if a broader sociological perspective is taken, it will be appreciated 

that psychological and psychoanalytical studies (typified by Sacks’ work on suicide) 

use the term case study to refer to individuals and their histories. Given the fact that 

sense making could be classified as a psychological conceptualisation and 

acknowledging the influence of both Weick and Sacks on my planned research; the 

 
135 Whilst Emmet uses the term quantum, it is used in the general sense, signifying the indivisible level 
of an actual entity. 
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term has not been rejected. It has therefore been decided to define the research as 

adopting a flexible exploratory design based around a narrative case study approach. 

 

5.2.4 Methods 

Having established an overall approach, there remains the detail of the precise 

methods to be used and how they will be sequenced. What became apparent in the 

first few months of my research journey was the degree of flexibility that would be 

required. Pettigrew (1990) stresses that the researcher needs to be able to adapt to 

the changing environment within an organisation. My conceptualisation of research as 

an emergent process reinforced this point. The work of Law (2004) and Latour (2005) 

highlighted similar issues and I appreciated the need to allow myself to follow the actors 

and to explore connections and associations as they are revealed. Maxwell (2005, 

p.13) asserts that the tradition of presenting research design as a series of sequential 

activities moving progressively from problem formulation to conclusion “are not a good 

fit for qualitative  research”. Yet despite this, authors (Silverman 2000, Wengraf 2001, 

Robson 2002, Creswell 2003, Czarniawski 2004,) tend to offer a sequential model for 

the collection and analysis of data. There are good reasons for this, and Silverman’s 

narrative is convincing. He argues that without appropriate structure and focus, 

qualitative research lacks focus or direction and can be seen to represent 

“anecdotalism” (Silverman 2000, pp.10-11). The military general Eisenhower is 

reported to have said “plans are useless, but planning is invaluable”. This seems to be 

the crux of Silverman’s position, whilst a flexible approach means that any plan of 

activity will almost certainly be abandoned, the process of planning provides the 

framework in which effective research can be produced. From an ethnomethodological 

perspective, a plan represents a routine through which social activity can be 

accomplished. Thus whilst a sequential plan that begins with data collection and moves 

through analysis to conclusions is rejected, a plan is required. Currently the process is 

conceptualised as having an overall method which I will define as a Narrative 

Approach, within which data will be collected and analysed. Initially I had imagined that 

data would be collected through interviews. However whilst struggling to identify an 

appropriate approach the realisation that my own subjectivity and sense making about 

the research process cannot be removed from the research process forced me to 

conclude that my own reflections should be seen as a rich source of data. Thus 

alongside lightly structured interviews, my own reflections on the interviews and my 

reflections upon my research journey will be seen as empirical data.     

Narrative methods or approaches are a range of approaches (including Narrative 

Analysis and Narratology) which focus on the narratives that individuals create and 

how these narratives are to be interpreted or understood. Its origins are in biblical 

hermeneutics and literary studies, but it is Vladimir Propp’s work Morphology of the 

Folktale published in 1928, that probably marks the point at which the study of the 

narrative form (rather than the interpretation of meaning) became formalised. It was 

not however until the 1980s that ‘narrative’ became a focus of study. Donald 
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Polkinghorne established the method within literary studies, whilst Jerome Bruner 

applied the concept to epistemology. The French philosopher Paul Ricouer’s work 

Time and Narrative published in 1984 established a distinction between discourse and 

narrative within the structuralist and poststructuralist tradition. It was however not until 

the late 1990s that narratives began to be explored within an organisational context. I 

have identified Barbara Czarniawska’s 1997 work Narrating the Organization: Dramas 

of Institutional Identity as the first significant work.  

Czarniawska (2004, p.11) argues narrative “is the main device for making sense of 

social action”. Narrative methods  seeks to avoid logioscientific reductionist analysis in 

which the truth or truths are revealed within or possibly beneath the text. In contrast 

according to Bruner (1990, p.111), it acknowledges what Roy Schafer termed a 

narrative truth. What is ‘true’ is not true in an absolute, representational sense. Rather 

it becomes ‘a truth’ because the narrator uses it to explicate their own experiences. I 

initially became aware of narrative methods through Michael Boje’s  work (Boje 2001, 

2008). Reading Boje, it appeared that narrative approaches offered a method of 

discourse analysis that avoids the hermeneutics of the structural and post structural 

traditions, in which discourses are interpreted or deconstructed by the researcher. 

Mieke Bal (2009, p. 19) asserts that narratology is an approach that seeks to 

“emancipate both author and reader from the stronghold of a misconceived interpretive 

authority”. He rejects a foucauldian interpretation of a discourse in which the author 

“becomes a fluctuating function always interacting with other functions in the larger 

discursive field” (ibid, p.16). Arguably, reiterating Bruner’s concept the narrative truth 

remains with the author, not the interpreter. What is important for me is that narrative 

approaches try to acknowledge that people have stories to tell and that the meaning 

within their stories is created temporarily (Bold, 2012, p.19) through the communication 

processes between narrator and her audience. From a processual perspective 

meaning is temporal and any subsequent acts of translation will be influenced by the 

intervening passage of events. As both Whitehead and Bergson argued, the past, 

present and (the prospect of the) future are all entwined (Nixon 2010); making any 

attempt at producing an atemporal interpretation impossible. Thus the stories that an 

actor creates within an interview will be unique, having a different past and future to 

the researchers own narrative which she creates through subsequent analysis. An 

approach which, according to Bruner (1986) is counter to traditional logioscientific 

narratives, does not focus on facts, provides a window into individuals’ sensemaking 

and reflects emergent processes of becoming seems very sympathetic with my 

research objectives. Boje’s (2001 p.17) own explanation of what narrative is, 

acknowledges a “clash of many disciplines” and he does not exclude Derrida’s 

deconstruction from the field. What I feel is valuable about Boje’s approach is his 

recognition, of the antenarrative, an incomplete or disjointed narrative.  With its origins 

in literary theory, narrative methods focus on story and emplotment. Writers such as 

Todoroc and Polkinghorne have stressed that narratives need plots and display 

identifiable literary tropes. Whilst I accept that this may well be the case, I am conscious 

that the stories revealed within the dialogical interactions that occur in interviews may 
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not be fully formed stories. Weick (1995, p.128) points out: “When people punctuate 

their own living stories, they impose a formal coherence on what is otherwise a flowing 

soup.”, reminding the researcher that the stories revealed in interviews may have no 

apotheosis, no ending and employ no metaphors. If one is committed to explicating 

and describing, there is need to ensure that the researcher’s own theories and 

interpretations do not conceal the voice of the narrator. Thus I am mindful of creating 

a fully fledged narrative, when presented with an incomplete story, or two competing 

and contradictory stories simultaneously. Yet as Czarniawska (2004, p.61) 

acknowledges the researchers role within narrative approaches is a major problem 

which cannot necessarily be avoided, accepting that “No matter how well meaning the 

researcher is, ..a translation is a political act of totalizing”. Ironically perhaps, using the 

literary metaphor of Scylla and Charybdis, Czarniawska recognises that there is no 

simple solution to this problem, but asserts; “The researcher’s duty is, however, to 

assume authorial responsibility for the narrative they concocted and always admit the 

existence of opposition from the interlocutors” (ibid p.62). This perspective is consistent 

with Luhmann’s Communication Theory, because it acknowledges two different 

systems, one between the interviewee and the researcher, the second between the 

researcher and her audience. In Luhmann’s theory, direct communication between the 

two systems is not possible (Mohe and Seidel 2009), but interaction allows 

perturbations to transfer knowledge from one to the other. Thus from a narrative 

perspective, the interviewee’s narrative (which is created in a dialogue between the 

interviewee and the researcher) enables the researcher to create her own unique 

narrative.   

As has already been mentioned two methods will be used for data generation, lightly 

structured interviews and personal reflection. Wengraf (2001, pp. 60-61) sees lightly 

structured interviews on a spectrum that moves from Unstructured to Fully Structured. 

Between the two he positions Lightly Structured and then Heavily Structured. I have 

decided to define my own approach as lightly structured rather than unstructured. 

Whilst I would like to believe that the latter is appropriate given the exploratory nature 

of the research, I’m led to plan for lightly structured interviews for three reasons. The 

first is experience. I am experienced at conducting unstructured interviews as a 

management consultant, but not as a researcher, and believe that my requirement to 

gather sufficient data to avoid accusations of anecdote (Ragin & Becker 1992), means 

I need more structure. Second, whilst I might be averse to the notion of theory in the 

traditional logioscientific tradition; I acknowledge a strong theoretical perspective. I 

know I want to collect stories that explore change and how it is perceived and it would 

be wrong to see it as pure exploration. Asking a limited number of questions about 

change provides a structure that both I and the actors can use to shape our subsequent 

dialogues. Finally the objective of the interviews should not be forgotten. Czarniawski 

(2004, pp.31-46) considers the issue of collecting stories. She suggests three 

approaches, waiting for stories, eliciting stories and asking for stories. All three have 

value and could be used. However my starting point will be the middle path; eliciting 

stories through encouragement without an explicit instruction or expectation. The first 
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is a more natural approach, deployed successfully by Julian Orr, Michael Boje and 

Oliver Sacks, but it is a more ethnographic approach and requires considerable time in 

the field. I cannot assume that I will be able to obtain the level of access required. Thus 

in order to elicit stories, I need a series of questions that will enable the interviewee to 

provide a story that seems appropriate to them. Gabriel (2000) used an interview guide 

to achieve this. Additionally in planning a series of questions the researcher is actually 

working to create two separate narratives. If we conceptualise interviews as a social 

interaction (Silverman 2006, pp.128-132) there are the stories that the researcher 

seeks to elicit, but the interview schedule is also the nascent script of a narrative that 

will be constructed between the interviewer and the interviewee. Silverman’s 

constructivist perspective opens up an ethnomethodoloigical investigation of the 

interview. It becomes a site of social activity; the people involved are assembled to 

engage in an shared work practice, namely asking and answering questions in a well 

defined (possibly symbolic) interaction. Both Gabriel (2000) and Silverman (2006) 

therefore see the interview as a third source of data, beyond the creation of individual 

and collective narratives. Observational and conversational analysis become possible 

if suitable data is collected. Thus audio recordings can capture not just the stories, but 

also how the stories are enacted within a dialogue. Such analysis would naturally draw 

on the Conversational Analysis of Harvey Sacks. A field diary or note book also enables 

the researcher to capture observations and thoughts about the interaction process and 

the environment in which it takes place. Again these would be useful sources of 

ethnomethodological data. 

As was explored in section 4, the role of reflexivity of the sort embraced by Bruno Latour 

and Robert Chia is seen as an inherent part of this research. To borrow terms from 

Lynch it is Latour’s intra reflexivity rather than a form of meta reflexivity which seeks to 

expunge bias and reveal the truth or transform practice.  Rather it is simply a reflexivity 

that acknowledges the role of the researcher within the researcher and seeks to create 

insightful, useful and interesting knowledge. As such there is no schema for reflexivity, 

no suggestion that triple loop learning of the sort recommended by Hargrove (2003) is 

more powerful than an alternative. Rather it embraces the need for the researcher to 

be open, honest and to strive to explicate the knowledge they create through an 

engaged and rigourous piece of subjective research. To this end a research diary will 

be kept throughout the research journey from the point that preparation for interviewing 

begins. Reference to this diary will be made iteratively throughout the generation and 

analysis of the data and personal reflections are expected to be fundamental to both 

processes.  

Taking a constructivist view of knowledge creation, one could argue that personal 

reflection (or perhaps sense making) is in fact the only means of analysing or 

interpreting any of the data generated. From a processual view it is certainly the 

process of theorising that is more important than the theory it produces (Weick 1995). 

As Zeitlyn, (1990 p.654) )  highlights there is always a gap between data and the 

conclusions that one derives from the data. In a logioscientific narrative this is sought 

by objective analysis (Bruner 1986), but for a processual researcher undertaking 



xxxvi 
 

narrative analysis, the process is rather more subjective. Presumably for pragmatic 

reasons Czarnaiawska (2004, p15) presents an 8 step model that details a sequential 

process for narrative research which moves through collecting stories to analysing 

stories. However this simple N step model of the sort criticised by David Collins (1988) 

arguably belongs within more logioscientific narratives, where linear mechanisms are 

the norm. My research is not conceptualised as a linear process in which data analysis 

naturally follows data collection. Over time I will revisit the actors and we will create 

multiple dialogues focusing on their experience of change. Every dialogue will generate 

new insights which will shape future dialogues, but there is no assumption that 

subsequent dialogues will supersede the earlier ones. Rather than a linear progression 

there will be an accumulation of interconnected narratives. To use a literary 

terminology, the research journey might be better seen as a comedy as opposed to a 

romance. Rather than a single narrative, a single protagonist, and a happy ending; the 

narrative will conclude by attempting to bring together the numerous stories narrated 

by a dozen characters and the “tidying up of the loose ends” that have defined the 

story. For this research project the process of knowledge creation can be described 

through the following narrative which is less reliant on logioscientific tropes than 

Barbara  Czarnaiawska’s narrative: 

First, experiences of change will shape the sensemaking processes through which 

actors perceive change. Memories of these experiences and the emerging perceptions 

of future change will shape the stories they create whilst in dialogue with the 

researcher. Experiencing these stories and the interview process in which they are 

shared will develop (though sensemaking) my personal understanding of change. 

Exploring the data generated through the interview will provoke further personal 

sensemaking and the creation of new insights and knowledge which will be captured 

in the narratives within my reflective diary or preliminary writings. As it is a longitudinal 

piece of research, I will revisit the actors and we will create further dialogues, again 

focussing on their experience of change. With each successive interview both 

participants will have had further experiences that have generated sensemaking 

activities (including the last interview) and this will be explored as new narratives about 

organisational change are created. This will lead to a further iteration of data 

exploration, sensemaking and narrative creation for myself. Eventually there will be no 

more interviews and I will be able to create a final narrative that explicates the entire 

process and the stories that have been created through it. Thus I present the research 

process as a series of narratives, each narrative being shaped by those that precede 

it. Each interviewee will create their own spoken narrative, we will collaborate to 

produce a joint narrative (the interview transcript) and subsequent exploration of these 

narratives will create more yet narratives. Thus the end point will thus, be a meta 

narrative (of sorts), or a final narrative that has been create through a process of 

becoming.  
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5.2.5 Validity 

One of the key concepts within narratives exploring the validity of data is the sample 
and whether the sampling strategy is consistent with the claims of the research. David 
Silverman (2000, p.102-111) acknowledges the importance of sampling, or selecting a 
case or cases. He argues that sampling is necessary in order to generalize from a 
limited amount of qualitative data. Yet Howard Becker argues sampling is not just a 
problem for qualitative research, but for all researchers. He states in refreshingly simple 
language that; “We need a sample to persuade people that we know something about 
the whole class.” (Becker, 1998, p.67)”. There are essentially two issues to consider, 
the size of the sample and how the sample will be selected (Collis & Hussey 2009, 
pp.210-212). The type of research determines what type of sample is required. Robson 
(2002, pp.261-266) differentiate between probability sampling and non-probability 
sampling. However this division is not necessarily meaningful in the context of cases 
studies. Probability sampling is a technique appropriate for quasi-experimental 
research designs and surveys (whether quantitative or qualitative), where external 
validity is sought by attempting to show through statistical techniques that the sample 
is representative of a larger universe (Bryman, 2001, p.111). Yin (2003, p33) argues 
against using the term “sampling” and instead explores case selection. He points out 
that if representivity is required within a single study, this is generated through the 
quantity of data collected and analysed within the study. However without the use of 
probability sampling, a means of selecting appropriate cases is still required. 
Flanagan’s early work (from 1954) looked at critical incidents, in which the researcher 
identified cases that appeared to be significant (Butterfield et al. 2005). A more general 
technique in which the researcher selects cases which she thinks will be appropriate is 
termed purposeful sampling (Lincoln & Guba 1985). Glaser and Strauss (1967) use the 
term theoretical sampling as a form of case selection, in which cases are selected on 
the basis of the value the researcher believes the case will provide in the creation of 
theory. This is probably aligned with Flanagan’s approach. However whilst Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) acknowledge the similarity between the two terms within their sampling 
framework, there is a difference (Coyne 1997) which is relevant for this research.  As 
Hood (2007, p.158) states “…all theoretical sampling is purposeful, but not all 
purposeful sampling is theoretical”. Glaser and Strauss’ approach argues that theory 
must inform the cases selected. In contrast, Pettigrew (1990), Yin (2003), Alvesson 
and Deetz (2000) stress the importance of thinking pragmatically (in the non-
philosophical sense) and to consider the quality and security of access to the case. 
This approach might be seen as what Morse (2007, p.235) termed convenience 
sampling. However I would argue that this term and opportunistic sampling do not 
necessarily capture what Pettigrew had in mind when he wrote about the importance 
of case selection. He was arguing for an approach that is flexible, pragmatic, is mindful 
of theory and appreciates the importance of gaining high quality data from the case. All 
these criteria were considered in case selection. It is an approach which is perhaps 
best described as mixed purposeful case selection, being taken from Patton’s term of 
mixed purposeful sampling (Patton 1990, in Wengraf 2012, p.103). 

Since generalisation is not sought it is clear that case selection should not be based 

on probability. Silverman offers several alternative approaches to selecting a case. 

Amongst his solutions he refers to the approach of Harvey Slack and other 

practitioners of Conversational Analysis who argue that the sampling strategy is not 

significant; “..it really wouldn’t matter very much what it is you look at – if you look at 
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it carefully enough.” (Slack in Sliverman, 2000, p.109). Yet Pettigrew (1990) 

disagrees, suggesting that selecting the appropriate cases to investigate is essential.   

Wengraf (2001, p.104) concurs in his discussion of single-specimen research, arguing 

that “the intensive study of one single case can produce insights which the superficial 

study of many cases can in no way equal.” This argument is to some degree 

supported by Pettigrew’s (1985) seminal case study which was based in one 

organisation, as was the work of Julian Orr (1996). Thus there is both precedent and 

theoretical justification to work with just a single case. Yet despite this the issue of 

using relatively small samples remains contentious. Patton (2002, p.227) refers to the 

problem of ‘breadth versus depth’. However his concluding remarks that “There are 

no rules for sample size in qualitative inquiry”. (Patton, 2002, p. 244), acknowledges 

that there is not a consensus on how large a sample should be. The quote already 

cited from Becker (1998) suggests that there is still a need for research to differentiate 

itself from anecdote. However Bradley (1992, p.98) makes the opposite point arguing 

that anecdote is a rich source of data that should not be neglected. He states that 

anecdotes “have an immediacy and relevance that is unquestionable; that is, they 

have a high face validity”. Whilst acknowledge small samples are “notoriously 

unreliable as sources of epidemiological information” (ibid) he refers to the work of 

Flanagan (1954) to suggest that where small samples are used, emphasis must be 

placed on the rigourous evaluation of the data collected.  Bold (2012) acknowledges 

that generalisability is a contentious issue for the majority of qualitative researchers 

but not one that is insurmountable. She argues that “Where the ability to generalise 

beyond the context is important, if..you are transparent about the issues relating to 

transference, then you have taken an ethical approach.” Thus for Bold, concerns 

about generalisability are side stepped by thinking about transference or the 

application of research findings. This strikes a chord with the instrumentalism of 

processual thinkers. The outputs of research are not universal truths that can be 

generalised to all events of a given category. Instead research creates knowledge 

through the rigorous study of particular events that can be applied to other events. 

The notion of transference comes from Guba’s (1981) early work and his subsequent 

more influential collaborative writing (Guba & Lincoln 1985). Traditional realist 

research has sought to legitimise its research output through objectivity, internal 

validity, reliability and generalisability; typically using a quasi experimental research 

design and statistical analysis to provide evidence of these. This uses what Bruner 

(1986, p.11-12) described as a logico-scientific mode of thinking which creates a 

particular style of narrative (Tsouskas and Hatch 2001). Using the literary terminology 

of Bruner, it can be argued that an essential trope of the logico-scientific narrative is 

the use of statistics, which in turn demands as large a sample size as possible.  In 

contrast Guba’s introduction of the concept of trustworthiness offers a slightly different 

approach to narrative legitimation (Gubrium and Holstein 1997),that employs different 

tropes. Guba identified four elements of trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. As Shenton (2004, p.64) shows, transferability can 

be seem as analogous to the generalisability that positivists employ in their narratives. 
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However it is important to understand that transferability differs significantly from 

generalisability. Logio-scientific research seeks generalisability, the implication of 

which is that the output of research can be applied in all other similar cases. Where 

there are limitations, these should be defined by the initial research, so that the scope 

for subsequent application is established. However Erlandson et al (1993) recognise 

that even in naturalistic (positivist) research generalisability is impossible as all 

observation is contextual. Gomm et al. (2000) argue that when considering case study 

research any claims to generalisability ignores the importance of contextual factors 

that are specific to a specific case.  Transferability however attempts to avoid this 

problem by placing responsibility with the consumer (reader/practitioner) of the 

research. If the consumer believes that the actual event(s) which they are interested 

in is/are similar to those described in the research; they may relate the findings of the 

earlier research to the current events (Bassey 1981).  From a processual perspective 

all events are unique and whilst generalising is fundamental to creating abstractions; 

abstractions are mental constructs that cannot describe actual events (Whitehead 

1978). Similarly Hume’s problem, tells the researcher that there is no logical argument 

to support generalising. Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Firestone (1993) all appear to 

concur with Bold (2012): The researcher who seeks to produce work that is 

transferable must provide sufficient contextual information about the case(s) to allow 

the consumer of her writing to use the insights created from the research in another 

scenario. Since the researcher can only understand the “sending context”, to define 

in what cases it can be transferred (or how it might be generalised), is something she 

cannot know. Rather the ethical responsibility which Bold (2012) refers to, is to provide 

sufficient detail and transparency about the case, so that her consumers can use the 

outputs of her research effectively. 

Yet there are practical reasons to move beyond just one case, even if generalisability 

is not a key claim. As Alvesson and Deetz (2000) stress the need to be flexible within 

case study research is essential. Planning to engage with more than one case 

provides contingency should access within a particular organisation become 

problematic. Pettigrew (1990) is also very clear about the difficulties in maintaining 

contact over the extended periods required for longitudinal work and warns the 

researcher against complacency and to expect some level of ‘attrition’ amongst 

participants. Yin supports this practical approach, to avoid putting “all your eggs in 

one basket” (2003, p.53), He goes on to suggest that moving from one to two case 

studies helps to counter scepticism and that even if generalisation is not sought, 

having more than one case helps to justify the findings of the research process. Brent 

Flyvbjerg (2006) explores several issues relating to the acceptability of case study 

within academic communities, and even if the concerns are ones of ideology, it is 

important to acknowledge that they exist. Therefore despite a strong argument for a 

single case study approach it has been decided to plan to research four organisations 

and to engage with three actors within each over a period of twelve to eighteen 

months. 
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The sampling strategy however will be opportunistic and pragmatic. The key 

determinant in selecting suitable organisations for the case studies will be the quality 

of access. I will use my own network of clients and industry contacts to identify suitable 

organisations in which individuals engaged in change programmes are available to 

engage in in-depth interviews over a period of time. A number of organisations have 

been approached to discuss this project and whether access could be granted. 

Organisations that have indicated that they may be willing to participate in the 

research include 

 Cambridge Manufacturing, (UK Based medium sized Organisation) 

 Cargill Foods, (UK based operations within a huge global corporation) 

 Mizcan, (UK based operations within an international organisation) 

 New Era Aquaculture, (UK Based SME) 

 Portola Inc. (UK based operations within an international organisation) 

However given that the planned research involves the use of narrative methods and 

the use of a limited number of actors and organisations, the biggest challenge faced in 

terms of validity is not the sampling strategy, but the methodology itself.  Thus validity 

is sought through the coherence and acceptability of this chapter and the subsequent 

research that it envisages/describes. Using the narrative of Schwandt (2001, p.161) the 

chapter has sought to indicate how the research will proceed, the principles and 

philosophy it is based upon and to explicate why it constitutes valid doctoral research. 

 




