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The sacred canopy:
Narratives, stories and culture in a Malaysian organisation

Abstract

The starting point for this research is the importance of narrative in our life. Many
scholars regard it as the organising principle by which people organise their
experience in, knowledge about, and transaction in the social world. Indeed,
authoring and co-authoring narratives have been cited as among the most important
communicative actions in an organisation.

This study adapts Fisher's (1987) narrative paradigm to explore how organisational
members view their reality. Human beings in this view are seen as homo narrans ---
both as storytellers and objects of storytelling. Narratives act as vehicles through
which organisational members can offer definitions and explanations of their work
life. They act as a metacode transmitting shared meaning. As a consequence,
members establish definitional boundaries through which they judge and understand
the situation at hand.

Recognising the limitations of this paradigm, the analysis in this research study adds
Pacanowsky's (1983) application of Geertz's (1973) cultural insights to organisational
life. To Pacanowsky, organisational culture is the residue of employees'
performances. To Geertz, such performances are an ensemble of texts.

In summary, the following main perspectives informed this research:
a) Human beings are storytellers

b) Culture is the root metaphor of organisational life

c¢) Organisational culture is a text

d) A text must be read and interpreted in the meaning-making process.

To reflect this theoretical perspective, hermeneutics was used as the method of
inquiry. A series of in-depth interviews were conducted over time to gather data on
the use and content of narratives within a Malaysian organisation, Palmyra.

During a period of change, stories and narratives are often ‘emotional’ in nature. This
is understandable as change brings a new arrangement of reality. At Palmyra, an
organisation that deals primarily with language and literature, the narratives and
stories revolved around what was called the ‘re-inventing programme’. Besides re-
positioning staff and offices, management aimed to ‘bring religion back to the
workplace’ and this became an important agenda in the whole planned change.

This approach to organisational change views change as a matter of body, mind and
soul. The stability of nafs (the inner self) is regarded as important, and organisation
is seen as a moral problem. This research shows how this approach can be
understood in the light of the tawhidic paradigm.

The implementation of the change programme brought many important
undercurrents (shadows) to the fore, and these were reflected in the narratives,
which emerged. Tribalism or parochialism was one of them. The organisation
members who felt displaced responded through various means. Among others, they
utilised the power of literature and hidden transcripts. Many ancient and classical



texts were given new interpretations. Various forms of halus (refined and indirect)
were identified as ways of communicating their unhappiness. While sharing many of
the themes, which can be identified in European and American research on
organisational change, these forms of resistance used methods and symbols, which
were distinctively Malaysian.

This research study makes a number of important contributions to organisational

communication studies. In particular:

1. It adds new knowledge to an understudied area in organisational communication,
namely the analysis and significance of stories in the workplace.

2. It also contributes to another underrepresented area of study, namely the religious
aspects of organisational communication culture.

3. It demonstrates the value of qualitative research methods in organisational
communication studies in Malaysia, where previously quantitative methods have
been dominant.
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Introduction

A tree that grows beyond your reach
springs from a tiny seed

a building more than nine stories high
begins with a small mounds of earth
a journey of a thousand li

begins with a single step

(Tao, 64)

This chapter is about locating myself in the construction of this research. | begin with the
context that shaped this engagement. This text is an account of a Malay man in the
process of a learning journey. | was once a caterpillar. | had no idea about butterflies. It
is like fish not understanding what water is; they never talk about water but just swim in
it. The familiarities of working in the Palmyra, a language and literature agency, for more
than ten years bred ‘fog in the bow!’. To use a phrase by Wallemacq (1998), | was under
the 'charm'’ of Palmyra. The question of understanding the Sigmoid Curve was not in my
mind.

Figure 1. Sigmoid Curve



This curve, according to Handy (1994), sums up the story of life itself: "We start slowly,
experimentally and falteringly, we wax and we wane" (p. 50). Handy argued that the
secret of constant growth is to start a new curve before the first one peters out, and the
right place to start is at point A where everything is going fine. But | had ignored this
advice. For many years | followed the contour of the first curve mundanely even though
it had shown signs to dip downwards toward B. | was becoming a 'wet leaf. In the East,
this metaphor means to stick around as if there is no other place to go.

Suddenly, one morning in 1992,1 found myself not understanding and not finding a
compassionate Palmyra. The 'magical circle', which seduced me for such a long time,
was broken. At that time Palmyra was 'hot' with "new realities," to paraphrase Drucker
(1989). In that new reality 1 could no more feel Palmyra's humanity, its aliveness, a
situation which Weick (1999) describes as "the loss of the sense of living forwardness."
This was a period of "emotional toxicity" (Frost, 1999, p.130). Following the wisdom of
taking refuge in 'cold' places as Malays always do when it is 'hot,' | took the literal
meaning of the metaphor by going to the West.

Now, on the basis of research as an engagement (Morgan, 1983), | am taking a return
journey to Palmyra. Why should | choose Palmyra as my site of organisational
communication engagement? Am | becoming another Lomax (i996) - the man who
confronted his past at the Kwai River after being tortured by the Japanese during the
World War 1I? Anyway why should | not return?

Perhaps, what Chuang Tzu said is very relevant here (as quoted by Siklos, 1988):

A man was terrified of his shadows, and disliked his footprints. Intending to get rid of them, he
started running, but the more often he raised his feet as he ran, the more number of footprints
came and however fast he ran, his shadows still followed him... Foolish man, if he stayed in the
shade, he would have no shadows; if he had been still, there would be no footprints. (p. 13)

In Jungian terms, this journey is best described as a journey to face a dragon. The
animal is a symbol of shadows that rage our unconscious. According to Dreher (1997,
p.256) the test of the dragon brings up all the unresolved anxieties, old hurts and fears.

So facing the inner dragon is the ultimate test of confronting ourselves. In Malay culture,



such a dragon is strongly related to nafs (the concupiscent self). When a bad nafs rage
in humans, the body and the mind become chaotic and disordered.

In many ways a journey to Palmyra is like al Mustafa in The Garden of the Prophet
(Gibran, 193311996) upon entering a harbour after years away.

Yet, it is pain | make pilgrimage to the isle where | was born, even likes unto ghost of one slain
come to kneel before those who have slain him. (p. 4-5)

At one level, this journey is to transform the Sigmoid Curve into the natural rhythm of
self-learning. So the down curve is no more the faltering period but the rest and recovery
period (Harrison, 1995, p. 47). Symbolically, this journey is a work of purifying the hati.’
In Malay culture, hati is the "mysterious organ, which is believed to control the moods
and the emotions, ... and to command more permanently human psyche and personality
in both a psychological (zahir) and spiritual (batin) sense" (Wazir Karim, 1990, p.26).
Metaphorically, hati is said to be a mirror of the soul. Thus, when one behaves badly, the
ugly, dirty black dot sprinkles on the mirror. Simply, this journey is a personal therapeutic
quest to ‘clean my mirror; it is the quest for the cure of the body (Osterrith, 1997, p. 27).

This return journey on the other hand is implicitly a journey of learning. This journey can
be best seen in the light of experiential learning: having an experience, reviewing an
experience, concluding from experience and planning the next steps of action. Such
understanding | believe is similar to Morgan's (1983): "In research we meet ourselves"
(p. 405).

As an object of study, Palmyra is rich with meanings and a repository of many
understandings. So how should | comprehend Palmyra? Which way to look? Palmyra is
an organisation engaged in Malay literature and language, and most staff play and work
with 'words." In it reside many writers, editors, poets, dramatists and artists.
Metaphorically and literally, Palmyra is a 'narratives avenue' where language and

literature are fully utilised as a mode of knowing, as communicating mode, and product.

' This Malay word is often (mis)translated into English as heart though heart is jantung in Malay. Indeed
both jantung and hati are inter-related as seen in the proverb jantung hati. The proverb has a strong
association with love and feelings.



At this point | thank Pepper (1942) for giving me a departure point.

A man desiring to understand the world looks about for a clue to its comprehension He letches
upon some area of common-sense fact end tries to see if he can understand other areas in term of
this one. (p. 91)

Thus | argue that it is most sensible to comprehend Palmyra through the narratives,
specifically stories, performed by the staff and the management.

Also, | wish to explore the trust shown by contemporary human sciences in "tales"
(Kreiswirth, 1992). A narrative is claimed to be a primary way through which humans
organise their experiences into temporarily meaningful episodes, acting as both modes
of reasoning and as mode of representation: "People can apprehend the world
narratively and people can tell about the world narratively” (Richardson, 1990, p.118).
Such centrality in our lives is best summarised by de Carteau (1984):

Stories are the integral part of our recited society, and such claim can be clearly seen in three
senses. It (the society) is defined by stories... by citations of stories, and by the interminable
recitation of stories. (p. 186)

Both narrative and story are nearly equivalent terms (Polkinghorne, 1988, p.13).
Ethnographically, at least to Van Maanen (1988), stories are defined as "tales of the
field." Stories are, among others, the [researcher] self-reports, various documents, field
notes, and the like (Czarniawska, 1997a, p. 78). Polkinghorne (1988) and Denzin (1997)
on the other hand make a distinction between the two terms. To them, narrative is a
performative process of making or telling a story. In other words, narrative is the form
and story is the content, a point strongly supported by Fiese and Sameroff (1999, p.6). In
this research, | view narratives as a general or inclusive term for stories or accounts of
events or experiences: fact or fiction; long or short; detailed or plain.

‘One should note that a narrative related tradition is nothing new to the Malays. Such a
tradition is well entrenched in the word bahasa, translated officially as language.
However bahasa is more than a 'vehicle for conversation' as it is also intimately related

to their way of life. This can be seen in the various phrases and proverbs Malays use to



relate to bahasa.? Similarly, homo narrans (narrator) plays an important role in Malay
culture, whether as a puppeteer, medicine man or story teller; a point clearly shown in
many works in literature and language, or in sociological and anthropological related
disciplines. However, research on narratives and bahasa in organisational
communication studies remains underdeveloped. Thus, this research engagement is an

attempt to develop interest, awareness and relevance of such usage.

My decision to embrace narrative in this organisational communication engagement is

related to the spur of 'alarm' mentioned by Clarkson (1994) in a conference on change.
According to her, old paradigms seem to have lost their usefulness, inspiration and
sometimes values, and the present demands new ways of being, thinking and behaving.
Ironically, it may seem that what is termed as new often ends up as the re-discovery of
the lost. Indeed such 'looking back’ is gaining importance lately (Cumming, 1996).

One such re-discovery is the importance of 'culture” in organisational communication
studies. At present organisational communication cuiture is one of the important areas of
studies and research, at least in North America, as shown in the following works, among
others: Pacanowsky and Trujillo (1983); Borman (1983); Smircich and Calas (1987);
Barnett (1988); Martin and Siehl (1990); Putnam and Cheney (1992); Streek (1994),
Pepper (1995) and Carlone and Taylor (1998).

Indeed the profound effect of culture on the discipline of organisational communication
has disrupted the discipline's long affiliation with practical [managerial] interests such as
profit, efficiency, and control. With the widespread “culture revolution," attention is now
being redirected towards the holistic, collaborative and contested construction of social
realities in the workplace.

% Ada bahasa (Having a language) refers to the cultured behaviour.

Bunga bahasa (language flower) refers to flowery language, which includes metaphor.

Budi bahasa refers to cultured, graceful behaviour.

Gila bahasa refers to crazy behaviour.

Tikaman bahasa (language stabbing) refers to the indirect, implicit language as a result of ada bahasa or
budi bahasa. It could also be due to certain constraints (for example, social or political) or just merely to
show off.



Carlone and Taylor (1998) describe this paradigm shift as follows:

Organisational communication now shimmers and reappears as cultural communication as and
about organisation. (p. 340)

Here, in this engagement | define organisational communication in terms of 'organising is
communicating’. Organisational communication is seen as communication processes
which organisational 'creatures' organise themselves around in order to get things done.

The rediscovery of culture in turn led to another rediscovery, that is, of narratives in
communication studies (Fisher, 1984). Knowing the nature of anthropology, from where
culture originated, such rediscovery was expected. As noted by Cooper (1995),
anthropology is firmly entrenched in the communicative act of narratives.

The use of narratives in anthropology is evidenced in two primary ways, namely as factual
accounts of past events by informants, and as performed communication by storytellers and
audience. (p. 131)

A narrative is more 'visible' and is seen as a type of communication that can be analysed
to reveal the most important characteristics of the organisational structure, and to reveal
the critical feelings and perceptions that the members of the organisation have about the
nature and culture of the organisation. At present organisational communication
narratives research comes under the family of "cultural perspective" (Putnam and
Cheney, 1992, p. 83-84). Subsequently, stories, (the major concern of this engagement),
were interwoven in that rubric (Kelly, 1985; Mumby, 1987; Kreps, 1989; Brown, 1990;
Browning, 1992).

In an organisation, stories are regarded as a symbolic form by which groups and
organisational members construct shared meanings, and even act on those meanings.
Stories of experience often bring to light unresolved dilemmas and tensions. Stories also
illustrate the stream of choices, problems, opportunities, and decisions that characterise
organisational life. They can also suggest power and control, and a manifestation of
ideology (Browning, 1992; Mumby, 1988), especially in a speech community. In such a
case, stories are a form of knowledge. In similar vein, stories are signs of the multiplicity
of voices of the various people in the organisation.



Research has shown that stories and story telling can be a reliable instrument for
understanding the dynamics of relationships in an organisation (as referred to in
Feldman, 1990). They serve as a means of transmitting behavioural expectations. In
some cases stories can be seen as tribal or cultural codes that help employees make
sense of their workplace. To a practitioner, stories seem to be a powerful means of
measuring various components of culture as the phenomena underwrite multifaceted
reality construction and plurality of voices. In many cases, they are voices of the
'disordered’ silenced (Gabriel, 1995; Hopfl, 1994).

Implicitly, stories can operate to provide order (Alvesson and Berg, 1992); and
continuity in an organisation (Browning, 1992); and become a kind of third order control
(Wilkins, 1983). Over the last years, stories have been recognised as an important
‘container of emotions' (Gabriel, 1991; Fineman and Gabriel, 1996).

The use of narrative in this research engagement is also significantly related to growing
-dissatisfaction with the common explanation of organisational communication as a
"linear chain" (such as in Clampit, 1991)..1 view communication as not simply the
transfer of information that leads to action, nor as a message given, with a message and
a receiver, but more as a process of making meaning. In this regard | define meaning-
making as an activity that highlights the notion of agency, of constituting process, of
personal involvement and purpose.

Meaning-making and the search for meaning are one of the important areas of concern
in the organisational communication today. This is in line with the important idea that
communication does not act like a "conduit". In organisations, meaning must be
managed. Therefore meaning must be shaped. This involves manipulation, and it can be
political in nature (Frost, 1987; Mumby, 1988; Stevenson and Bartunek, 1996). The
concern with meaning, how it is expressed (often in the form of stories and the usage of
metaphors), how it is understood, and the consequences for behaviour in organisations,
in many ways extends the existing research literature (as discussed by Bate, 1994;
Pepper, 1995) on the subject.

Yet, meaning-making often seems to be seen as more to do with 'mind work,' having

little to do with the heart. We are left with an image that people in organisation are

7



humans who think a lot, plan, plot and struggle to make order. Emotions such as anger,
pain, and passion are often not heard in the centre, lust in the margins - a rather strange
situation as they are 'there' in all communication practices. This omission is clearly
visible in almost all organisational communication texts. "Emotions in organisational
communication are understudied" (Waldron, 1994). They are like "stepchildren that
stand at the periphery” (Guerrero, Andersen and Trost, 1998). This deficiency became a
spurring point for me to explore issues on emotions further. My emphasis assumes that
the organisation is an emotional arena (Fineman, 1993).

Summarily, research shown in published literature suggests that the narrative approach
by which stories become the main data can reveal aspects of the organisational
dynamics that are difficult to uncover using conventional methodologies. | share this
belief that organisational stories reflect member's perception and knowledge.

In sum, the significance of this research engagement is based on the following concerns:

e Growing interest in organisational communication culture
¢ The need for a more complex view of communication in organisations
e The importance of stories in understanding organisation communication

o The importance of recognising the presence of emotion in the workplace

On a lighter note | hope this engagement will give readers more understanding about
Malay emotions and culture, not merely about amok that has achieved a 'notorious'
recognition in Western vocabularies.

Before taking the journey to the West, | was listening to and heard a lot of narratives in

Palmyra. Most of the themes revolved around order and disorder in the workplace.
Surprisingly, no staff were known to move out during the period. They stayed on, and
they continued complaining about their sufferance, frustration, confusion, pain and

despair. What was common among them was their hope for change.



Change is a word of multiple meanings and contradictory interpretations; | would like to
mention several points related to it. Often, change is believed to be an act of
"improvement and it is made due to "some benefits in mind" (Abrecht, 1983; French and
Bell, 1 990). However, change can bring not only positive and progressive developments,
but also unintended and unanticipated changes such as ambiguity. To some theorists,
ambiguity is an assault on unity and order, and it is characterised by uncertainty,
contradiction, confusion and lack of rationality (Alvesson, 1993). Such a situation breeds
fear of the unknown and loss of control over one's own destiny (Hopfl, 1994, p. 20-31). In
other words, change can be threatening and stressful and can disrupt established social
patterns, and can beget ethical dilemmas. Thus it is no coincidence that planned change
can be perceived as tyrannical behaviour and/or as a controlling game played by the
management (McKendall, 1993). In other words, change is Janusian in character.

With the nature of change mentioned above, people must make sense of it in order to
repair' their "ruptures and discontinuities, shocks and interruptions" (Czarniawska
Joerges 1997b, p.114). It is an act of meaning-making (Clarkson 1994) in which people
must find new directional markers. This type.of sense making is best understood as "the
process whereby (people) interactively creates social reality, (later] becomes
organisational reality” (Boyce, 1995, p.109). Meaning is related to symbolic interaction.
Indeed, meaning is what symbols stand for (Simms et. al., 1993). Work itself is a search
for meaning (Terkel, 1974, p. 1).

In relation to the above, the quest for meaning often involves manipulation- of symbols
such as images. Such manipulation indeed enables meaning to be created,
deconstructed, negotiated, elaborated and multiplied. The very nature of meaning
therefore gives birth to meaning-making behaviours in an organisation. It is this that
really excited and fascinated me to conduct a study in meaning-making behaviour in
- Palmyra, especially in the period of its "paradigm shift," a period which started with the
coming of a new Chief Executive Officer in 1994. According to Capra (1982), a paradigm
shift is a shift with "a profound change in the thoughts, perceptions, and values that form
a particular vision of reality" (p.30). 4



In the case of Palmyra, the workplace paradigm shift was largely about reclaiming
religion and religiosity to the workplace. It was about putting spirituality back on its
pedestal after years of being in the state of "colonialibility” (Barium, 1992). According to
Simpson (1997), aspects of religion such as faith are not often referred to in recent

management literature, except sometimes in passing (Bell and Taylor, 1999).

At present, work that discusses religion and organisation issues largely comes under the
rubric of ethics, spirituality in the workplace and organisational learning. The Journal of
Organizational Change Management (JOCM) has taken a special interest in these
topics. (See Volumes 7/1,1994; 10/2,1997,; 12/1,1999; 12/3,1999; 12/4,1999). However,
analysis of religion and organisation remains undeveloped, especially with relation to

organisational communication culture studies. Work concerning Muslim organisations,
particularly in the context of Malaysia, are even rare (Abdul Rahim and Goddard, 1998).

| view the above paradigm shift at Palmyra, as an act of placing the organisation under
the “sacred canopy," to paraphrase Berger (1990) - hence the title for this dissertation.
However to cite Berger alone as my source of inspiration is not fair as the idea of being
under a "canopy" is not alien to the people at Palmyra nor is the term sacred. Both terms
are clearly spelled out in their official song though not in a single sentence.

This research engagement is quasi-ethnographic in nature (Bate, 1997). The case study,

based on formal nine months fieldwork over the period of three years (July, 1997 -

January, 1999), identifies the narratives in the form of stories, which Palmyra members
use to represent the organisation, analysing underlying meanings associated with them
On the basis of this study, an appropriate methodology to analyse the said narratives in
Malaysian culture is developed.

Broadly speaking, qualitative research is employed in this engagement and the rich

reservoir of Malay studies (in understanding the Malay culture) and social anthropology

(borrowing its methodology and its terms) is tapped. As qualitative research embraces a
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broad, interpretative and criticél sensibility, as well as humanistic and naturalistic
conception of human experiences with multiple methodologies, | see myself as a man
trying to do a 'collage’. In performing my work, | have to use a large number of diverse
tasks ranging from interviewing to observing, from interpreting personal or historical
documents, to intensive self-reflection. So this research becomes a kind of interactive
process whereby it is shaped by my personal history, biography, gender, social class,
race and ethnicity, and by those people in their setting.

This dissertation is a compilation of narratives about the world as experienced by my
informants. Their narratives are couched and framed within specific story-telling
traditions, which are often defined as paradigms. They reside in the interpretative square
if one is referring to Burrell and Morgan's (1979) matrixes. Narratives presented in this
work are collages: complex, dense and reflexive-like creations. Thus, this dissertation

represents my comprehension, understandings and interpretations about the world
under analysis.

In this study | adopt hermeneutics as the tiang seri (the main and mystique pillar of old
Malay houses). Briefly, hermeneutics is about interpretation and understanding mutually
between the researcher and the researched about facts within the context of meaningful
actions (Bleicher, 1980; McAuley, 1985; Gummeson, 1991; Thachankary, 1992; Mercier,
1994, Allen, 1995; Healy, 1996; Butler, 1998; Hostetler, 1999).

My decision to adopt this hermeneutical perspective is fairly straightforward. Humans are
interpretative beings. This position is widely held today by many, including for example,
the scientist (Maturana and Varela, 1980), anthropologist (Geertz, 1973), and
organisational communication scholar (Deetz, 1994). Inquiry in the hermeneutic style is
governed by the hermeneutic cycle: questioning present experience, reflection/theorising
upon those questions, opening up new areas of theory/practice, and the new
hermeneutic is formed. The cycle begins with the historicality of understanding or pre-

understanding. And without the above pre-understanding, there is no real understanding.

1



The heart of this engagement is to explore, to unravel and to investigate how Palrﬁyra
staff make sense, make meaning and demonstrate their understandings of
organisational reality, in relation to the paradigm shift situation, through their storytelling,
and how such action is reflected in the 'emotional’ behaviour of Palmyra.

| would like to make several claims for this research. Personally it served a therapeutic
function to myself. This continues the tradition of 'cooling' through texts as practised by
my maternal great-grandparent. According to my mother, this man would read a
classical text whenever he was 'hot." His favourite was Hikavat Bustamam. The text is .

about wars between good and evil kings. Upon being 'consumed' by wars in the text, he
became a 'normal’ man again.

In terms of contribution of the body of knowledge, especially to organisational
communication studies, | claim this work fulfils the following functions:

e« To add new knowledge to the understudied area in organisational
communication, specifically on the subject of stories.

e To contribute significantly to the underrepresented area of study concerning the
religious/spirituality aspects of organisational communication culture.

» To demonstrate the value of qualitative research method in organisational

communication studies in Malaysia where the quantitative method is almost
hegemonic.
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Chapter 1

Organisational Communication Narratives: An
Overview

This chapter is about the ‘historicality of understanding’ that is needed to situate the
whole research engagement in context. Hermeneutically, this acts as my pre-
understanding, working from the position that there is no understanding without pre-
understanding. (See chapter 3 for further detailed discussion on hermeneutics). The
main aim of this chapter is to put narrative in its place in organisational
communication studies. This is important, as narratives seem to be the ‘losing child’

against the dominant ‘quantitative’ issues in organisational communication.
g

This chapter focuses on understanding organisational communication narratives
(OCN). It also elaborates selected metaphors of communication, narrative as

communication and various OCN characters. A short conclusion is given at the end.

UNDERSTAND

Communication is observed to be the very essence of human experience in an
organisation. In organisations, ‘organisational creatures’ organise themselves
around ‘communication processes’ in order to get things done, and such processes
are referred to collectively as organisational communication (Daniels, Spiker and
Papa, 1997, p. 3). Such generality is understandable, as there is no single accepted
definition of what is organisational communication (Putnam and Cheney, 1995).
Indeed communication is a fuzzy and contested term (Ellis and Beattie, 1986, p. 5;
Dance, 1970/1977).
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| take two definitions as my point of departure:

¢ Organisational communication is an “expression of people at work whose results
combine as a system of actions --- an organisation...” (Bordow and More, 1991,
p. 4).

¢ Organisational communication is the “the study of messages, information,
meaning, and symbolic activity” in organisation (Putnam and Cheney, 1985, p.
131).

The position adopted in this research is to see organisational communication as not
just a process of A somehow communicating to B, but instead as a continuous cycle
of social engagements as well as a set of outcomes. This research also challenges
the view that an organisation is a ‘no-container’ where communication happens.
Rather, communication ‘is’ the organisation. Communicating (the communication
behaviours of organisation members) is what constitutes the actual organisation;
communicating is organising (Weick, 1979, 1995; Bantz, 1989). From this

perspective, an organisation is the organising activities of its members.

In the context of organisational communication, Pepper (1995, p. 18) elaborates,
"an organisation is truly a communication event, built on the communication
behaviours of the memberships.” In brief, organising is a set of processes, personal
or collective, which 'provide an ordered reality, imagined and ‘in action.
Communicating in this sense is thus a social and meaning-making process. The raw
materials of organising are people, beliefs, actions and meanings. According to
Sims, Fineman and Gabriel (1993, p. 9) and Hosking and Morley (1991, p. 72) all of
these materials are in constant motion and tension as order and disorder try to

outdo one another.

On a lighter note, based on my observation of many organisational communication
texts, | wonder why communication scholars are so reticent to claim that
communicating is organising. In this regard, | salute Neher (1997, p. 19-20) for his

courage in making the claim explicit.
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With regards to organising, “authoring and co-authoring” narratives have been cited
as one of the important communicating activities in an organisation (Czarniawska,
1997a, p. 28). The centrality of narratives can be seen clearly if we take a

broader picture. Hardy (1968) writes:

We dream in narrative,

day-dream in narrative,

remember, anticipate, hope, despair, and believe,

doubt, plan, revises, criticise, gossip, learn, hate and love

by narrative. (p. 5)

Such a claim is not an exaggeration according to some epithets used to describe

the place of narrative in our society:

¢ Narrative is “the primary scheme by means of which human existence is
rendered meaningful” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 11).
¢ Narrative is “the organising principle” by which “people organise their experience

in, knowledge about, and transaction with the social world” (Bruner, 1990, p. 35).

| believe Fisher (1985), who promotes the narrative paradigm in communication
studies, will be a happy person upon seeing the above claims. According to him,
people are homo narrans. The narrative paradigm envisions that people “are always
full participants in the making of messages, whether they are agents (authors) or
audience members (co-authors)”. This special relationship between man and
narrative is best summarised by Macintyre (1981/1990) when he implicitly said that

human beings are authors and social life is a narrative (p. 201-209).

As seen in the above epithets, there is no precise definition of what is narrative.
Iindeed the term itself is ambiguous and taken-for-granted. Simply, narrative is a
general term for a story or account of events or experiences, fact of fiction, long or
short, detailed or plain. This assumes that all narratives are stories about specific
past events. And this intimacy of narrative to events is recognised by almost all

theorists. A good description can be seen in Genette (1980, p. 25-26).

Meanwhile, story is said to be a ‘story’ or has ‘storiness’ if it has the story grammar.

In this grammar, a protagonist and some type of causal sequences must be
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present. Mandler (1984) suggested that a story begins with a setting, followed by a

series of episodes where the protagonist reacts to events, prior to achieving a goal.

To Mcleod (1996, p. 174), the grammatical structure of a story should have at
least six elements: 1) the setting, 2) the initiating events, 3) the internal reaction or
response of the protagonist, 4) the attempt/action on the part of the protagonist to
deal with the situation, 5) the consequence of this action, and 6) reactions to these
events. This type of grammar is very visible in myths, legends, fairy tales or

folklores.

However, the above formal and definitive grammar is not essential in the modernist
formulation where narrative is seen as a performative process of making or telling a
story (Fiese and Sameroff, 1999, p. 6; Denzin, 1997; Bauman, 1986). It is a
performance, oral or written, that involves two or more people during which a past

or anticipated experience is being experienced, recounted, interpreted or

challenged, elaborates Boje (1991, p. 8).

To formulate narrative as communication, Genette's (1980) description of narrative
is a very useful point of departure. According to this author, a narrative evolves
around telling, relating and narrating a story. In narratology, all three actions are
known as narration of a text. In the context of communication studies, they are acts
of communication (Gasparov, 1978). In this regard, Barthes (1975, p. 260) is more
explicit, as he suggests that a narrative cannot take place without a giver of

narrative and a recipient of narrative.

From this perspective, a narrative is a ‘message’ and a mode, a fundamental
element in the communication process. A message is narrative not because of the
way in which it is conveyed but because it actualises a message as bearing
narrative meaning (Coste, 1989, p. 4-5). The narrative message is therefore not a

‘content’ but the ‘meaningfulness’ interpreted by the participants of communication.
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To comprehend the ‘message behaviour of narrative in the above context, a

journey into the realm of human communication is necessary. Furthermore, human
communication is the foundation of organisational communication. We must
examine metaphors of communication as transmission, transabction and production
and exchanges of messages (Fisher, 1978). These metaphors form the basis of

most discussion in communication research (Fiske, 1982).

As Transmission

As transmission, narrative communication is a ‘sender-does-something-to-a-
receiver’ activity. it is an act of A sending a message to B where X is the resultant,
behaving like a conveyor belt (Wofford, Gerloff and Cummins, 1977, p. 23), or a
transportation problem (Carey, 1989, p. 15). The sender in this perspective
assumes that meaning is embodied in the narratives. This act is as if someone puts
ideas into words that act like a container, and sends them along a conduit to the
receiver who takes the idea out of the container. As a container, language at this
point functions like a conduit, that is transferring thought and feelings from one
person to another (Reddy, 1979). To Hartley and Bruckmann (forthcoming) such a

process is like firing a magic bullet into the receiver’s head.3

In this type of communication, the sender becomes powerful and the receiver is

powerless. There is a notion of control in this approach.

As Transaction

In this metaphor of transaction, narratives upon being received are encoded,
interpreted, and decoded (e/i/d) by the receiver, before being sent back as the new
narrative to the sender. The new receiver, previously the first sender, repeats the
same efi/d process. Both the sender and the receiver will pursue their dynamic
interplay until the desired narrative based upon agreement between the two is

achieved. Meaning therefore is explicitly not imposed on the receiver though
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implicitly the new desired message as context-free is questionable especially if the

initiator of the first narrative is the management.

Openness is assumed in this approach. There is no toleration of ambiguity, and
breakdown in narration is viewed as a matter of ‘unconnectedness’, that is of not
‘understanding each other’. Thus in achieving the desired message, differences are
glossed over in the name of understanding, the primary aim of communication in

this approach.

As Production and Exchange of Meaning

From this perspective, messages are a construction of signs, which through
interacting with the receivers produce meaning. A message in this view is not
merely an.act of transmission from A to B, but acts as an element in a relationship
between the sender/producer and reader/receiver. The place of meaning as it
comes to be produced in the social world is emphasised. Different understandings
of the same message are presumably due to different views of the world.
Interestingly, this is not necessarily evidence of communication failure --- a fearful

thing to happen in the transmission model.

As meaning is never given and natural but always constructed and arbitrary,
meaning in this view is seen as an inherent property of the message. Thus the
sender is no more the sole creator of meaning. Therefore, if the sender's message
does not get across, this is not a failure of the communications resulting from noise
or misinterpretation/misunderstanding, but due to active participation of the receiver
in the construction of the meaning. Even when there is some correspondence in
meanings constructed on both sides, such correspondence is not natural but itself

constructed, through the imposition of constraints and limits of preferred readings.

In recent years, contributions from other fields question some assumptions relating
to the above three metaphors. For example, according to Lesurf (1992), too much
feedback could lead to resistance or a chaotic situation. People also communicate

as the result of disorder or as way of survival. Shehrazad demonstrated the point

3 The magic bullet theory resides in the effect tradition where individuals are believed to be directly
" and heavily influenced by messages. This theory is also known as hypodermic needle theory.
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clearly in the One Thousand Night Stories. In some cases, communicating is done

with the intention of deception or to create disorder as a way to control people.
Furthermore, as shown by Morgan (1986/1997), an organisation is a place of ‘many
faces’. With that in mind, 1 shall discuss organisational communication narratives
(OCN) features or characters. Here, | am following a lead given by Rasberry and

Lemoine (1986) who look for features in explaining what is communication.

All three narrative communication models show, implicitly and explicitly, many

characters of themselves. They are ‘pieces’ that form a mosaic of communication.
Although the following description fall short of giving concrete examples, | believe by
adopting “imaginization” in the light of Morgan’s (1993) writing, one can see the
picture. They are as a process, relationship, dialogical, sense-making, voice,
emotional and shadowy. Implicitly, the above characters are embodied in the
‘message’: Communication is message related, which at the same time acts as the

generation of meaning processes.

As Message Related Process

The concept of message is variable as it signifies different things to different people.
Fisher (1978) listed six variations: as transmitted signal, as structural.form, as social

influence, as interpretation, as reflection of self and as commonality.

As portrayed in the mechanistic transmission model, a message is seen a
phenomenon that connects the sender and the receiver via the channel. A signal is

the message in its physical form.

Structurally, a message is seen as composed of three principal factors: verbal (for
example words or linguistic symbols), physical (such as gestures, facial expression)
and vocal (including conversation rate, accent, and loudness). Implicitly, human
behaviour is a message when it elicits response from the other. Since a message
consists of behaviours to which people may respond, there is a possibility of

producing it unknowingly or unintentionally in due process. Indeed, this conscious-
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unconscious, intentional-unintentional behaviour | relationship in  producing
messages has become a basis for some theorists, such as Mohan (1993), to

formulate a description of what is communication:

Communication [is a] performance. [It] involves interpretation of actions and thoughts, even
imagined ideas and intentions. (p. 9-12)

Intimately related to this view is the view that communication is a means of social

influence.

Our basic purpose in communication is to become an effecting agent, to effect others, our
physical environment, and ourselves... we communicate to influence --- to effect with intent.
Thus, messages do have an effect (Berlo, 1960, p. 11-12).

A message is also séen as interpretation of symbols or stimuli. it is symbolic
behaviour in the sense that it occurs in the mind. A message in this view is
conceived as interpretation. Simply, it means the same message could render
different interpretations to different interpreters. Another view of message is that it
reflects the internalised states of the individual. Here, a message is seen as an
outward manifestation of the ‘black box’ concepts such as attitude, belief,

perception, values, images and emotions.

In summary, a message implies linkage between players of communication. it

behaves like a coupling system where it binds source and receiver.

As Generation of Meaning Process

Communication is also about the action of creating messages or displays, and the
action of interpreting messages or displays. A display consists of information not
necessarily intended as a message but from which one can derive meaning. In
seeing communication as a ‘generation of meaning’ process, theorists always fall
back on the Latin etymological root of communication, communis, as their starting

point. The word is defined as “common” in the Oxford dictionaries.

As a communication concept, meaning relates to its social context and the vicarious

sharing of experiences of communicators. In other word there must be some
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commonality of meaning (Goyer, 1970, p. 7) as each sender and receiver brings
their own general personal construct system (Kelly, 1955) into the communication
process. The system is based on their personal system of meanings (a personality,
values, opinions and attitudes) and organised knowledge (about the past, events,
goals) (Duck, 1994, p. 8). It is in the consensus of agreement that commonality

resides, and in that social process meaning is ‘born’ (Fisher, 1978, p. 253).

This notion of commonality/consensus/sharedness of meaning however differs with
each perspective. In the mechanistic perspective, meaning is said to reside in the
messages that transform at all stages of the process. The shared meaning is then

simply the result of that transformation.

The psychological meaning meanwhile is based largely on stimulus-organism-
response explanations. Central to this conceptualisation is the biological concept of
isomorphism, similarity of organisms of different ancestry. In the context of
communication, it refers to the similarfty of meaning in two people as a function of
their similarity of past experiences ahd hence similarity of perceptual sets. Here,
meaning-sharedness refers to the isomorphism of the internalised conceptual filters
of the communicators. A point td note though is the relativity of the isomorphism.

What counts here is the maximal numbers of experiences in common.

In the interaction perspective, sharedness of meaning emphasises the commonality
of social experiences. There is a strong mutuality in coming to understand terms as
shared. This view suggests that the location of meaning in this perspective is
external to the individual, but it resides in the behaviour or the gesture of

communication. On this point, Fisher (1978) writes,

[The] individual is a product as well as participant in the social situation --- the dialogue of the

communicative process. (p. 261)

Again, the description of mutual and common meaning prevails when one talks
about what should be in a successful communication where participants presumably
achieve communication satisfaction (Hecht, 1978). Many of the meaning issues stay
on with the players of communication. Some are being ‘shown’ to the other, that is,

as meaning-in-use within a context. It is in this light of social context that
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Wittgenstein (1956) illustrates his famous analogy: “If a lion could talk, we could not
understand him” (p. 223).

In arriving at the above commonality of meaning, participants undergo repression
and control, selecting and competition of information (Barber, 1988, p. 24; Evans,
1994, p. 28). Undoubtedly, some conflicting desires arise, even if one is not
immediately aware of the problems. This tension is liable to occur in all relationships
(Hinde, 1997, p. 92). Bilig (1997, p. 140) suggests that interaction is not only the
mode of expression but is also a mode of repression. Claims about remembering

and forgetting in his work reiterate this point.

Indeed, | view such ‘deception’ in a ‘smooth’ communication as part of complex

comprehension. | take comprehension as defined by Badzinski and Gill (1993):

Comprehension, involving a set of cognitive processes, is the product of constructing
meaning by implementing a set of strategies for selecting, retrieving, and integrating a
number of information sources (for example, background knowledge, textual features,
memories and emotions) to form mental representation of the discourse that sufficiently
captures the gist of the sources' intent. (p. 303)

To Wilson and Sperber (1998, p. 8-9) such comprehension is made in the process
of searching for what is relevant for the other’s attention. In arriving at the common
meaning, one must negotiate various constraints and act creat?yely. A lot of
accommodation, bargaining (making offers and counter-offers), reconciliation and
compromising, usually in good faith, must be made. A good graphic illustration
about this complexity could be seen clearly in Winograd and Flores's (1986/1990)

“conversational dance”.

Clearly, one must achieve sensemaking out of the anarchic state. This
sensemaking is a process that people use to impose or derive structure or meaning
upon experiencing complex, ambiguous situations. It usually replaces programmed
cognition or scripts when situations are experienced as out-of-the-ordinary. The
other player's interpretations form one of the principal inputs to this sensemaking
process. There is an evolution of cognitive scripts. Thus the other person serves as
resource, reference and social reinforcement (Volkema, Farquhar, Bergmann, 1996,

p. 1441). Therefore, ‘reading’ attempts must be made in order to create
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appropriateness into the situation's patterns of significant meaning. In so doing,
there must be a lot of grafting and pruning, to use metaphors for artificial selection,

on various data in the script (Weick, 1995, p. 176).

In sum, this account shows many reminiscences of Berlo’s (1960) statements about
the nature of meahings. According to him, meanings are in people and not in
messages; meanings are in message users; words do not mean at all as only
people mean; meanings are never fixed; and meanings change as people’s
experience changes.

As a Relationship

A relationship is a basic ingredient of human communication (Brown and
Keller, 1973, p. 186; Hargie and Tourish, 1997), even with the presence of new
technology between humans. Wilson, Goodall and Waagen (1986) give a good

illustration.

Communication is ... important in relationships you develop with present and emerging
technologies...You develop an attitude toward it and a relationship with it...Thus,
communication is a process that creates and constitutes human and technological

relationships. (p. 7)

In the context of communication, a relationship is born once there is two players, the
sender and the receiver of message, at least. To some, it is an act of exchange that
is intertwined with feedback and rewards. There is intent or desire in that process,
for example, to reduce uncertainty. Enveloped in the action are the expectations of
players (Machin, 1980). When the confident expectation of a player is not fulfilled, a
relationship may be destructive, harmful or destroyed. Often, fantasies and
imagination about the relationship nurture expectation in a relationship. Simply,
there are emotions in a relationship. In its extremity, communication consumes the
players though in an ordinary relationship players are expected to consume the
messages (Berlo, 1960, p. 18-19).

Issues of status often affect a relationship. Burgoon and Hale (1987) offered a
typology of relevant themes, including: submission-dominance; formality-informality;

task-social; affection-hostility and trust-distrust. Later, Burgoon et.al (1994) refined
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and simplified such themes into “dimensions of control”. It is a three-dimensional
model of interpersonal control (Hargie and Tourish, 1997, p. 365) within
relationships that highlights the differing communicative patterns of relational
interaction: complementary, symmetrical and parallel. The relationship has its own
rules, scripts and reéulations to follow if one wants to have a successful affair --- in

our context, an efficient and effective communication (p. 366).

Regarding the above idea on control, one should notes that it is very much related
to order and disorder in a relationship. To some, a situation of order is equated with
'machine-like-order' (Stacey, 1991, p. 128). In this perspective, order means putting
things and people in their place, defining and enforcing rules, and keeping chaos
out. As such, messiness and disorder are not welcome. However, others view
disorder as a path towards an order agreed by both players involve in a relationship.
For them, chaos gives birth to "newness in the interactions of things" (Byers, 1997,
p. 246).

With reference to the an issue on order, one may asks a question, 'whose order?'
As mentioned by Alvesson (1996), a relationship is largely a result of relationships
between actors involved in asymmetrical power relationship (p. 62). In turn, such

interaction is fill with certain interests (Deetz and Mumby, 1986, p. 376).

The above issue of status opens for me the gate of unconscious communication
phenomena known as transference and counter-transference (Thomas, 1996).
These are messages from the past. Transference is the unconscious repeating of
an earlier relationship in a current setting developed towards the other, especially
where difference in power is an issue (Cairns, 1994). The senders usually transfer
memories or past experiences unconsciously to the other in that act of transference.
It is an act of displacement of emotions from an earlier situation, usually childhood
experiences with the parents, to the other. Often, these are unresolved conflicts.
The other player usually finds him/herself in a situation of experiencing feelings and
behaviours toward the other (Watkins, 1989, p. 86). It is the mirror image of
transference. The receiver may respond on the basis of his/her own unresolved
emotional conflicts to the sender’s feelings. Indeed, memories of the unresolved
conflicts are part of the personal system of meaning and organised knowledge of

players (Duck, 1994, p. 2).
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Given the above, relationships are in some respect like games (Argyle and
Henderson, 1985, p. 36). They are miniature social systems, producing co-operative
behaviour that leads to the attainment of goals, by playing within the rules. Indeed,
there is a model called the communication game model; initially proposed by
Higgins (1981). The model was developed in reaction to limitations evident in the
transmission approach that failed to promote the active role played by participants
in the process of communication. In this model, ‘game-like’ features of
communication are emphasised, and communication is considered to be a form of
purposeful social interaction that occurs within a socially defined context. In

addition, the approach underscores the importance of considering rule-oriented

aspects.

McCann and Higgins (1992) in their review of this communication game, imply that

the model rests on four assumptions:

o Communication is a muitipurpose activity that functions, among other things, to
develop, maintain, and strengthen relationships, and not merely transmit .
information

e Communication is a process in which participants collaboratively define the
meaning or social reality of the intefchange;

* An effective and efficient communication entails a continuous process of co-
orientation and monitoring between participants alongside accurate appraisals of
each other’'s characteristic and intentions;

e Communication is a normatively based activity involving patterns of rules and

conventions regarding appropriate language use and forms for distinct social

roles and contexts.

As the communicative interaction involves rule-following behaviour, participants in a
similar set of rules must adhere to the normative prescriptions for action that are
assumed to be available for use. On the other hand, the recipients in the above

game have a set of rules of their own.
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The list of rules mentioned above, however, is not meant to imply that effective and
efficient communication necessitates following all rules. Furthermore in interaction,
communicator and recipient are performing social roles with a lot of contextual
adaptations and cognitive tunings to deal with, for example, the role of personal
goals and the nature of relationship. In other words, participants in most occasions

mediate the rules of the game in doing their performances.

As Dialogue

The word dialogue comes from two Greek roots. dia and /ogos, suggesting
‘meaning flowing through.’ Often, people tend to think of dialogue as a mechanistic
and unproductive debate between people seeking to defend their views against one
another. In my view a dialogue is a communication process where people learn to
negotiate and mediate with themselves in front of others; and to suspend their
defensive exchanges, sustained assumptions and certainties that compose
everyday experience between players of communication. Simply, whether spoken
or silent in dialogue in each of the participant's minds there are other or others’

presence. Bakhtin (1984) goes further:

Life is by its very nature dialogic. To live means to participate in dialogue: to ask questions, to
heed to respond, to agree, and so forth. In this dialogue a person participates wholly ... with

his eyes, lips, hands, soul, spirit, with his whole body and deeds. (p. 283)

In essence, dialogue is about simultaneous differentiation yet fusion with the other
player. In this light, Isaacs (1993) formulated his initial guidelines for dialogue:
suspend assumptions and certainties; observe the observer; listen to your listening;
slow down the inquiry; be aware of thought; and befriend polarisation (p. 25-33).

Dialogue to Isaacs is a ‘container’ where meeting and inquiry take place.
To Cissna and Anderson (1998), dialogical moments can summ.arised as follows:

e An awareness that others are unique and whole persons, encouraging a turning

towards the other and imagining the reality of the other,

27



¢ A genuineness or authenticity that does not mandate full disclosure, but
suggests that dialogic partners are not pretending and are not holding back what
needs to be said,

+ Respect for the other that inclines one not to impose but help the reality and

| possibility of other unfold. It is in line with the dialogue’s purpose to create a
setting where conscious collective mindfulness can be maintained, and

consensual meaning is promoted.

In light of the above, | view dialogue as a dynamic ‘container’ with contradiction-
ridden, tension-filled unity of two embattled tendencies: the centripetal (that is,
centralising, unifying forces) and the centrifugal (that is, decentralising, diversifying)
forces. It is polysemous and fluid with meaning constructed in the ongoing
negotiated interaction between players. In other word, dialogue is related intimately
with struggle over meanings (Lahteenmaki, 1998, p. 91). By contrast, the monologic
lens rests on assumption of unity that is the exclusive focus on the centripetal to the
neglect of the centrifugal-centripetal dynamics. Using traditional terms of
communication, the encoder and decoder cease to be the prime house where
‘intentions’ are located. Instead, ‘intentions’ are in the interactive practices and

negotiated meanings of the players.

The dynamics of a dialogue perpetually produce the flux of struggle: crisis of
suspension, instability and creativity in the container, pain, construction of collective
remembering, that is before arriving at metalogue (meaning moving with the
players) (Isaacs, 1993, p. 34). In other words, a dialogic perspective on
communication emphasises that meaning emerges from the encounter between self
and other. It also posits that self is continually emerging in and through the
relationships with the other rather than anchored in individualism. Last but not least,
in this perspective there can be no isolated utterances as all talk presupposes an

ongoing conversation in which one participates for a time.
As a dynamic ‘container’, dialogue is less likely to be tidy, predictable, orderly and

sustained. Such 'disorder' provides rooms for 'shadows' to thrive. Besides, the word

in the language of a speaker is half someone else’s, notes Bakhtin (1981).
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[The word] becomes ‘one’s own’ only when the speaker populates it with his own intention,
his own accent, when he/she appropriates the word, adapting it to his/her semantic and
expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a
neutral and impersonal language (it is not, after all, out of a dictionary that the speaker gets
his/her words!), but rather exists in other people’s contexts, serving other people intentions: it

is from there that one must take the word, and makes it one’s own. (p. 293 — 294)

King (1992, p. 2) makes the above claim more significant by pointing to the issue of
voices in the dialogue. In the moments of dialogic surprise and uncertainty, more
small and silent voices that are struggling to speak emerge to the surface. In the
words of Rogers (1980), being in a relationship with the Other “[is] not merely ...
listening to information ...[but one must be] ... sensitive, moment by moment, to the
changing felt meanings which flow in this other person; sensing the meanings of
which he/she is scarcely unaware; communicating your sensing of the person’s
world, [and at times] checking with the person the accuracy of your sensing (p.
142).

In sum, dialogue is a place of struggle to put mutuality on course. It is crucial as
mutuality has meaning only in relation to another (Holquist, 1990, p. 20-37). It is
also a struggle to come to term with editing “surplus of seeing”. This is an aspect of
the situation where “you see, but | do not... those things that | see but you cannot”.
Thus one must find order by reducing the possible catalogue of happenings,
which at any moment is possibly endless, to a restricted number that perception can
then process as occurring in understandable relations. Besides, a participant in
dialogic relationship as in any other is in a display (Goodwin, 1981, p. 95). Thus,
one should not be a ‘private, absent and disengaged’ person in such engagement

especially if one wants the dialogue to be successful.

Indeed, in dialogue communicators are performing a balancing act between
creativity (for example, in formulating new ways of understanding relationships) and
constraint (for example, rules and procedures). In this light, Eisenberg and Goodall

(1993, p. 30) come up with their definition of communication:

Communication is the moment-to-moment working out of the tension between creativity and
constraint. (p. 30)
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As Voice

Closely related to the dialogical approach is voice. As Denzin (1997) notes, there

are many understandings of the sound and the meaning of voice.

Voice ... is a complex matter. It refers to many things at the same time; utterances that
announce or report, sounds made through the mouth ... a quality of vocal sound... a
characteristic speech connected to a particular person; a right to express one’s opinion; the
expression of a wish or opinion; the person or agency by which something is expressed --- for
example, the press being the voice of the people; the quality of being voiceful or voiceless ---

having no voice; silence. (p. 40)

The above explanation implies that sound and voice include silence. Silence is a
part of the interactional sequence that is in the path of our construction of meaning,
and it is a message as others interpret it. Simply, silence is more than just an

antonym of ‘sound’.

As Hermeneutical Understanding

In the traditional functionalist model of communication, the sender encodes a
message in symbols, words or signs to communicate to the receiver some meaning
that the sender feels the receiver should know. This assumption |s based on the
information theory developed by Shannon and Weaver (1949). The receiver must
unlock or interpret the message so as to attribute the ‘correct’ meaning to the
communicated symbols, words, or signs. The process of unlocking is subject to
many disturbances such as the unlimited set of symbols to which both the sender
and the receiver could attach to the same meaning; a time lapse between sending
and receiving; a changing (evolving) set of relationships between words, symbols,
or signs (the text) and meaning they refer to; or different frames of reference or

contexts used by the players in the communication process.

As noted by Hartley and Bruckmann (forthcoming) the communication process is
not an act of firing a magic bullet from one to another head. Therefore, in order to

understand the message, the other must interpret it. To separate interpretation from
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the act of understanding is an act of artificiality (Gadamer, 1989, p. 350). In this
regard, among the main purposes of interpretation in the communication process is

to recover the ‘disturbed’ meaning that was transmitted from the sender.

In other words, interpretation is confined to the situation and temporal in nature.
Hermeneutically, the recovered meaning could be different for different people, and
to a Gadamerian, there is no ‘one right interpretation’. Before an understanding is
achieved (or in hermeneutical discourse as arriving at the moment where the
recovery is complete), the receiver would be submerged in the hermeneutic circle.
The circle starts in a heuristic manner where the interpreter uses his/her fore
understanding and prejudice to establish the initial meaning of the text. The word
prejudice in the Gadamerian vocabulary, as explained briefly in the Introduction,
must not be seen in its normal negative sense as it is merely to describe ‘the first
stab of understanding’ that the interpreter must necessarily make due to lack of
sufficient context. The negativity of the term returns once the interpreter is not
continually open to the potentiality of new understanding that may emerge. After
relating the initial or pre-understanding as called by Gummeson (1991) to the
current situation, a new understanding is projected back to the text. The new
understanding then is projected back to the context. This to and fro movement

between text and context creates possibilities for understanding.

Implicitly it is assumed that the more the interpreter opens him/herself to the text the
more comprehensible he/her will be, and the greater the interpreter's understanding
of the text becomes. In the course of the movement, a lot of mediations must be
made. Among others, one must bridge between the alien and the known ‘facts’:
search for common lexicon; listen to the text and not jump prematurely to
conclusions thereby closing oneself off from the possibilities of understanding;
prepare to use prejudices and fore-understanding in the process of facilitating
understanding, and not to be dominated by them; and to open oneself to fuse past,

present and future into the process
When the recovery of meaning has happened, a person may claim understanding.
In this way of thinking understanding is merely a matter of linking the signifiers

(words or pointers) to the signified (things or ideas of things) in a way
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commensurate to that of the speaker or the sender. In effect, interpretation in this
context would be a process of correcting any muddled signifier to signified

relationship (Introna, 1997, p. 74).

As Reading Text

The piayers of communication are authors (senders) and readers (receivers), and
their action of understanding the message (the text) is as reading. Both receivers
and senders at one time will be both readers. According to Ricouer (1978, p. 160-
161), the notion of text is a good paradigm for human action because human action
is in many ways a quasi text. It is exteriorised in a manner comparable to the fixed
characteristic of writing. In becoming detached from its agent, the action acquires
autonomy similar to the semantic autonomy of a text; it leaves a trace, a mark. It is
inscribed in the course of things and becomes an archive and document. Even
more like a text, where the meaning is freed from the initial conditions of its
production, human action has stature that is not limited to its importance for the
situation in which it initially occurs, but allows it to be re-inscribed in new social
contexts. Finally actions, like a text, are an open work addressed to an indefinite
series of possible readers.

Although the term text is derived from literary theory, text in this view covers
discourses and actions (Bourgeouis, 1998) between players of communication. In
addition, various artefacts that have connections with players of communication,
such as body language, or room arrangement must be included in the term. In this
light, Kets de Vries and Miller (1987) see organisation as text. Reading text in this
view means one needs to ‘break the body’ of the text itself in order to understand
the whole text (H6pfl, 1999).

Reading is a textual activity. This conception of textuality is based on the
imagination that texts have 'active’ life. Before reading, the active ‘life’ is assumed to
be concealed in the text (Iser, 1988). Thus by reading one is revealing the
concealment of the text. To some the notion of concealment or blindness in the text
is translatable into the vocabulary of repression and sublimation. The later view
creates a fertile ground for critical-way-of-reading, as practised by Marxist theorists

and psychoanalysts.

32



Different people reading the same text could produce different understandings due
to the existence of the reader’s field. This field, among others, is the different kinds
of beliefs that the reader brings to the reading. These include beliefs about their
ability to read effectively, text structure, the credibility of the author's message,
personal ideologies, self-concept and intentions. Readers bring general sets of
beliefs to the reading process. Thus a reader from a critical perspective, for
example, will see the text with suspicion rather than the less critical reader.
Presumably, to the former there are subtexts in the text that need to be processed
and engaged with. The latter simply overlooks or does not know how to seek
features designed to shape their perceptions or make them view events in a

particular way (Schraw and Burning, 1996).

At this juncture it is worthwhile to note that a text is usually authored from certain
points of view and certain kind of vocabularies. As such in reading one must not
discard several fundamental questions that colour the presentation, such as who
speaks to who, who speaks when, who speaks what language, who speaks with
what authority (Culler, 1997, p. 87-89). Presumably, a reader with similar
vocabularies could comprehend the text much easier compared to one without.
Again, the author on certain occasion intentionally presents the text in
incomprehensible vocabularies. It could be a way of authors controlling readers

from reading.

The role taken by the reader in the process of reading is acknowledged by many as
the crucial factor in determining the outcomes of the reading. According to
Appleyard (1990) a reader can be a player, hero and heroine, thinker, interpreter or
a pragmatist. As a player, a reader is not yet a reader but a listener to the text.
He/she “becomes a confident player in a fantasy world that images realities, fears,
and desires” (p. 14). The text in this situation is on the boundary between fantasy
and actuality — exciting, but confusing and often scary. In becoming a hero, a
reader is in the romantic state, where text is seen as less ambiguous and constantly
being rewritten. Meanwhile, the “thinker reader” is an adolescent reader who looks
to texts to discover insights into the meaning of life, values and beliefs worthy of
commitments, ideal images, and role models for imitation. To the “interpreter

reader,” the text is seen as an organised body of knowledge with its own principles
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of inquiry and working, and rules of evidence. The “pragmatic reader,” however,
sees the text in a combination of all ways mentioned. He/she then read the text as
“to escape, to judge the truth of experience, to gratify the sense of beauty, to
challenge oneself with new experiences, to comfort oneself with images of wisdom”
(p. 14-15).

Following my reading of Appleyard, it came as no surprise to me when Bennet
(1995, p. 6) claimed that reading is an act of the politics of desire. Indeed, reading is
‘never a ‘private’ thing as it is full of interests (Mailloux, 1990, p. 127). A point to add
is that reading is very much related to sense-making. “What sense-making does is

address how the text is constructed as well how it is read”, said Weick (1995, p. 7).

As Shadow

To Tao followers, shadow is on the side of the hill that does not receive sunlight. It
is part of the yin-yang phenomena. For Jungians, the term refers to unrecognised or
unwanted drives and desires, the other side of conscious ego. It is a kind of
submerged opposite that at the same time strives for completeness with the ego.
Many scholars see a shadow as the ‘other within'. For Jungians, a repressed
shadow could be both constructive and destructive.

In relation to communication, deception is the main shadow that lurks in any
process. At the heart of this issue is the assumption that people are controlling the
information that they present in their messages. As such an important consideration
in this process is whether to send information that is entirely honest or to modify it in
some way that departs from the truth as the source knows it. In actual practice,
though, communicators frequently deceive others in order to suit personal,
pragmatic ends (Buller and Burgoon, 1994, p. 191), for example, for social control
purposes, be it strategic or not (Eisenberg and Goodall, 1993, p. 25). In the wider
context, deception is not merely lying (Knapp, Hart and Dennis, 1974, p. 16) but
includes, among others, being ambiguous or vague, varying the truthful information

through exaggeration and minimisation.
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Hopper and Bell (1984) provide the most exhausting list of deceptive acts. They
identified six clusters:

1) Fictions (make-believing, exaggeration, myth, irony, tall tale, white lie);

2) Playings (joking, teasing, kidding, tricking, bluffing, hoax);

3) Lies (dishonesty, fibbing, lie, untruth, cheating);

4) Crimes (con, conspiracy, entrapment, spying, disguise, counterfeit, cover-up,
forgery);

5) Masks (hypocrisy, two-faced, back-stabbing, evasion, masking, concealment);
and

6) 'Unlies' (distortion, misleading, false implication, and misrepresentation).

They concluded that the first two constitute benign deceptive acts while the rest are
exploitative deception acts. In normal circumstances, deception is associated with a

dominant moral value: honesty is the best policy.

However, some scholars like Buller ‘'and Burgoon (1994) see Hopper and Bell's
perspective as too narrow and orthodox as deception is seen to provide

instrumental or functional functions.

It is the motivation behind deception, not the deceptive act itself, whose morality should be
judged. (p. 193)

Implicitly, such a statement brings the idea that deception is an act of motive(s). In
sum, motives in deception can be divided in three classes: instrumental (to control,
avoidance of dissonance, to acquire and protect sources, to harm for self-gain, for
entertainment), interpersonal (to maintain, maximise or terminate relationship, to
avoid tension and conflict, fear, obligatory acceptance, redirecting conversation,
avoiding self-disclosure, to protect from punishment, to provide deniability) and
identity objectives (to save face). In practice, however, motives could be multiple

instead of one in a single deceptive act.

Shadow in the communication process prevails explicitly in miscommunication. In
this view, it starts with the working assumptions of communicators at the beginning

of any interaction where communicators hide the presence of some tacit, covert, or
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implicit traces of sensory activation. Thus a person with cognitive distortion tends to
do the following: misleading, misapplied, fabricated or misinterpreted information.
Sometimes, such distortion arises out of defensive filters that become salient during
complex episodes of interaction, and it slowly diminishes one's capacity to
appreciate the intrinsic value of what transpires. Indeed, scholars do say that it is
possible to avoid “mental contamination” by doing “mental corrections” (Wilson and
Brekke, 1994, p. 122), but interactants are not always in a position to see things
clearly or distinctly. Using interpersonal communication as an example, Mortenson

(1997) describes this:

Deficiencies in visual acuity may diminish the vibrancy and luminosity of the world around us.
Distractions make us prone to ignore salient aspects of other's lives, as if they did not exist,
and they also make us prone to self-absorption and even selfishness. Without visual acuity,
we miss the rich detail in facial expressions and body language of others. Even small losses

of acuity can camouflage a subtle look of pain or a sudden blush of embarrassment. This can

happen if the light strikes the periphery of our visual field rather than the centre. (p. 48)

As Emotions

The discussion on the issue of shadow is incomplete without viewing the position of
emotion in communication process. What is defined as an emotion is a question
that fascinates many scholars. To some, emotion is a construction (Lupton, 1998, p.
15). Whatever, emotion is 'in' all communication processes (Buck, 1984). Charon
(1998) writes,

[Emotions] are generally ... reflective and emotional experiences that become objects to
define, consider, and to use in situations. The human actor recognises something happening
internally, defines what it is (anger, depression, frustration, happiness) judges it as positive or
negative, or expresses it, represses it, or manages it; the actor may store it and in the future
recallit. (p. 146)

Conventionally, emotional communication is seen as a two-step process where
emotion is first experienced and then transmitted into the interpersonal world.
However, some scholars argued that emotions are not always intact and immediate
private experiences. As such emotion is viewed as something that develops over
time and is constructed out of several channels and modes of response. Parkinson

(1995, p. 170) in this regard believes that the central function of many emotional
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states is social. Emotions indeed characterise our relationships with one another in
a particular situation, again in terms of contempt, love, sympathy, fear, lust, and so
on. The effect of such situations without doubt shape the communication process,
whether it is ‘hot’ (like fear and anger) or ‘cold’ (like withdrawal), wanted (like

passion) or unwanted (like hate) ones (Fineman, 1997, p. 15).

It is important to note here that emotion is often foliowed by displays. In
communication practice, it could be facial expressions, changes in tonal voices or
mood of vocabularies. However, not all ‘true’ emotional state is shown in displays,
and some displays are for ‘showing’ (Parkinson, 1995, p. 175). A good example can
be seen in the case of Suriati of Bali. As Balinese, she must keep a ‘bright face’ at
all times and ‘hide’ her true feelings from one another (Wilkan, 1990). This type of
‘showing’ is part of Balinese culture. Such displays are more understandable if one
sees emotion as a phenomenon arises in the evolving context of communicative
interaction where one co-ordinates oneself to what the other does and somewhere

along the line emotion occurs.

In this chapter, the nature of organisation communication narrative was discussed
with the help of metaphors. Regardless of its limitations, metaphor as a tool of
exploring is believed to be able to tie parts into a meaningful whole (Kendal and
Kendal, 1993). The metaphors, communication as transmission, as reading text,
and as transaction, were borrowed from human communication theory. In
elaborating the three metaphors of human communication, several OCN
characteristics came to the fore. These OCN characteristics were discussed using

the following sub-metaphors:

» Narrative communication as a relationship,
» Narrative communication as a dialogue,
e Narrative communication as reading and understanding text,

e Narrative communication as a process (message related and generation of

meaning).
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-~ In my explanation, issues like hermeneutical importance, transference and counter-
transference in relationships, and emotions in communicating were highlighted.
Many theorists agree that these issues do present in the communication process,
but they find it difficult to pinpoint where. Therefore, it is not surprising to see the
above issues only present in the ‘in passing’ in most communication texts. Thus
emotion, psycho-dynamics and unconscious issues are almost forgotten words in
communication indexes. One must be content with only a few mentions under
personal influence, persuasion or ‘effect of message’ topics. To counteract this, |
discussed co‘mmunication ‘shadows’. Lately, several attempts to address the above
issues had been made (See for example Melts and Bowers, 1994: and Andersen
and Guerrero, 1997). These works however are still at the periphery of the

discipline.

Also in this chapter, | pointed out that narrative communication is not merely
sending or transmitting but also about consuming narratives. It is a ‘hot' activity
because communicators are never free from motives and values. Kakabadse et. al
(1988), as quoted by Baguley (1994, p. 5) are right when they report that
communication is about facts, feelings, value and opinions. Thus, an organisational
communication narrative is a 'Hot-communication-activity’ in which actors organise

themselves via narratives.
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Chapter 2

Organisational Stories: A Review

This chapter is about ‘dancing’ with organisational stories (OS) as told by scholars.4
It is about understanding a ‘version’ of world-making (Scheffler, 1997, p.189)5
through the eyes of organisational communication culture. | start by examining how
stories relate to organisation communication and culture. This is followed by
discussions of various definitions of OS, and then specific issues related to OS. In
the course of this ‘story-telling’, issues associated with emotion and displays are
raised. | conclude this chapter by refiecting about stories in the context of Malay

society.

As mentioned in the Introduction, organisational stories are a relatively new topic of

research in organisational communication studies. Perhaps their importance arises
with the re-discovery of ‘culture’ in the discipline. With the recent widespread
attention given to this ‘culture revolution’, organisation communication now

‘shimmers and re-appears’ as cultural communication as and about organisation
(Carlone and Taylor, 1998, p. 340).

In relation to the above, it is important to note that culture is a concept borrowed

from anthropology.6 An organisation in this view is a ‘cultural site’ (McLeod and

4 | use the metaphor of dancing in the light of learning. In recent times this metaphor seems popular
among writers like Senge et. al. (1999).

5 Metaphorically he sees worlds as “versions.” As an illustration, he mentions “versions” of
Renaissance, where one explanation excludes the battles but emphasises the art, while the other
excludes the arts but stresses the battles. The difference, he says, is a difference in weighting that
gives two different Renaissance worlds.

6 Although culture is a central concept in anthropology,”many anthropologists are divided over the
concept, especially as culture is now no longer exclusive to the discipline. Now, anthropologists are
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Wilson, 1994; Pacanowsky and O’Donnell-Trujilio, 1992, p. 102; Czarniawska-
Joerges, 1992, p. 62; Barfield, 1997, p. 17-23).

Stories for a long time have played an important role in anthropological work.
Indeed, as suggested by Cooper (1995, p. 131), this discipline depends on
accounts of informants and on performed communication by storytellers. Without
stories there could be no anthropology. This idea is not alien to organisational
communication scholars: “Cultures do not exist separately from what people
communicate” (Conrad, 1994, p. 27). Borman (1983) is more explicit in linking

culture with communication:

Culture in the communicative context means the sum total ways of living, organising, and
communing built up in a group of human beings ... Important components of an
organisation’s culture include shared norms, reminiscences, stories, rites, and rituals that

provide members with unique symbolic common ground. (p. 100)

This view in many ways revisits Hall's (1959) suggestion, quoted by Frank and
Fahrbach (1999, p. 254), that the pattern of communication defines the culture of an
organisation. Pepper (1995), a leading scholar on organisational communication

culture, nicely summarises the idea in the following words:

Through communication individuals co-ordinate their perceptions and their behaviour with
others, resulting in pockets of people with a common understanding of the same event. The
importance of this line ... is that communication creates the organisation, through the
construction of cultures. (p. 36)

As a point of reference, | need to describe what is culture in the context of this
chapter. According to Clifford (1986, p. 19), culture is a created and re-created
construct. Thus, it is not strange to note that it has many so many definitions.?
However, almost all scholars in the area of interest agree that the central point in

culture is the concept of sharing. Hatch, (1997a) however, notes that sharing does

revisiting the concept. See Current Anthropology (Supplement), 40, 1999, for details. Also
Kristmundsdotter (1996, p. 61-73). However, most anthropologists agree that the term culture is
referring to the way of life, including people’s behaviour, the things that they make, and their ideas
(Rosman and Rubel, 1992, p. 5-6); Schultz and Lavenda, 1995).

7 A-good inventory of definitions of [organisational] culture may be found in Bates (1 994).
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not always mean to be in “commonness” as it also suggests separateness. She
gives sharecropping as an example. Thus, culture as a concept could be a mix of
similarifies and differences, convergence and divergence, fragmentation and
consensus. In this regard, culture is not always a monolithic entity and a well-
integrated whole as sub-cultures based on occupation, class, region and others
prevail in most cases. Some call such sub-cultures ‘small cultures’ (Holliday, 1999).
In these terms, Martin’s (1992) suggestion about how to look at organisational
culture theory makes a lot of sense. To her, there are three streams available for

such endeavour: integration, differentiation and fragmentation.

There are those who see culture as a root metaphor that promotes the view of
organisation as expressive form, manifestation of human consciousness. Basically,
it is also seen as a reflection of underlying values and motives (Smircich, 1983, p.
347). Culture in this view is an expression of unconscious psychological processes.
Writers such as Stapley (1996) drive a similar point home when he sees the
organisation as a personality. To writers such as Mumby (1988, p. 7), culture is a
vehicle of production, maintenance and reproduction, not variable, through which

reality is constituted in the organisational context.

From the organisational communication point of view, understanding culture is more
related to how organisational life is accomplished communicatively. An organisation
in this context is defined as broadly as possible, that is as an “interlocked action”
(Pacanoswky and O’Donnel-Trujilio, 1982, p. 122). By taking this stance, | believe

that Geertz's (1973) ‘soft’ pronouncement on culture is relevant:

Man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, ... culture [is] those
webs, and the analysis of it [is] therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an

interpretative one in search of meaning. (p. 5)

Briefly, by adopting the above definition, the range of movement of culture in this
engagement is confined to a particular slice of universe traversed by the web. The
reality here is only ‘a particular reality’, as experienced by informants at Palmyra,

not all realities with the avoidance of evaluating one organisational culture in light of
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others. In a similar vein, culture here is more about the construction and display of
reality (for example meetings, organisation social knowledge, practices, vocabulary
and metaphors used, stories, rites and rituals) of those ‘caught’ in the webs spun.
Accordingly in this view, culture and spiders’ webs are ‘' contexts’. As context, “it is
amenable not to causal analysis but to interpretation that reveals the nuances of
sense-making displayed in the discourse of cultural members” (Pacanowsky and
O’Donnel-Truijillo, 1982, p. 123).

With reference to Geertz (1973), an organisation at this point is best seen as a
cultural text where human action is an open work (Mangham, 1996; Kets de Vries
and Miller, 1987; Mangham, 1978).8 It is a ‘writing’, an emergent outcome of a
process of production (Linstead and Grafton-Small, 1992, p. 331) derived from
cultural members understandings (McAuley, 1994, p. 418), which is “opened to
anybody who can read” (Ricouer, 1978, p. 208). Implicitly this says that ‘materials

for reading’ abound in an organisation.

. DEFINING ORGANISATIONAL STORI

As mentioned in the previous chapter, | follow the experience of Rasberry and
Lemoine (1986) in defining OS. This approach is taken as OS like communication is
a ‘contested’ term. As such OS is best understood by examining its elements and
characteristics. Scholars like Brown (1990) believe good and powerful
organisational stories must have a sense of temporality, a story grammar, and

relevance for members and truthfulness.

e Sense of temporality.

In this sense, the linearity of time is often not observed. As such, past and present
is mixed as the past is thrust into the present. The actual event is ‘re-done’ although
the presentation of order of events may change through the process of narration. It

is a re-ordered view of reality.

8 Mangham (1996, p. 22) introduced the notion of organisations as texts and the idea of reading them
in 1978, that is much earlier than the most quoted article by Ket de Vries and Miller (1987). Brown and
McMillan (1991) elaborate the notion. According to both authors, rich and revealing texts about
organisation reside at the lower reaches of the organisational hierarchy.
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e Story grammars.

Structurally a story has a preface, recounting sequence and closing sequence. The
preface provides the orientation to the significance of the account. In the recounting
sequences, various events are presented. As the recounting ends, the teller
provides some indication that the story has been completed. A good grammar leads

to greater comprehension and retention among listeners.9

e Relevance.

The relevance of the story is determined by listeners/readers even though a
storyteller is responsible for framing it in an appropriate way. Storytellers often
express themselves through words of importance, significance, and relevance in a

way that a listener will appreciate

e Ring of truth.

Organisational stories should ring true to members. As such it is very rare for
listeners to ask whether the story is absolutely true or false. Members who interpret

the story therefore hold the power to determine if the story rings true or not.

Some researchers however see the above classification as too defining, too
disciplined, formal and restrictive, and with a strong structural flavour. The following

are ‘new’ definitions.

e A story is, not only oral but also written, performance involving two or more

people interpreting past or anticipated experience (Boje, 1991).

» “Stories are referenced with a nod of the head, a brief, “You know the full story,”

or “ with a code word or two: His way!” (Boje, 1995, p. 1000).

9 See Agar (1980, p. 223-239). Mandler (1984, p. 18) uses other terms, story scheme and schemata,
to reflect the same idea of story grammar. They act as structures consisting of ‘sets of expectations’
about the way in which stories unfold, involving typical plots (including beginning, episodes and
endings), characters, settings and so on.

The above idea is not far from the ‘grammar of motives’ where the structure is composed minimally of

the pentad of an Agent, an Action, a Goal, a Setting, and an Instrument --- Trouble. A similar idea is
seen in Bruner (1987, p. 18):” Stories are about the vicissitudes of human intention.”
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+ Stories do not require beginnings, middles, or endings (Bruner, 1990, p. 43-59). -

¢ Poetic licence is the prerogative of storytelling as accuracy lies in the story’s
meaning (Gabriel, 1998, p. 136).

| take the best of both views though it is no secret that | have a strong inclination
towards the ‘new’ definitions. To elaborate, | would like to situate organisational
stories in a wider perspective, not restricting them to the above definitions. As a way

forward, | use metaphors.10

Stories as Fictions

Lately, ideas on fiction and fictionality gain ground in organisational studies (Phillips,
' 1995). Indeed, what used to be call ‘empirical’ research is now seen as ‘fiction’, and
said to be just another ‘form of storytelling’.11 To some the term storytelling refers to
the creation of stories. By seeing things in terms of fiction, stories present the
‘availability’ of a state of contradictory affairs such as inconsistencies or
impossibilities.12 In a similar vein, ’by viewing stories as fiction, open-endedness
or ambiguities are considered as merits, not to be remedied (Ronen, 1994, p. 93).
Indeed, such features provide exciting opportunities for imagination and creativity
and for being critical towards the phenomena (Czarniawska-Joerges and Gullet de
Monthoux, 1994).

In line with the notion of fiction, organisational stories therefore inherit fictional
properties. Of interest here is imaginativa and fantasia, the dimension of creativity

that makes imagination and fantasies realism. Their realities are part of the

10 The list of metaphors is long as one could see from the organisational communication narratives in
the previous chapter. In this chapter only some are highlighted.

11 Astley and Zammuto (1992, p. 449) explain this as-follows: Empirical research is essentially a form
of storytelling, albeit an esoteric variety of storytelling. Like all storytellers we need stimulus materials
around which to construct our stories and this is where empirical observation serves its role. We do
not invent theories in vacuum; observing managerial activity is a catalyst that galvanises creative
thought. Empirical observation serves as an excuse for theoretical work, but the theory so produced is
essentially fiction.

12 The situation is best seen in the light of storytelling as an act of selecting meaningful events and
creating meaningful sequences.
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“secondary world”, the world that has a considerable common ground with the

“primary world" of ours (Swinfen, 1984).

Mair (1988) writes,

Every story speaks of a world... The world is hidden in the folds of the story and, to a degree,
becomes available as the story unfolds. The selfiworld is difficult to read since the story
speaks from it and through it and generally about it. Stories assume and speak from their
worlds. The facts - kinds of facts - they allow are woven in their particular and mostly

unspecified webs. (p. 217)

Stories as Accounts

Viewing the organisation as a cultural text, member’s accounts are ‘reading
materials’.13 In accounts, members define and simplify their reality. March and
Simon (1958) refer to this as bounded reality. It is a reality with a specified frame of
reference and point of view. Accounts in this view are thus particular definitions of
the situation (Taylor, 1993, p. 8). They are considered symbolic, as they are not
events themselves, but representations of them constructed by the narrators and
audience through a process of communication (Jones, 1996; Gabriel, 1991c;
Mahler, 1988).

According to Fulop and Rifkin (1999), accounts thrive in two forms: local or popular.
Often, local accounts take the form of stories we can hear in vr;rious ‘meeting
places’ such as in corridors, toilets or car parks. The popular accounts on the other
hand are stories that attract or hold a considerable attention, and are remarkable

enough to be published. 14

Accounts in the form of stories, noted White (1981), are a dominant narrative in an

organisation. Pérhaps this supremacy is intimately related to Fisher's (1984)

13 To Gabriel (1991b) accounts of each story are recitals.

14 | sense that both authors refer the term/word popular as something related to a wider audience
especially outside the organisation, and being printed for popular consumption. They see stories more
from the ‘creativity of the mouth’. In my opinion they fail to mention the written form of local accounts,
either original (such as surat layang) or taken from published texts (for example an excerpt from a
hikayaf).
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narrative paradigm where human beings are seen as homo narrans. Weick (1995,
p. 217) claims that individuals think narratively and make sense in narrative form, a
view shared by Bruner (1987), Polkinghorne (1988) and Czarniawska (1997a). |
believe this sheds a light on why members in organisations hear and tell stories

most of the time (Martin, 1982; Fineman and Gabriel, 1996).

Stories as Voices

Closely related to the notion of accounts is the idea of voice (Genette, 1980, 1988;
Aczel, 1998, p. 482; Brown, 1998). As a concept, voice exists at least at two levels
in organisations. First, it refers to statements or actions of organisation members. It
is an enactment. Secondly, it refers to a product or a service, and it is better known
as the organisation’s voice. To some people, organisational voice is closely related
to what people refer to as the ‘party line’. To members, organisational voice is
regarded as positive if the voice creates positive relationship with themselves or

vice versa.

To Grant, Keenoy and Oswick (1998, p. 7), voices can also be seen in terms of
monologues and dialogues. In the former, accounts tend to contain a coherent story
of the organisation and usually represent the' perspective of one actor or group of
actors. In the latter, a multitude of voices exists. In that form of polyphonic situation,

struggles for dialogic dominance are acknowledged. Pope (1995) makes things

clearer:

It is important to recognise that all texts --- our own included --- move dialectically between
monologue and dialogue. ... They are subject to the variable display of centripetal
(monologic) and centrifugal (dialogic) pressures...and an apparent polyphony of voices

always turns out to have a dominant harmony or melody. (p. 197-198)

A point to note is that silence in this view is also a part of voice.

Stories as Performances

In simple terms, a performance is an enactment (Browning, 1991). It is about events

presented in a certain fashion (Todorov, 1981, p. 33-39). Indeed, a performance is
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often seen as synonymous with theatricality (Heath, 1994, p. 6). With this
understanding, | view performances as associated closely with ‘dramatism’, full of
motives.15 Indeed, some scholars like Baumeister and Newman (1994, p. 680) and

Murray (1997, p. 12) discuss these issues in their explanations of stories.

From this perspective, story-telling becomes an issue of choice. It is an act
of selecting significant events and arranging them into a significant sequence.
Selection also means a deletion of the ‘irrelevant’ to the text (Alasuutari, 1995,
p. 72). However, in making the choice, “logical appropriateness” (Browning, 1992,
p. 287) must be taken into account, such as the context and historicality of the

performance.

Stories as Lanquage Activities

| define activities as the engagement of a subject toward a certain goal, objective or
motives. In this light language is brought to the centre stage, that is to be “an active
world-making” tool not merely to transmit information but to perform acts as well
(Culler, 1997, p. 98 -100),16 a point which Boden (1994) argues as central in the

business of talk in organisations.

Organisations are constantly created and re-created through the unfolding of dynamism of
talk.17 (p. 202)

Stories as Anthromorphism

Implicitly, by taking the above metaphorical formulation, stories have the ‘attributes
of human form.’ Indeed, | sense such anthropomorphism is in the air upon reading

the title of Frye’s (1990/1957), The Anatomy of Criticism. As such, “descriptions

15 This idea is in line with Burke (1945, p. xv) who views dramatism as an enactment of motives.

16 See Pitt (1998) for a reading on how language is utilised as personal theories of action. Here a
narrative is seen as an activity whereby, among others, a metaphor is used as a strategy for action.
The author calls this script approach.

17 Musson and Cohen (1999) elaborate in detail how language, through a variety of linguistic forms,
creates organisational realities by providing a framework for sense-making and collective meaning
through stories.
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exhibit human activity as purposeful engagement in the world” (Polkinghorne, 1995,
p. 5). It is a kind of “form of life” (Phillips, 1895, p. 635). Thus stories have behaviour
and personality of their own although in reality they need an author to give them life.
Therefore stories have, among others, moods, emotions, desires and voices
(Genette, 1980; 1988; Morgan and Dennehy, 1997, p. 494; Van Bushkirk and
McGrath, 1992). More often than not such ‘feelings’ are cloaked in symbols and
glazes of language such as metaphors (Czarniawska, 1997a). The above properties
are in line with the nature of telling a story where the requirements of accuracy and

veracity are relaxed in the interest of making points.18

Stories in general can be seen in four ‘master’ configurations (Frye, 1990/1957).

They are: comedy, romance, tragedy and satire. Such a division however lacks
dynamism if it is taken too simply. In reality, stories are known to ‘bleed over their
" boundaries’ and interweave (Van Maanen, 1988). In my view the above
classification, if seen holistically, provides interesting points. Stories can be
understood in terms of opposition: heroes and victims, happiness and sadness,
compliance and resistance, winning and losing, honesty and deception, and
superior and subordinates.1® Furthermore, stories, unlike logic, are not stopped

dead by contradiction as they thrive on it (Bruner, 1990, p. 350).20

In ‘practice’, Frye’s types of stories are very popular, at least to those who make the

effort of classifying them. A good example can be seen in Gabriel's (1997a) work.21

18 To a great extent poetic licence and flexibility are the privileges of story telling. Often such narrative
creativity is intentional in order to evade censorship.

19 See <http: www.capcollege.bc.ca. /dept/magic/cmns/symbolism.html> (29/8/1997).

20 Take for example a description on what is plot in a narrative. “The plot of a narrative usually means
the tensions which are the fuel of the story. This might often involve some kind of conflict.” See
“Interpretation of Fiction - Keywords” at <http://www.saltdal.vgs.no/engfict.htm> (17/12/1997).

21 |n 1991a and 1991b he presented his 'stories’ in term of comic, tragic and epic. In 1995, he

‘narrated’ his stories in term of tragic or romantic. Whilst, in 1996, he told his ‘stories’ in the form of
tragedy (winning and losing, survival and injuries).
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He shows that tragedy, comedy, and romance cover the great majority of stories in

organisations.22

Stories in organisations have been studied in terms of functions. So far, a

comprehensive list has been compiled by Boyce (1996) and extended by Gabriel
(1997a, 1998a, 1998b). Based on those lists, OS are seen to provide the following
functions: as tools for sense-making (Weick, 1995); as a map or guidelines to
comprehend activities that go around them (Wilkins, 1983; Wilkins and Thompson,
1991); as survival mechanisms by providing lessons regarding appropriate
strategies in the face of complexities (Kelly, 1985); as a vehicle to express
organisational values (Brown, 1986); as managerial tools to influence, manipulate
and control organisational members (Wilkins, 1983); as bonding and identification
(Brown, 1985; Hafferty, 1988); as an ideological force that articulates a system of
meaning which gives privileges to certain interests over others (Mumby, 1987); as
repositories of organisational intelligence (Kreps, 1989); and as a medium of

sharing culture (Kelly, 1985).

In this section | would like to focus my attention on the subject of emotion. This
responds to Van Buskirk and McGrath's (1992) ‘appeal’ for a more explicit deal on

the “emotional side of storytelling.”

[The] growing literature on organisational storytelling has been limited by a primary emphasis
on the cognitive functions of stories. Their role in shaping emotional experience in

organisational setting is less well documented. (p. 9)

| assume this neglect is intimately related to views that organisations are rational

entities, whilst emotions on the other hand often equate with ‘irrationality’, signs of

22 According to this author, most stories in organisations revolve around the following rubrics:
computer, leader or director, person trauma or emotional injury, accident, special characters in the
organisation, crisis, practical jokes, cock-up, nostalgia, sex and love, sackings and redundancies and
death. Skoldberg (1994) also utilised Frye's classification in his research work on change in Sweden.
In addition to tragic, romantic and comic, he also talks of satirical tales.
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weakness and ‘not in control’23 behaviour. Yet, as noted by Nichol (1997)
organisations are places that steam with emotions; excitement, anger, anxiety and

fear, affection and hate, envy and jealousy...” (p. 353).

Stories and emotions indeed are not strange bedfellows. They intertwine with each
other. On this point, Rosaldo (1989, 1993) notes that stories shape human conduct
as they embody motives, feelings, aspirations, intentions and goals. Greco (1996)
writes, “Narrative logic is concerned with capturing complex experiences that
combine sense, reason, emotion, and imagination” (p. 47). Pragmatically, the view
that stories are emotionally and symbolically charged narratives (Gabriel, 1997, p.
136) is now being utilised by many in scientific circles, for example in understanding

iliness holistically (Mattingly, 1991; McKay and Ryan, 1995; Vangelisti, Crumley
and Baker, 1999).

Here, | take Fineman’s (1996) definition of emotion as my point of departure.
According to this author, emotions are personal displays of affect, or “moved” and
“agitated” states, such as joy, love, fear, anger, sadness, shame, embarrassment
(p. 9-35). In that definition, however, | see traces of the physiological theory of
emotion. This theory postulates that emotions are feelings that accompany bodily

changes as a response to an environmental stimulus.

Another version of this definition sees emotions as associated with activity and
functions where rules and conventions are observed, for example in performing
social acts where one is expected to follow certain scripts. As such ‘real’ emotional
displays are curtailed and hidden in response to certain cultural persuasion. A good
example of “unmoved” displays, at least in the public gaze, could be seen in Bali
(Geertz, 1973; Wikan, 1990). In certain organisations, ‘distorted’ emotional displays
are highly valued especially in industries that place “emotional labour” as their

assets (Fineman, 1997, p. 18). A good example of this performance can be seen in

23 Allbrow (1992) cynically asked, “Do organisations have feelings?” In this regard, he proposes that
people re-read Weber. Traditionally many relate Weber with bureaucracy, in turn transiated as being
rational whereby emotions are not in favour. However, the author notes that Weber also gives equal
weight to irrationality in his interpretative sociology.
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the smiling worlds of Disneyland and flight attendants (Wouters, 1989; Hochschild,
1993).

In brief, emotions are not limited to an individual’'s sensation alone, but also emerge
from processes whereby people give meanings to their social condition. With that

understanding, | take a stand similar to Denzin’s (1984). He notes:

Emotional terms carry a double referent: they reflect feelings felt by the self and they
reference feelings the person ...directs towards others, including social objects ...this
appears to be the case for the following emotional terms: being angry, resentful, sad, joyful,
depressed, hostile, enraged, ashamed, proud, affectionate, friendly, embarrassed, rejected,

guilty, shameful, in pain or in love. (p. 50)

Perhaps it is important to note at this stage what constitutes emotions, as
embedded in.over 400 stories 'heard' by Gabriel (1997a, p. 151).24 They are as
follows: amusement, disparagement, pride, disapproval, relief, anger, pity, reproach,
sadness, satisfaction, affection, approval, frustration, nostalgia, derision, worry,
bitterness, horror, admiration, disappointment, diversion, panic, irony, mockery,

anxiety, fun, guilt, scornfulness and self-disparagement.25

How to ‘arrest’ emotions in OS? Besides using my own heuristic capabilities
(seeing and hearing in particular), | take help from metaphors for three main
reasons. First, | am ‘seduced by the charm of metaphors’ whose magic permeates
many scholars today (Morgan, 1986/1997; Grant and Oswick, 1996; Oswick and

Grant, 1996).26 Secondly, | am a Malay man doing research on Malay stories. (See

24 |n coming to this list, he used a special version of a computer database package, Cardbox Plus
Version 4.

25 According to Gabriel, the package failed to list certain important emotions, such as embarrassment,
happiness and hate, although those emotions were numerous in those stories. To him, this failure
illustrates the shortcomings of using quantitative techniques in analysing en masse what is highly
subjective, delicate material.

26 According to Grant and Oswick (1996, p. 3), metaphors possess a generative capacity of liberating
existing pre-conceptions about a particular phenomenon Such liberation in turn prevents one from
falling into the trap of believing that the social system which surrounds us is inevitable, rigid and
unchanging. In due course of this liberating, a metaphor is assumed to give a complete new
experience and new understanding about the already “taken-for-granted” known phenomena (Petrie
and Oshlag, 1993), relaxing from the dominant presuppositions, and giving the advantage of familiarity
from strangeness (Hawkes, 1972). Putnam, Phillips and Chapman (1996) meanwhile show that
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my explanation at the end of this chapter). Thirdly, metaphors and emotions are
inseparable as the former is the ‘container’ of the latter (Jones, 1996, p. 114). With
reference to this, | take the metaphor of drama as my point of departure in

discussing further issues on OS emotions.

0OS Emotions and the Drama Metaphor

Drama is an umbrella metaphor; it encompasses many smaller metaphors such as
enactment, performance and plays (Czarniawska, 1997a, p. 29; Fineman, 1993, p.
5). The choice of this metaphor is governed largely by my vorurteil: life is a
sandiwara.2’ Indeed, according to Macintyre (1990, p. 5), theatricality is now fast
becoming a ‘natural feature’ of our time. In organisation studies, it is common to see

words like actors and players being used to describe prganisational members.

Simply, the metaphor of drama treats life in general and organisations as play or
theatre. Organisational members are therefore seen as players (creators and
enactors) of the scripts and themes. Mangham and Overington (1987) summarise

these ideas as follows:

[The activity] allows us to use all that theatre, as a performing art, implies. It allows us to
think about creativity, to consider the craft of actors playing characterisations, it provides
considerations of tragedy and comedy, it suggests all the constraints of situation and history
which affect any live performance, it allows for inquiry about the link between performance

and what goes behind the backstage. (p. 3)

As in drama, a lot of enactment takes place in this metaphor. Here, | define

enactment as a sense-making action in relation to contexts (Manning, 1997). Often,

metaphors suggest a “mental imagery” break from the mechanistic view of organisational
communication to a view of organisational communication as situationally relative and variable.

27 A Malay theatre. | assume Hépfl and Linstead (1993, p. 76) were writing from Western experiences
when they mentioned the metaphor, “Life is a theatre.” If that is so, perhaps, the metaphor at some
point is universal in nature.
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this is scripted in the form of lists28. Scripts for example prescribe a persona, the
enactment of character, how they want others to perceive them. The script is

assumed to be relevant and unique to the role.

However the enactment is also subject to negotiation. In this regard therefore the
scripted scripts can change, be contested, re-shaped, re-ordered, re-designed or
re-organised. The ‘instability’ of the script arises maybe as the result of a new
presumption of logical order such as the need for improvisation (Weick, 1998, p.
543-555). Sometimes it happens due to the “absence of meaning” or “confused
meaning” (Weick, 1979, p. 174, Bantz, 1989, p. 235).

To Cohen and Stewart (1994) a script could be in the state of ‘disorder’ simply due
to “ignorance of understanding simplicity” (Cohen and Stewart, 1994). Perhaps the
best example is in ‘unplanned’ conversations where the speaker is making the script
heuristically. Nevertheless, script changes produce certain outcomes as individuals
mediate new relationships that constitute an organisation where they seek to define

new limits, rewards, costs, constraints and obligations (Heath, 1994, p. 40).

If we take Borman’s (1983) view into account, creating new scripts means creating
new fantasies, which is shifting the social reality shared by members with similar
experiences. The outcomes of such shifting are varied. However if we take
organisational change as an example of enactment, it creates a lot of ramifications:
dislocations and disruption of normal routines, the creation of a new state of
unfamiliarity, anxieties, tension and disorder, besides hope of a new dawn. These

phenomena are shown clearly in Armenakis and Bedeian (1999).29

- By doing enactment organisations are ‘not containers’. At the same time this implies
that organising is a dynamic activity. It also illustrates the presence of multiplicity of

meanings and voices in which reside issues such as control, power and politics.

28 See Browning (1992) for the discussion on lists as organisation communication. Rules and
procedures, among others, are seen as lists.

29 Both authors provide a comprehensive review on theory and research on organisational change in
the 1990s.
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With reference to this, as Morgan (1986, p. 131) points out, enactments are, in
essence, socially constructed realities that rest as much in the heads and minds of

members as they do in concrete sets of rules and relations.

It is worth pointing out that enactment overlaps with the social construction
of reality (Hatch, 1997a, p. 41). Such overlap is common if one follows the
discussions of activity theory. Briefly, this theory posits that man functions not
only in a certain relationship with nature but also to other people.30 In this regard,
Conville (1997, p. 373) notes that relationships only ‘exist’ in one of two places, that
is in the minds or the behaviour enacted. In this light, the following claims made by
Heath (1994) offer new insight: “Stories supply organisational attitudes, beliefs and
values, describe its practices and operations, and portray characters and action of

its members” (p. 61).

| view enactment as very much related to the notion of performance. This intimacy
is best seen in the idea that the performance is a sense-making action enacted by
organisation members about the reality of their life-world (Putnam, Philips and
Chapman, 1996). Literally speaking performance has two major connotations. First,
it relates to theatricality and play as suggested by Goffman (1959), and secondly it

is something associated with ‘bringing to completion’ or ‘accomplishing.’

Regarding the theatricality of performance, organisational members are choice-
making individuals.31 They can perform according to the ‘organisational scripts’ but
at the same time such scripts do not bind them. Members therefore could display
differently in different roles or situations. As performances are ‘authored’ by
individuals, an organisation in this view is a stage or explicitly a theatre (Gardner
and Avolio, 1998; Bryant, 1997; Czarniawska, 1997a; Bolman and Deal, 1994;

30 See ‘What is activity theory’ at http://www.cudenver.edu~myder.itc data/act_diff.html for multiple
points of view on the theory.

31 A point to note: in recent years, a distinction between actors and performers has been made.
Actors serve directors whom in turn serve playwrights. Performers on the other hand do act but do not
hide their own personalities. See Pelias and Vanoosting (1987) for details.
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Mangham and Overington, 1987;Turner, 1974).32 From this perspective, Vail (1989)

posits the idea that managing is performing art.

Generally, performances are actions that constitute reality, and through such
performances members make meaningful sense of and bring “to life” the said
reality. Indeed, in this vein, VPutnam, Philips and Chapman (1996) explain
organisational communication as social interaction performance. This is clear if one
subscribes to Pacanowsky and O'Donnell-Trujilio’s (1992/1983) ideas33. These
authors explain performance | phenomena through several categories: ritual
(personal, task, social, and organisational), passion (storytelling, special
vocabularies and metaphors about their jobs); sociality (courtesies, pleasantries,
gossips and privacies); politics (power, control, influence, bargaining); and
enculturation (learning roles and ropes of organisational culture).34 Both authors

-also suggest that through performances, ‘secrets’ of workplaces are revealed.
Pacanowsky and O’'Donnel-Trujillo (1992/1983) says:

As members perform rituals of the culture, they reveal the particular temporality of the place.
As they perform the passions of the culture, they reveal the particular drama of the place. As
they perform the socialities of culture, they reveal the particular smoothness of the place. And
as they perform the politics of the culture, they reveal the particular strategies of the place.
(p. 117)

Performances as above are indeed exemplars-in-action35 or displays. Implicitly, a

performance is also a play. Often, the term play is related to recreation, having fun,

32 This is very much related to the idea pursued by scholars who see life as a drama and humans as
actors. Kenneth Burke is among the scholars at the forefront of this idea. For a brief summary of his

works, the following sites are very helpful: http://www.sil.org/humanities/rhetoric/ GRAMMOTI.HTML
http://www.sil.ora/humanities/rethoric/KBPAR.HTML

33 This framework is the most quoted and very influential in organisational communication culture,
especially in dealing with the notion that organisational communication is a cultural performance.

34 The framework is the most quoted and very influential in organisational communication culture,
especially in dealing with the notion that organisational communication is a cultural performance.

35  Shakespeare suggests that there is no clear cut distinction between the various forms of

performance. As such to the famous literary figure, there is no distinction between performing work,
performing an office, or playing a role in politics. See States (1996).
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pleasure and nothing serious. However, in recent years play has been connected

with something more serious, like playing football.

Whatever the perception, plays are creative constructions and productions that give
many possibilities for emotional relationships to grow.36 They provide a stage for
humour, passion, pathos, or tragedy, for example, to germinate (Fine and Martin,
1995, p. 166). Such outcomes are not strange as people take their ‘body to work’.
Indeed, as Van Buskirk and McGrath (1992) argue, stories shape emotionality in
organisations, primarily through actors perceiving and responding to events.
According to Muller (1992), in telling stories, narrators do not just say what
happened, but play and produce ‘little shows’ through scenic narration, outbursts,
expressive evaluations accompanied by mimicry, and gesticulation, and

interjections.

The play could also mean a way out to reclaim the ‘loss of innocence’ in the
workplace.37 In reclaiming the ‘flight’, players could end up in the realm of dreams
and ‘fantasy’. In that situation of coghitive contextualisation, one has the ability to
enter a ‘disordered world’ where one experiences loss of sense of the physical
body.38 In this regard, change is a rich period for seeing such contextualisation. In
that time, fear of the unknown, uncertainty of the future, ruptures and displacement
of “normalities”, among others, are sources of play. Such a claim is not far from

what was observed by Kets de Vries (1999).

The dynamics of creativity of playing could also slide into collusion that is largely as the result
of the meshing of fantasies. (p. 747)

Intrinsically, in such types of fantasies, ordinary plays could easily turn into plays of
resistance, which at the same time act as a release valve for pain (Gabriel, 1995).

To ‘deprived’ members, fantasy is the vehicle by which they could enjoy the

36 To Caillois (1962) such relationships could be forbidden, contihgencies, parallel or complementary.
37 Stories are not value-free. They have motives. See Baumeister and Neuman (1994).
38 In a study in Malaysia, Ong (1987) described how rural female factory workers ‘turned’ themselves

into ‘disordered’ humans due to tensions arising from reworking their cultural and religious values in
Japanese factories.
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pleasure of ‘inflicting’ pain, and set up tensions for the people in power. Such
actions of symbolic order3® include giving nicknames, writing graffiti, private jokes,

rumours, and gossips or playing dumb (Scott, 1990).

In Bakhtinian term, the above ‘suspension’ actions are part of the carnivalisque
(Coulter, 1999, p. 9-10; Vice, 1997, p. 183-184). In that carnivalsque, a temporary
liberation from the established order is celebrated. They are intimately related to
discontent and function as mechanisms of psychological survival (Gabriel, 1991,
p. 327). One also must note that in fantasy people are the ‘master’ and could fulfil
their unfilled expectations, wishes and desires about the organisation (Brown,
1986). Gabriel (1991) writes,

Stories, gossips, myths, and jokes may represent attempts to humanise the impersonal
spaces of bureaucratic organisations, to mark them as human territory in a similar way to the

vase of flowers or the family picture on the executive desk. (p. 873)

In other words, in fantasy, members have the abilities to liberate themselves from
victimisation to empowerment, making the unheard voice audible, and at the same
time have the opportunity to enjoy them as an effective therapeutic tool (Divinyi,
1995). The above actions indeed are “offstage” behaviours, which Scott (1990)
includes in his description about “hidden transcripts.” He regards them as weapons
of resistance employed by the people of the weak (Scott, 1985; Conquergood,
1992, p. 89; Foreman, 1996; Ahmad and Hartley, 1999).

As mentioned earlier, plays have become a very serious business. Seriousness
indeed provides ‘opportunities’ for plays to become shadowy, hostile and phoney,40

that is as behind-the-scene activities (Deal and Jenkins, 1994).41 | reckon in plays

39 See Carl Rhodes, “Playing With Words: Multiple Representations of Organisational Learning
Stories” at < http://dweb.waikato.ac.nz/depts/sml/journal/vol3_1/carl.htm> 20/9/99.

40 The notion of “dark play” comes to my attention upon reading Stronach (1999). According to this
author, in that type of play there are inversions and displacements. Moreover, my impression of the
dark play related to my ‘experiences’ in reading the state of football in Malaysia where so many
players were caught doing unprofessional things.

41 As shown in Caillois (1962) there are many behind-the-scene plays. Such plays could be displayed
in many forms such as masking and trance, clowning and pranking. He notes that in India there is a
term relates to play, kredati. in kredati there is capricious movements provoked by overabundance of
gaiety and vitality. It is often used to describe illicit or forbidden sexual relationships, or rise and fall of
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there are many secrets, motives, and concealment. Most of the time, the ‘true’
meanings of plays are ‘hidden,’ as they are full of symbolism. (At this point 1
remembered Noh, a Japanese type of drama, where human beings at certain

stages appear disguised, such as in the form of a ghost). For me this is masking.42

Another point closely related to the idea of play is the game metaphor. According to
Browning (1992), stories are language games43 in organisations (p. 291). As
games, he asserts that stories feed on differences as a way to thrive although at
certain times they can operate to provide order. This notion, stories as games,
indeed emphasises the presence of many kinds of utterances or multiplicity of
voices. At the same time one must note that in a game, there are movements. It
involves work of dynamics (Thatchenkery and Uphadaya, 1996, p. 308-330)44 and
alignments (Harris, 1988, p. 97). The dynamism however is a source of conflicts
that are often related to issues of influence, power, politics and control. Stories in
this sort of atmosphere often take the colour of the folk tales in which there are
heroes and victims, love and hatred, domination and opposition. Fineman and
Gabriel (1996) in their recent works ‘highlight such ‘“folkloric’ situations in modern
organisational life. As an illustration, the following articles on stories, among others,

should be consulted: Gabriel (1997a, 1995), Helmer (1993) and Jordan (1996).

Upon ‘dancing’ various ‘stories’ told by scholars (mostly Western) about stories and
storytelling, it is worth reflecting on them in the context of a Malay man. Malays for a
long time have honoured verbal manifestations in their life. In their written literature,

such verbality is clearly visible (Goddard and Wierzbicka, 1997). Such love for

waves. A point that | would like to make is that in plays there are ‘turbulence, dizziness and disorder,
chance, competitions.’

42 According to Park (1950) as quoted by Goffman (1959, p. 30), it is probably no mere historical
accident that the word “person,” in its first meaning, is a mask.

43 A language game is a Wittgensteinian idea. It is similar to Bakhtin's notion of speech genre.
According to Bakhtin, the wealth and diversity of speech genres are boundless as human activities are
inexhaustible and provide various possibilities. See also Hoenisch (1998).

44 In this article the authors introduced a concept derived from an Indian philosophy, maya-leela in

describing the nature of play. Maya signifies the multiplicity of forms and processes while leela
associates with the exuberance of cosmic play.
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‘'sounds’ can be seen in Malay classical romances and in Malay conversations

where words and sentences are often rhythmic.

Pertinent to this love for sounds, among others, is the notion of halus, an integral
part of Malay culture. The halus way of speaking is indeed universally admired
among Malays. It is seen as patut (right and proper) and sesuai (appropriate)
behaviour. Malay in general places great emphasis upon ‘proper conduct’ or ada
bahasa45 in their life. As such, norms of refined (halus) speech are accepted as the

proper way.

On the contrary doing otherwise is considered as ‘improper’ or on the extreme as

kurang ajar (uncouth). In elaboration Goddard (1998) writes,

The linguistic features of halus speech include the use of elegant phrases instead of
mundane vocabulary, careful attention to forms of personal reference (for example by
avoiding direct address and self-reference), and recourse to the large inventory of traditional

sayings (peribahasa) to allude to any potentially sensitive matters. (p. 346)

Thus, if one is not addressing others properly, one could be labelled as rude, a
person without bahasa, or ‘not knowing bahasa’ (tidak mengerti bahasa), an

injurious remark in the opinion of Malays.

At this point, an insight from the ethnography of communication is useful. As shown
by Asmah (1992), Malays must follow certain ‘rules of speaking’ when they want to
express their desires, opinions, emotions or making stories. To Goddard and
Wierzbicka (1997) such rules are known as “cultural sdripts,” and they are intimately

linked with the concept of social emotion.

In relation to the above, malu is considered by many as the fundamental social
emotion -concept in Malay interaction. In its literal meaning, ‘malu is glossed as
‘ashamed, shy or embarrassed.’ These translations however do not convey the fact

that Malay regards malu as social good, akin to a sense of propriety (Goddard,

45 This Malay word is translated into English as language. In Malay language the word bahasa has a
secondary meaning of ‘courtesy or manners.’
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1996, p. 432). It is common to hear among native speakers that a person with no

malu is construed as an animal.46

In addition, there are two other concepts related to malu, which are maruah (dignity,
honour) and harga diri (self-esteem). In this light, Malays are expected to think
‘appropriately’ before they speak. It is not merely about saving face but to avoid bad
perception by the speaker. Your mouth is your tiger, says a proverb. Most

important of all, Malays who practise Islam believe words are do'a (prayers).47

However, if Hofstede’'s (1980) perspective is brought into this picture the Malay
‘reserved’ discourse style is closely intertwined with the idea of “power distance.”
Such an attitude is seen by some writers as growing out of conditions of being
unfree and in sufferance. Yet, it is not right to assume the above ‘restraint’ results in
conformity and passivity. As shown by Dailie (1990) Malays often do their tikaman
(stabbing) implicitly. One of their main weapons is bahasa. Often they use bunga
bahasa (figurative language), such as metaphors and peribahasa (proverbs) as

their mode of presentation.

To summarise, in order to understand Malay stories, one must deviate from
McCloskey’'s (1990) suggestion of how to understand things. According to this
author, there are only two ways of understanding things, either by way of a
metaphor or by way of a story (p. 5). Indeed, in this engagement one must combine
both.

It is important to note that research on stories in organisations is still in its infancy.

Thus there is no clear way of doing it. There are many ways of perceiving stories.
They can be discussed as elements of organisational culture, as manifestations of
symptoms of unconscious processes, and as a vehicle for organisational

communication and learning, which may reveal various interests and multiplicity of

46 Some commentators see malu as a negative behaviour. For me it is more related to behaviour
appropriateness. As such being malu in learning is considered bad.

47 In brief, in this concept, every word is accountable in the eyes of God.
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voices. A point to note is that every story is told and framed from a certain
perspective. Thus, it provides a means of constructing a world. According to Bruner
(1990, p. 64), people frame events and sentences in larger structures. As to how a
personal story may look, it is not an individual production alone. It derives from
larger group, culture, ideology and history contexts. Thus, a story therefore could
arise out of certain script, schema or story lines (Ulich, 1998; Gioia, 1986, p. 49-74),
which are already ‘there’ in the society. After all, the stories in organisations provide

means for ordering.

The ordering process operates by linking diverse happenings along a temporal dimension
and by identifying the effect one event has on another, and it serves to cohere human actions

and events that affect human life into a temporary gestalt. (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 18)

As seen above, OS have moved beyond their traditional function from ‘superficially’
entertaining and amusing listeners to becoming an organising agent. In this regard,
one must not be misled by stories woven by chaotic creativity where illogicalities
and ambiguities, inconsistencies and, imprecision prevail. Indeed, in that instability
lies the story’s meaning. In other Words, the truth of stories lies not in their
‘accuracy’ but in the ‘acceptance of truth’ by listeners or readers. Every
organisational member then can be a story-teller, which in turn makes them
meaning-makers; there are polyphony of voices and realities in an organisation
where each voice is trying to ‘overpower the other.” In other words, language games

are rife in storytelling.

In sum, this chapter shows that, in a sense, the organisational actors are the
organisation, and story telling is a communicative event by which organisational

reality is created, modified and revised.
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Chapter 3
Methodology of the Field

| view research as a mode of engagement. In essence, this view suggests that

research is a personalised process, not removing responsibility for what the
researcher does, nor reducing the researcher role to that of an agent who crumbles
to the institutionalised system’s demands. Research from this perspective reiterates
that the researcher and the researched must be part of the whole. In this light,
research is not merely an epistemological or technical activity but more about ways
of gaining knowledge of the social reality and humanity in the fullest sense (Morgan,
1983, p. 405-407). By viewing research as an engagement | emphasise that the
research is never independent and value-free from the researcher. In this dynamic

way, this research became experiential learning to me.

This engagement is qualitative in nature. This choice is made not to deny the
importance of quantitative approach, but rather due to the nature of this research
where the purpose is to understand meaning-making. It is not about searching for
law or theory testing as espoused by the quantitative approach. | view the
qualitative method as an umbrella term covering an array of interpretative
techniques which is more concerned with emergent themes and ideographic
descriptions. “It is a method that emphasises "getting inside’ situations and
involving oneself in the everyday flow of life” (Gill and Johnson, 1997, p. 37). The
flexibility within the method provides an advantage in organisational research, which
always has to be responsive to the organisational circumstances and complexities.
As additional flexibility, the method makes it possible for other sources of data to be

used in the interpretation process.

As a way of situating myself in this engagement, | would like to place myself within
the interpretative paradigm, where one understands the fundamental nature of the

social world at the level of subjective experience (Burrell and Morgan, 1979).
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Realities of the social world in this paradigm are best understood from the viewpoint
of the participant-in-action, where they are created, sustained and changed. In the
words of Kamoche (1991, p. 9) actors in this social world are involved in the social
process of constructing meaning, and enacting their social realities. Reality is

multiple, sustained and changed in this process.

A research study should reconstruct the world, and it must be done only at the point

at which it exists, that is in the mind of the constructors (Frey, 1994, p. 588). |
suggest hermeneutics as one of the appropriate vehicles for this reconstruction.
Such appropriateness in my opinion relates to the Greek word, hermeneia, from
where the term was derived. The word suggests that it brings to understanding
particulars where the process involves language. It also suggests the process of
bringing a thing, a situation or a concept from unintelligibility to intelligibility;
rendering what is unclear clear in order to allow readers to make sense and
understand (Leonard, 1994, p. 55; Palmer, 1969, p. 13; Introna, 1997, p. 55;
Robertson-Malt, 1999). Philosophically, hermeneutics is} an attempt to foster
understanding in this way, as opposed to describing cause and effect when

attempting to make sense of and comprehend phenomena.

Briefly, in this hermeneutical reconstruction there is x and y mediation. Both x and y
mediate each other where x is the researcher and y is the tradition/culture/group. To
Gadamer (1988), this whole creative process means one is entering others’ form of

life. In my case, it is about entering the life of the people in Palmyra.

In its literal meaning hermeneutics is associated closely with personal interpretation.
But in particular, the term denotes an exegetical method for identifying and
explicating meanings (Schwandt, 1994, p. 121). In interpreting human traces,
hermeneutics often tries to go beyond the observable in order to read the invisible
text. As the paradigm becomes trans-phenomenal, present events are seen in the
light of previous events, private experiences and whatever is pertinent to the

situation under study. Such insights lead the way to the understanding of reality.
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Regardless of differences of schools of thought, hermeneutic proponents agree that
text is pivotal in hermeneutic understanding (Kvale, 1996, p. 38). As an analogy, |
take the position that texts are not merely referring to the humanities but also to
objects of social science such as meaningful éctions, and represent a system or a
world (Ricouer, 1971;Thompson, 1990, p. 272-291; Jervolino, 1996, p. 63-80). It is
in this light that organisations (Ket de Vries, 1987) and human subjects (Moore,
1990, p. 88; Greenhalgh, 1998, p. 257-259; Flick, 1998) are seen like texts.

There are two important leitmotifs that govern hermeneutic understanding ---

language and history. To Gadamer (1989a) (in Truth and Method, henceforth TM),

language allows humans to dwell in the house of being (Gadamer, 1989a, p. 443).
It is the medium of human experience. Humans in this view understand the world
only through the use of words. World (a Heideggerian term), in this context of
linguistic phenomena, is a meaningful set of relationships and practices that we
have by virtue of being born in a “social uterus” (Tachankary, 1992, p. 201). A
person in this world realm is a being for whom things have significance and value,
self-interpreting, and embodied rather than merely ‘having a body.” As a human
being-in-time, one finds oneself in a particular nexus of cultural, familial and
situational practices and meanings. Thus, to have a world in this context is to have
a language, and language in this sense is the universal medium in which
understanding of the world is realised. And the mode of realisation of understanding
is interpretation.Leonard (1994) ‘interprets’ the above Gadamerian thoughts as

follows:

Language sets up the world; it both articulates and makes things show up for us, a
vocabulary, or the kinds of metaphors that one use can name things into being and change
the sensibility of age... It creates the possibility for particular ways of feelings and of relating
that make sense within a culture).48 (p. 46-47)

48 To Habermas, Gadamer succumbs to linguistic idealism and cannot deal with systematically
distorted communication. As such, issues of language as the medium of domination and power are not
addressed. Gadamer rejects this argument by repeating his slogan that “Being that understood is
language”, and “the mirror of language reflects everything that is”.

A point to note: Being in the above context should be seen in the light of Heideggerian term, Dasein.
According to Heidegger, Dasein is what we think of as being human, in the sense of being able to be
aware of our own existence in a world where others exist. See Introna (1997) for a brief journey into
the realm of Dasein.
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It is important to note that Wilhelm von Humboldt's ideas on language greatly
influenced Gadamer. To Humboldt, language is not simply the thoughts, moods, or
even the self of the expresser, but a shared worldview. He recognises that the living
act of speech, verbal energia, is the essence of language. As such language is
seen as an activity of expression. Therefore, according to this author, when we are
engaged in dialogue, we are engaged in a shared activity of bringing our worlds and

ourselves into words.

Humboldt's idea of equated language and thought is better known as the
-weltanshauung hypothesis, an extreme version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.49
This is Humboldt's philosophy of language as activity, maintaining that language is
not only a means of communication but also a means of cognition (that is through
one’s formulation of one’s thoughts).50 Simply, to Gadamerian language view is a

worldview.51

Broadly speaking, Gadamer posité that the object of all conversation is
understanding, and all understanding is interpretation, that is, through the medium
of language. As language ‘speaks’, it enables speakers and hearers to extend the
horizon of understanding beyond the limits of the initial socialisation. Thus, instead
of leaving x (researcher) and y (culture/tradition/group) as prisoners of a fixed view
of the world, it encourages x and y to escape from the limitations of historical

situation and tradition.

49 See “The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis” at
http://venus.va.com.au.suggestion/sapir.htm],(24/8/99)

S0Bakhtin  in  turn recasted ‘language as an activity as dialogism. See
http://kathleen.slavic.pitt.edu/~. . .ations/linguistic/bushnellsk.htm], (24/8/99)

51 See also Gadamer (1989a, p. 443). Davidow uses another expression: To have a language is to
have a worldview. See Adam Davidow in “Gadamer: The Possibility of Interpretation” at
http://www.sbc.net/academic/phil/stoal/Davidow.html (28/7/99)

See “Gadamer's Expressive Dialogism” at
http://www.beloit.edu/~philorel/DVSEPIIL.htm1(28/7/99).

See Palmer (1969, p. 9)
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With the above idea of world, Gadamer argues that understanding is always a
historical act, and it is connected to the present. As such the past and the present
become merged together in the process. This aspect of “historicality” is a product
that is situated in specific times and places, belonging to and participating in a
particular social tradition. Thus, an understanding from this point of view is an
understanding rooted deeply in history. In other words, there is no stable
understanding, only historical understanding, as every understanding is an

engagement of the historicity of the reader with the historicity of the text.

" It is important to realise that by entering other “forms of life” through the medium of
language, one is moving into each other’s horizon. And in coming to understanding
one must immerse in the “fusion of horizons.” This fusion, where one must adjust
one’s interpretation in light of the interpretation of others, is an act of positioning in
text52 reading, and in this regard, one is confronting the language-game53 (The
game related intimately with linguistic interchange where human agreement is
pertinent). In this reading, effective historical consciousness is lurking behind a
‘reader’ under the disguise of contexts. Reading is thus tied to the text and its
historicity. Consequently the interpretation that results is a fusion of the text and its
context (Allen, 1995, p. 179). '

It is relevant to note that, as part of the forms of life, the language-géme can break
down. Such a possibility is not remote as text as such provides such possibility.
Besides, in understanding the other/text there is always an issue about “relation” to
“distanciation” (Young and Collin, 1988, p.155).54 In addition, through such

acknowledgement of distance, a researcher is able to re-state or re-symbolise the

52 According to Bakhtin (1981) language lies on the borderline between oneself and the other, as
such words are always half some one else’s.

53 It is a game, in which language and action are fused together. Wittgenstein coined the term.
Although both hermeneutics and the later philosophy of Wittgenstein posit that meaning resides in the
conventions and practices of ordinary social life, that is negotiated, conditioned, practical, and fluid,
Wittgenstein believed there is no structure common for all language games, and is used to mediate
between life forms. Gadamer on the other hand believed that mediation between life forms is possible.

54 This distanciation refers to the distance in dialogue, conversation and play activities by x and y
(the knower and the known) in the fusion of horizons, rather than antagonism and clash of opposites.
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relation into something that gives a new understanding of the situation. In that
position of distanciation, language will become an occurrence and requires

clarification. On this point, Introna (1997) writes,

At the moment of breakdown, language becomes a text, and consequently it needs an

interpretation. (p. 61)

The historical situatedness of x and y indeed has a positive importance in
hermeneutical understanding as it opens us to growth by being incomplete

(understanding). In Gadamer's (1989a) words:

The historical movement of human life in is never absolutely bound to any standpoint, and
hence can never have a truly closed horizon. The horizon is rather something into which we
move and move with us...thus the horizon of the past, out of all human lives that exist in the
form of tradition, be always in motion. (p. 304)

Implicitly, the horizon of the present cannot be formed at all without the past. Thus
erlebnisse or “having an experience” is highly emphasised in hermeneutics. It forms
the centre around which the meaning of a particular life history unfolds (Introna,
1997, p. 67-68). And this erlebnisse constitutes the basis upon lwhich one
understands one’s life as a whole, which is in relation to the various experiences
one has had. Interestingly the concept is compatible with the idea of a learning

experience.

As shown by Warnke (1987, p. 29), new experiences revise the way in which the
past is understood and the future anticipated. A point to note those experiences is
interpreted in the context of an understanding of past and future. One must also
note that understanding through the fusion of the horizons, or fusion of the ‘worlds’,
is also an act of dialogue. In that sense, one may either consent to or repair the
tradition in which one horizon is embedded. Interpretation is therefore cultivation

(ausbildung) of the understanding, not something given but arising out of mediation.
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An interpretative researcher must understand that an organisational reality not only

exists in the mind of actors but is also dispersed throughout the organisation in
various forms. | believe it is the duty of a researcher to assemble a ‘collage’ of

realities in order to get the whole picture.

With this view of the ‘activity’ in mind, | take the position of complementing the
interpretative paradigm with others, a position known as inter-paradigmatic

borrowing:

Researchers taking this [borrowing] position listen carefully to what others say, read research
from other paradigms and integrate some concerns or issues into their own
research...[while]...still fundamentally committed to research within a particular paradigm.
(Martin and Nakayama, 1999, p. 11-12)

In relation to the above, Addison (1992, p. 113) makes a good contribution by
suggesting a ‘marriage’ between hermeneutics and grounded theory. | view
grounded theory, as does Dexter (1998), in the sense that explanation of
phenomena, events, and understandings originates within the data. In this

‘marriage,’ Addison gives a list of practices to be followed by researchers:

 Immersing oneself in the participants’ world in order to understand and interpret
the participants’ everyday practices.

e lLooking beyond individuals’ actions, events, and behaviours to a larger
background context and its relationship to the individual events.

e Entering into an active dialogue with the research participants, research
colleagues, research critics, the account itself, and his/her own values,
assumptions, interpretations, and understandings.

e Maintaining a constantly questioning attitude in looking for misunderstandings,
incomplete understandings, deeper understandings, alternative explanations,
and changes with time and context.

e Analysing in a circular progression between parts and whole, foreground and
background, understanding and interpretation, and researcher and narrative

accounts.
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¢ Offering a narrative account of the participants’ everyday practices that opens up
new possibilities for self-reflection and changed practices.

s Addressing the practical concerns of the researcher and the research
participants against a larger social, cultural, historical, political, and economic

background.

The above idea follows the notion of the hermeneutic circle, where at least four

main movements take place.

1. Questioning present experience. In a heuristic manner, x (the researcher) uses
his/her ‘fore-understanding’ to establish initial meaning with the assumption that
it is coherent and understandable.

2. Reflection/theorising upon those experiences. At this point x relates the meaning
to the current situation, tradition and form of life.

3. Opening up new areas of theory/practice. With the new understanding, new
meanings open up.

4. A new hermeneutics is formed. With the birth of the new form, a new cycle

begins.

Addison’s (1992) ideas have strong parallels with Guba’s (1985) axioms on a
naturalistic paradigm, that can be simplified as follows: realities are multiple,
constructed and holistic; the knower and known are interacted and inseparable, and
the inquiry is inherently value-bound. Indeed, in my opinion the above paradigm

intertwines beautifully with the hermeneutic circle of understanding.

At this juncture, | would like to address the issue of biases in research. Where a
researcher is in the research itself, many see such involvement as promoting biases
that could undermine the credibility and objectivity of the interpretations. To me
such worry is a positivist anxiety as biases, acknowledged or not, are prevalent at
all levels of the research process. Even in the so-called ‘objective’ research,
concepts and methods are held a priori (Deetz, 1996, p. 194). Indeed by falling back
on understanding what are vorurteils (hermeneutics prejudices), the above question

should not become an issue.
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The term vorurteil refers to the existence of pre-understanding that is seen as
necessary condition of all human understanding (Gadamer, 1989a, p. 227). In this
sense, vorurteil is the prior knowledge, or the knowledge that we bring along to any
experience. It is part of the historical reality of being. Indeed, the failure to recognise
the role of vorurteil in the process of understanding is the prejudice against
prejudices itself (Hekman, 1984, p. 359). Furthermore neutrality is always
problematic. McAuley (1985) noted that it is ‘incredibly-difficult-to-achieve’ if one
says in dealing with meaning one must and can suspend one’s own memory,

desire, understanding and sense impression

To Gadamer, vorurteil is the first stab, or initial understanding or interpretation that
must take place due to the lack of sufficient context or dialogue. It would only turn
negative if the interpreter is not continually open to the potentiality of new
understanding that may emerge. In other words in vorurteil there is an anticipation
of a new meaning. The point is that anything new can only be understood in terms
of what is already known or familiar. What is important to a person is to be aware of
one’s own biases, so that the text may present itself in all its newness, and thus be
able to assert its own truth against one’s own fore-meanings (Gadamer, 1989a, p.
299). Simply, text newness could not be gained without the admissibn of our own
fore-meaning and prejudices as “fitering” — we need these for a genuine

understanding to emerge clearly as such.

In relation to the above filtering, Gadamer (1989,a) points to the need to distinguish
between positive (enabling) and negative (distorting) preconceptions, and he insists
that prejudices should be only the basis of the former, where they are firmly

grounded in the thing itself.

All correct interpretation must be on guard against arbitrary fancies and the limitations
imposed by the imperceptible habits of thought, and it must direct its gaze on the things
themselves (meaningful texts). (p. 266-267)

To some, such idea of vorurteil is like being trapped by one’s prejudice and
entombed within one’s own particular historical tradition. In my opinion this is not the
case, at least for two reasons. First, one is always open to risking and testing of

one’s prejudices in one’s dialogical encounter with others. Second, traditions are
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‘living’ or are always in the process of being reshaped through re-interpretation as

the result of encounters.

In sum, | adopt the following hermeneutic assumptions as the philosophy that

underpins this research.

Pre-understanding. There is no ‘'pre-suppositionless’ knowledge. Thus, in
interpreting one must conform to the ‘actuality’ of the experience of the
interpreter. The interpreter and the interpreted in other words are recognised to
have their own conception about the world where validity is always assumed. A

fusion of horizon makes understanding between the two possible.

Hermeneutic autonomy. In order to understand others, one must understand
them in their own light. ‘Human beings in this position are social and dialogical.
The meaning of expressions is brought into being through the encounter of the
interpreter and the interpreted, and these meanings are constantly shaped and

re-shaped as they go along.

Meaningful coherence. Hermeneutics ‘captures’ the spirit that expresses itself in
and through monuments of intellectual and artistic creation, as well as public life.
In this tradition, the objectification of sense is important. Thus, the ‘spirit’ can only
be grasped through material, concrete, and structural elements like buildings,

organisational structure and physical arrangement.

Hermeneutics is the continuing involvement with history and history is at the

centre of the understanding process.

In understanding, a circular movement from the part to the whole and back again
from the whole to its parts must be made. Hermeneutics ties together two
elements that do not at first appear related but they really are: a whole part of a
relationship, for example, text and context; utterance and historical context; inner

meanings and its outside expression.
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This research uses field studies. Briefly, field research is the systematic study of
ordinary events and activities in their natural environment. The primary goal of this
type of research is to understand what these events and activities mean to those
who engage in them. The research, as the term implies, is conducted in the setting
of the phenomenon of interest --- ‘in the field’ --- where researchers have no control

over events and activities. And it is in the ‘field’ where the Other lives.

Who is the Other? To a large majority, the Other refers to ‘the exotic outsider.’ Often
in this view, the Other resides in a pristine, encapsulated cultural island whose
tradition persists outside the contemporary world. To Czarniawska-Joerges (1992,
p. 50-51) this exoticism is an anthropological sin due to its long association with
imperialism and colonialism. However in recent years, more and more field research
is being done in one’s own backyard. Barley (1989) received vindication in this
regard when he studied his own culture. To me, the Other is none other than us, a
point that | share with Van Maanen (1995, p. 20). Perhaps, some does not happily
receive such coming-back-home, as it is a ‘difficult’ venture compared to the study

of ‘primitive people.’
Leach (1982) acknowledged the above point in the following words.

[Fieldwork] in a cultural context of which you already have intimate first-hand experience
seems to be much more difficult than fieldwork which is approached from the naive viewpoint
of a total stranger. When anthropologists study facets of their own society their visions seem
to become distorted by prejudices that derive from Iprivate rather than public experience.
(p. 124)

| presume the above statement is more related to the author’s own fear of findings
his own ‘primitivism’ rather than concern for scholarship. My claim rests on the
argument that even total strangers carry with them a complete inscription of their
own acculturation process. In this view, it seems ‘right’ to impose one’s own culture
on exotic ones, not on one's own, a hegemonic attitude, | suppose. On this

issue Czarniawska-Joerges (1992) writes,
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Blindness of a native ethnographer must be weighted against an outsider’s clumsy ignorance.
(p. 48)

In this engagement, my research takes the form of quasi-ethnography. This term is
in line with a distinction mentioned in Marcus and Cushman (1982). According to
these authors, “total ethnography” is about the complete description of another
culture or society” while the “part ethnography” only takes “parts of the total.” In the
latter, a researcher acknowledges the presence of “missing parts”, and assumes

that the vacuum is to be filled out by later studies.

What is meant by ethnography is open to debate as there are many explanations
attached to the term, as seen in many qualitative research methodology texts. |
suggest that the issue revolves around whether it refers to a philosophical paradigm
or whether it designates a method that one uses as and when appropriate. Atkinson
and Hammersley (1998, p. 110-111)35 suggest a ‘practical’ solution out of both
extremes. To them, ethnography usually refers to forms of social research that has

a substantial number of the following features:

e A strong emphasis on exploring the nature of a particular social phenomena
rather than setting out to test hypdtheses about them.

e A tendency to work primarily with “unstructured” data, that is, data that has not
been coded at the point of data collection in terms of a closed set of analytic
categories.

¢ Investigations of a small number of cases, or perhaps just one case, in detail.

» Analysis of data that involves explicit interpretations of meanings and functions of
human actions, the product of which mainly takes the form of verbal descriptions
and explanations, with quantification and statistical analysis playing a

subordinate role at most.

Van Maanen (1995) meanwhile sees ethnography in relation to the study of culture,

which is as method of study and as a result of such study.

When used to indicate method, ethnography typiéally refers to fieldwork conducted by a

single investigator who “lives with and lives like” those who are studied for a lengthy period of

55 For reference purposes, | am using the 1998 impression.
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time (usually a year or more). When used to indicate a result, ethnography ordinarily refers to

the written representation of culture. (p. 4-5)

"Agar (1997) makes a similar gesture to the above three authors in his overview of
the research mode. Briefly he notes that doing an ethnographic work means being
in the field (‘I was there”), encounters (“something happened”) at first hand

(“participant observation”) of activities of the place.

Why field study?

Some of the answers are implicit in the above paragraphs. However, to emphasise
the point, this methodology makes claims, with reference to organisational culture,

that are seen in various organisational ethnographic studies:56

» This approach permits a deep and thick understanding of an organisation. Their
data are often much richer than those collected by quantitative measures.
Situational particulars add verisimilitude to narrative accounts. The emphasis on

“depth” permits researchers to examine the details of expressive culture.

* In this ethnographic way, participants’ views of their social world are highly
valued. As such it implies that there are many ‘realities’ in an organisation and,

not one, as held by positivists.

o It attempts to examine how organisations operate as ongoing concerns.
Researchers therefore examine not only the effects of organisational culture but
also how such culture and its effects evolve through interaction --- the doing of

organisational culture.

In relation to the above | find notes made by Yun (1999, p. 998-999) worth
mentioning on the ‘revealing power’ of qualitative methods. Based on a study about
the implementation of automation in the electronics industry in Singapore, the
author showed that the data from the survey results was “hiding” an important point,

by showing little evidence of labour resistance to the program. On the contrary,
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evidence about the resistance was revealed by the in-depth-interview, which in turn

‘scared’ the sponsor. As a result, the report was not made public.

Primarily, my main data is derived from ‘stories’ told by my participants (Phillips,

1995; Phillips and Zyglidopoulos, 1999): staff from the management and
professional group. They are an interesting group at Palmyra. In Palmyra, they are

staff from the K and VIP categories. (See Chapter Four for details).

With regard to the action of telling stories, Malays often tell ‘side’ stores in their main
story. Often they take the form of folk tales or historical anecdotes. To some, side
stories are by-products but in my opinion they are ‘real stories.” These types of
stories are not complete as they may only be ‘visible’ in a sentence or a few words.
Indeed it is the task of the listener to complete such stories. Besides stories, other
organisational sub-texts such as pamphlets, in-house bulletins, notice board

circulars, artefacts, among others, are my other resources of data.

In this engagement, two main techniques of gathering data were employed:
interviews and observations. The choice of interviews and observation however
does not mean that | am ignoring the importance of other techniques. Thus other

techniques are considered whenever appropriate..

An interesting question when working with qualitative techniques is whether techniques that
do not lead to objective, may be not even inter-subjective, but to very personal, subjective,
interpretations can be considered acceptable to science and [research]. (Gummeson, 1991,
p. 109)

In this relation | view, interviewing as a conversation with purpose, and as a ‘talk-as-
data’.

56 In my opinion works by Morril and Fine (1997) and Bate (1 997) should be of primary reference in

searching for “deep” understanding on organisational ethnographic studies. Both works offer
impressive detail.
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Indeed, an interview is not relationship-free (King, 1994, p. 15). It is different from
an ordinary conversation in the sense that theories and paradigms underpin such
an interview. As such it acts as a gateway for the researcher to gain first insight into
the constructed realities that are wrapped up in the idiolect of the researched.
Through observations during interviews, a researcher can gain a partially
independent view of experience through the language construction. It suggests,
probes, enriches both the knower and the known, and provides a basis for analysis

that would be impossible with only one source (Frey, 1994, p. 599).

Following Geertz (1973), interviews in this engagement took the form of in-depth
unstructured interviews. An interview guide with a list of topics acted as a guideline,
but the rest of the interaction employed ‘formal-informal in-out’ style. Questions that
flow may look rather formal but latitude was allowed in responding to the questions.
This is called ‘total freedom to change form’, if we paraphrase Gummeson (1991, p.
110).

However at every point one must not forget that the researched are human beings.
Thus they have their own personal histories and idiosyncrasies. Therefore the
ethics of the interviewing must be observed. Most of the issues related to this
revolved around informed consent, and the right to privacy and confidentiality
(Fontana and Frey, 1994, p. 371). Common sense and moral responsibility must be
the act of the day. In conducting interviews, the above authors even used the
following as their motto: Our subjects first, to the study next, and to ourselves last.
Crapanzano (1980), as quoted by both authors, put forward another practical
recipe: ‘Learning about the other, we learn about the self...Treat the other as
human being, we can no longer remain as ... faceless interviewer.’ Thus, in a very
modest way, | see an interview as an outcome of social interaction of the

participating.

The importance of non-verbal text during the interview is acknowledged as it stores
a huge amount of tacit knowledge. Thus looks, body postures, long silences, the
way one dresses, the various texts in the room, among others, are significant

aspects that must be taken into account. This point in many ways overlaps with
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what one does in observation. Simply, in interviewing one talks to and ‘reads’ the

researched.

In relation to the issue of enlarging the meaning of observation, one should be
aware of conscious and the unconscious emotions that prevail during interviews.
Looking and reading the visible signs is not enough if one wants to unearth what is
really going on in an organisation (Hochschild, 1983). Thus, observation/reading
should look into other texts besides the body ‘text’. One such text is emptiness.
Reading emptiness is not alien in the East. An example is how to 'read' and
describe a bowl? A bowl is a common utensil, and its ‘common sense’ character
makes it uncommonly impervious to questioning. Often, descriptions neglect the

hollow that is carved into the clay, the unseen space, as part of the bowl.

In addition, the literature on observation should add a few lines on semiotic
observation and the importance of 'small things." My own experience showed the
'smallest thing' tends to be the sign of the 'biggest thing' (Ahmad,‘ 1995). In my
above experience, the 'smallest things' were a soiled cup on a table, a dustbin near
the entrance door and scribbles on the calendar. Later, | found that the organisation
under my observation was indeed in a chaotic mess. In many ways, observing and
looking for small things are underpinned by Goffman's (1959) ideas on dramaturgy.
To Goffman, people construct their self-presentation and carry them out in front of
others. He suggests that there is intentionality behind the planning and execution of

the performances.

As an endnote to the mode of gathering data, | would like emphasise again the
issue of a researcher as an instrument of research. 57 In this light, to use a phrase
by Steier (199, p. 2), | am 'in' my own research. Indeed, the use of self in this
engagement goes much deeper as | construed myself at one point to be 'an insider.'
Although | am no more of Palmyra physically, | share many similarities with my
informants: culturally, in terms of working knowledge, and to a certain point in their

experiences.

57 A researcher is the research instrument. See http://www.gslis.utexas.edu/~marylynn/person.html|
(18/5/1999).
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| believed some people would see myself as a researcher who wanted to take an
easy ride by “being there” among 'friends.' Worse still, to my research methodology,
this situation is not attractive, as | would be blinded by my own familiarity. However
one should note the issue of ‘blindness’ does not necessarily reside ‘at home' alone
but can be anywhere in the field. According to Agar (1980), it is clear that the
ethnographer’s culture, personality, background, though increasingly acknowledged
as critical, is the greatest unknown in ethnographic research. To make things worse,
he said, it is not clear how to integrate it into discussions of ethnographic

methodology. Thus in his opinion, conflicts in cultural rules can make an

ethnographer uncomfortable, or blind him/her to what is really going on.

On a personal level, in taking hermeneutics as my methodology of engagement, |

“am more a ‘learner’ than an expert. As a learner, | was looking to discover the
learning cycle modelS8 as a way forward. According to many authors, experiential
learning happens when one is engaged in some activity, looks back at the activity
critically, abstract useful insights from the analysis, and puts it to work (Vogt, 1995,
p. 298).

| note that the learning cycle is often overlapped with other cycles like Gestalt's
cycle of experience59, which in turn show a strong link with the hermeneutic cycle
(Ahmad, 1995). Francis (1994) makes my claim more explicit in his description of
telos, the good will of the interpreting subject, and a desire for what Gadamer called
genuine or authentic understanding. To Gadamer, the condition of true
understanding is the same as that of genuine conversation: recognition of one’s
own lack of knowledge, and willingness to learn. This is an act of understanding

oneself in front of the text, says Hekman (1984, p. 348).

58 Summarily, there are four steps in this cycle. They are as follows: Observe, Reflect, Abstract and
Experiment. Reflect and Abstract is said to be in the realm of mental while the other two happen in the
realm of physical.

59 According to Nevis (1987) there are seven points in Gestalt's Cycle of Experience. They are
Sensation, Awareness, Energy Mobilisation, Action, Contact, Resolution Closure and Withdrawal of
Attention.
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With the above idea, | see myself as a learner, gestaltist and hermeneuticist at the
same time, at one point or another. Such overlapping in many ways provides a

strong remedy for positivist doubters about vorurteil as mentioned earlier.

Besides giving me an opportunity to nourish my learning growth, hermeneutics gave

me an opportunity to break from the Cartesian dualism where mind and body are
not seen as a unified whole. Theoretically the idea of the whole (mind and body) is
compatible with the Malay belief, which my informants and | adopt. Thus, there is a
reciprocal involvement between the knower and the known in dealing with the data.
As such the reconstruction of the reality is not my own making alone. It is relevant
to note that in this research | am not acting as an expert (McAuley, 1985, p. 297) in

the situation or becoming the owner of local knowledge.

In fact, through 'locals’, | managed to have greater depth in my understanding of the
ways in which they shape up and give meaning to their lives. In the long run such
collaboration should reduce the possibility of doing 'damage' on the “natives” as
some researchers do. Watson (1992, p. 135) notes such a situation in Indonesia
when Indonesians were 'able' to read Geertz work.60 Being 'local,’ my position is

more precarious than Geertz, an outsider.

Secondly, | was comfortable with another important concept in hermeneutics ---
historicity. "Being there" (in Palmyra) for more than a decade, | believed | shared a
great deal of similarity in history and language, metaphorically and literally, with my
informants. Furthermore, hermeneutic understanding cannot be applied from

outside totally. Rowan and Reason (1981) explains,

60 Geertz was criticised as failing to understand the nature of Islam in Java.
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The interpreter must know to some degree the phenomena he/she seeks to understand”, and
if possible with “the greatest possible familiarity” with the phenomenon.61 (p. 131)

Implicitly in mediation between x and y, | was mediating myself with my [past]
emotions and deeply held assumptions about people in Palmyra. As such | could
‘shower myself with the principle of charity’ in achieving new knowledge about them,
which in turn enabled me to re-focus the bast with a new present situation
understanding. It is about awareness of my past that involves”openness to the

other." It is a recognition that, to paraphrase Gadamer (1989a) in Truth and Method,

‘I myself must accept some things that are against me, even though no one else
forces me to do so." Simply in that mediation, knowing and recognising, which is
inescapable in the fusion of horizons, prevails. In due process of my awareness with
the text, | hoped my own thoughts, which | bring to the horizon, could provide
possibilities of re-awakening the text’s meaning, a point that Gadamer drives home

in describing the “fusion of horizons."

In relation to the hermeneutic circle, the process gave me the possibility of gaining
knowledge and understanding of what was going on which | could not understand
and took for granted all these years (while in Palmyra). This is not a mere matter of
“going round the circle” but a circular and spiral relationship between whole and
parts, between what is known and what is unknown, between the knower and that
which is known. To Davidow, the above action of 'circling' is an act of “maturing”

which carries the idea of betterment.62

The most important of all, the circle, brought to fore my prejudices. In turn the circle
provided a space for exploring possible questions such as the following: How should
certain practices and conventions at Palmyra be understood? What are their hidden

meanings? How might certain phenomena be interpreted in a broader context?

61 Indeed familiarity with the phenomenon is important, as it has been accepted that no understanding
is possible between totally strange, unconnected worlds.

62 See Adam Davidow “Gadamer: The Possibility of Interpretation” at
http://www.sbee.net/academic/phil/stoal/Davidow.html. (10/8/1999). Maturing is a Heideiger term.
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Answers to those questions, given through interpretations, | believe enriched my

understanding of the subject.

Thirdly, hermeneutics gave me an opportunity to follow the footsteps of Geertz63
(1973) in doing “thick description"64 which | regard as a 'practical' and meaningful
action in studying a text. To Geertz, doing ethnography is like trying to "read a
manuscript” (p. 10). "The culture of the people is seen as an ensemble of texts6s,
and the [researcher] strains to read over the shoulders of those to whom they
properly belong” (p. 448-52). The field in this sense is the “social discourse”.66 A
researcher's task, according to Geertz, then is to trace the discourse curves, fixing it

into inspectable forms. This is done by “inscribing the said” of that discourse text.67

Now, how does Geertz do the thick description? It is through the [hermeneutic]
circle of understanding as he is continuously tacking between the most local of the
local details and the most global structure in such a way to bring both into view
simultaneously, notes Tachankary (1992, p. 220).68 In order to unravel “hidden”
meaning, which arises out of the public significance of an event or value, reading of
the text, must be done in a “deep” manner. At this juncture it is worth to see clearly

what Geertz (1983) sees as texts:

63 Clifford Geertz is intimately related to interpretative-symbolic anthropology.

64 A good commentary on Geertz's works can be seen in “Post-Geertzian, Postmodern Trends” at
http://www.anu.edu.au/AandAlcourses/2053lect_20.html (10/8/99)

65 Indeed in this light Geertz treats a cockfight in Bali as a text. Perhaps it is interesting to connect the
event with Gadamer's description about interpretation. To Gadamer, interpreting a text is very much
like a festival process where past and present merges into a new creative moment, a meaning and
- effect over and above both past and present.

66 The term is seen through Ricouer's eyes. As such, discourse is an event and is realised in the 'here
and now,' and not virtual and outside time; refers back to the speaker through a variety of indicators
including personal pronouns. Discourse is therefore self-referential because the event of saying is
linked to the person who speaks. In this regard, discourse says something about something not within
a closed system but it refers to a world outside the language system. Lastly, Ricouer claims it is
through discourse that messages are actually exchanged. In other words, discourse has an
interlocutor, another person to whom it is addressed.

67 Nine years after the publication of Geertz's The Interpretation of Culture, Marcus and Cushman
published “Ethnographies as Texts." See Annual Review Anthropology, 1982.

68 See Chapter 3 for full elaboration.
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The great virtue of the extension of the notion of text beyond things written on paper or
carved into stone is that it trains attention on precisely this phenomenon: on how the
inscription of action brought about, what its vehicles are and how they work, and on what
fixation of meaning from the flow of events - history from what happened, thought from

thinking, culture from behaviour --- implies for sociological! interpretation. (p. 31)

Above all “what does this mean” is a strategy Geertz used as a way to understand
the “natives” with a constant “intervention” from his own understanding --- drawn
from prior experience, historical knowledge, logical assumptions. The intervention is

important as no experience can simply be 'used' as naked data.

My attraction to hermeneutics is also related to the explicit call méde by Deetz
(1978) and my anxiety towards the under-usage of hermeneutics in the texts
. analysing organisational communication (Phillips and Brown, 1993,p. 549).69 Deetz
(1978, p. 12) noted that only a few communication researchers understood
hermeneutics or the significance of assuming a hermeneutic stance. He believes
such ‘ignorance’ perhaps is largely related to the notion of understanding itself. In
his view, many communication scholérs see understanding through the lens of “how
to produce understanding” and the reproduction of meaning, rather than exploring

how it takes place or how to reach mutual understanding (Deetz, 1990, p. 230).

indeed the above point is emphasised by Gadamer when he defends the idea that
meaning is not out there awaiting discovery, but is brought into being through the
act of understanding (Smith, 1993, p. 195). This is a reversal in emphasis from most
communication studies, where people and empathy are emphasised. To Gadamer,

the issue is about the problem of understanding messages rather than the people.

69 With the exception of Littlejohn (1992) almost all communication texts do not discuss hermeneutics.
Deetz (1978) summarised the situation as follows: The problem for the study of communication is not
the existence of the prejudices but the unawareness of their presence and subsequent inability to

separate appropriate from inappropriate ones (p.14). For a recent omission that came to my attention
see the text written by Miller (1999).
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As a point to ponder, more to me who employs hermeneutics as my guiding light in

this research than to others, | quote a passage from Rumi, the famous Persian

poet:

When you eventually see

through the veils to how things really are
you will saying again and again

“This is certainly not like

we thought it was".
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Chapter 4
The Organisation: Palmyra

Palmyra, a force of nation soul

A name from one history

A fire from one era

A magical power of people voice
Palmyra, you are the torch of the people
A gift of warrior's soul

Burning the spirit of the people

You are everlasting and hallow
Protected by the sky of the nation
Embracing by the breeze of the gentle sea
Canopying by the woods green

Praise by the land where our loyalty lies
Palmyra, a force of the nation soul

A name from one history

A fire from one era

A torch of everlasting spirit

Palmyra’s official song. d=110 March.

In 1956, the Ministry of Education in British Malaya, supported by scores of Malay

intellectuals, established an autonomous agency --- the Palm. It was later renamed
Palmyra. The agency's main business is related to the development of Malay
language and literatufe. The headquarters is housed mainly in two six-story blocks
with a large annexe in the city of Kuala Lumpur. There are two subsidiaries of the

agency in the Borneo Island, and three regional offices in the Peninsular Malaysia.

In the early years of Palmyra (1956-1967), most work revolved around promoting,
enriching the Malay language, promoting literary talents, and printing, publishing

books, and magazines. Other priorities centred on coining terminologies and the
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standardisation of spelling and pronunciation. In 1968, the period of establishing
aspects of the Malay language began. This was the year when ‘the flexibility’ in
rusing Malay language as mentioned in the Constitution ended. The government of
the day was seen as not taking the issue of making the Malay language as the
official language seriously. Several “language demonstrations” took place during
that period. The most famous one was the Coffin 152 demonstration. The number
denotes the clause in the constitution regarding the special position of the Malays.
The coffin implied “the death of the Malays” in their motherland. To many staff this
was the period of perjuangan.70 Malays from all occupations joined this struggle
earnestly. Then, the image of the agency was at the highest. The language struggle
reached its climax with the establishment of a university using the Malay language
as its medium of instruction in 1972. Publishing academic texts and coining new

terminologies then became a priority in Palmyra.

On the organisational level, there was a reorganisation in 1971. The aim of the new
structure, according to the official publication, was “to make Palmyra more effective”
especially in “promoting and popularising Malay language and literature." During this

period a new spelling system agreement was signed between Malaysia and

Indonesia.

The third epoch in the history of Palmyra began in 1977. This period was known as
the period of making ‘finishing touches’ to the various aspects of Malay language
work. As such, most work was related to standardisation --- spelling system,

grammar, common phrases, terminologies, language style, as well as the quality of

verbal and written language.

With the end of 1989, a new era of ‘language spreading’ came to the scene. In this
phase, activities were centred around establishing higher learning language corpus,
with -effort to make the language spread and develop fully in various sectors
especially in law, banking, private and corporate realms. During this period, the

vision to make Malay language as one of the world languages was suggested.

70 | view the term as an umbrella term for many meanings related to 'struggle.’
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In the late 1980s and 1990s, Malaysia experienced a period of economic ‘miracle’.
The locals called it the period of ‘corporatism’. Many corporate men then saw the
Malay language as having less commercial value, and English became the 'saltiest
talk' of the day. [To Malays, a 'salty talk' means your talk has influence]. By now,
Malay teachers and rural based members ceased to be the ‘elite’ in the Malay
politics. Consequently, the Malay language was no more the main agenda in Malay
political conferences, and issues such as shares, stock exchanges and economic
problems were the talk in hall lobbies. Some ministers, a score of Malay
intellectuals, and Palmyré denied that such phenomena existed, but the
undercurrent of anxiety among many Malays said otherwise. The politics of Malay

language lost its appeal. Against that background, Palmyra celebrated her 40"
birthday in 1996.

Recently, there has been a considerable turn in the economic fortune of the country,
and its behaviour has affected Palmyra. Perhaps tired of talking about the economic
crisis or the agenda of the forthcoming general election, there was a rejuvenation of
interest in the Malay language among politicians in the middie of 1998. The cabinet
passed a resolution asking ministers to deliver their official speeches in Malay.
However, many still believe that the Malay language issue remains at the periphery

of political mainstream discussions.

The main mission of Palmyra is to build and to develop Malay language and
literature in line with the policy of the nation and the will of the people. In recent
years, the management has refined this mission. So now the mission reads: "to
establish the Malay language as an authoritative language of knowledge in the
construction of national civilisation”. In relation to this, Palmyra has a written
organisational philosophy, vision, aims, corporate cultural values, core values and a
customer charter. As published, the philosophy of Palmyra is to construct a
Malaysian nation-state through the Malay language. The above statement,
according to various official documents, is the manifestation of the task and a way
of implementing the planned program and activity. It acts to emphasise the identity

and reaffirmation of the Malay language’s status as a vehicle of thought and
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communication, and as a tool to construct the modern civilisation of the Malaysian

nation-state.

This philosophy is further strengthened through the vision of making the Malay

language one of the world languages. The vision is supported strongly by the

following organisational aims:

To establish, to enrich and to develop Malay language as the national language
and as a language of all knowledge

To publish or help to publish books, magazines, bulletins and other forms of
publication in Malay and other languages

To establish, to enrich and to develop national literature and writing

To standardise spelling and pronunciations, to coin terms, and to code
vocabularies in Malay language

To promote usage of the correct and grammatical Malay language

To widen the usage of national language in all sectors and in all formal
transactions and activities based on legal acts as mentioned in the Constitution;
To build working relationships in the area of language and literature with

institutions and individuals, at the national or international level.

In relation to the above, staff are given a set of corporate ‘culture pillars’ as the way

to realise the above ‘sacred’ vision. They are as follows:

To understand and to commit71 to the vision of Palmyra

To protect and to uplift the image of Palmyra in the public

To value the importance of productivity and standard of the product
To practise group work and consensus

To value clean, efficient and effective work

To practise wisdom, justice, trustworthiness, honesty and sincerity
The superior lead the subordinates

The subordinates lead their own selves

To make effort to increase the stock of knowledge
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e Work is ibadah.

Every year, during The Quality Day celebration, staff take an oath with the above

set of pillars.

The logo of Palmyra in many ways summarises what is Palmyra. The logo
encompasses four symbols: /lontar (palm) leaf, a book, a nib and a fern leaf. Both
leaves represent the Malay tradition of writing and its association with the past while
the other two symbols represent modern day publishing and writing work. A motto,
written in Malay script, is clearly visible in the logo. It reads --- "the language is the

soul of the nation."

The Director General heads the management group in Palmyra. The group task is

to carry and implement policies decided by the Board of Governors. A non-
executive chairman heads the board. All board members, according to the official
statement, are selected on merit, based on their expertise in various fields. At
present, the non-executive chairman is a politician from the ruling party. [lIt is a
‘common practice in Malaysia to place a politician as a chairman in a government
agency. It is a political post. As such, the chairman often serves as a linkage
between Palmyra and the ruling party]. In relation to the above, the Director
General is a Chief Executive Officer to over 1,000 staff that works across over
30 departments and units. (See Appendix 1 for the organisational chart). On
managing and organising at Palmyra, the CEO is guided by the principles set out by

the Malaysian Public Services Department.

Staff are primarily categorised under four bands:

1) The top management (the CEO and the various directors),

2) Management and professional (Head of departments and group A officers)

71 Menghayati (Malay). | sense that it is more than 'physical' commitment, as the meaning of the word
relates to the 'thing' inside your body such as the soul.
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3) Supporting 1 (Group B officers)
4) Supporting 2 (Group C officers and below).

With reference to the second category, the staff in this group are mostly degree
holders. However, a considerable number of staff are promoted via the internal
promotion scheme from the B group. In recent years, several changes have been
made to the group's job title that is from a research officer to planning officer. Many
professional staff (editors) are not happy as the title denotes their position on a par
with the administrators. As a matter of simplicity, | would use karyawan as a term
that both encompass the professional (editor) and the administrator. The term
karyawan is a neutral term as seen in Indonesia. Karyawan can be sub-divided

hierarchically into three main groups:

a) K1 (Senior officer)
b) K2 (Middle officer)
¢) K3 (Ordinary officer)

More often than not K2 and K1 officers are heads of department. K3 officers
however are the immediate ‘bosses’ to the B staff. Upon reaching K1, officers might
have set their eyes on the “Very Important Post” (VIP).72 People in the top

- management group are often VIP holders.73

Palmyra staff in the headquarters are mostly Malays with one or two people from

other ethnic groups, Chinese and Indian. Constitutionally, Malays are people who
practise Malay culture and accept Islam as their religion. At this point one must take
note that Malay practice does not mean it is always Islamic in nature. Although it
sounds homogeneous, Malay is a broad term for people with many subcultures and
backgrounds. As such, one may racially be Javanese but officially, he/she is Malay.

Thus, Malays in retrospect have many distinct subcultures. More often, such

72 There are cases of staff from K2 being promoted to VIP position upon being considered as 'very
good officers’ by the management.
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subcultures relate to the issue of ‘differences’. In some cases, such differences are

reinforced by dialects.

Metaphorically, if one use the metaphor of “weaving and fabric” (Harris, 1993)

Malays are seen as having a “silk brocade tapestry” culture. As such, they are

highly stylised motifs ...with [tight design], constrained by style and has great tensile
strength... When [one] is actually torn or cut, they are extremely hard to repair. Such
brocades are rarely rewoven, but rather patched with a similar fabric when necessary.
Similarly, such cultures assimilate foreign elements and make them their own. They can
incorporate much without need to change quickly...[The tapestry] is woven slowly. Little gets
in and little gets through. The individuals ... like strands of tapestry are close together, each

in its place. One move, the whole fabric moves. The weave holds it together... (p. 212-213)

In relation to the above, Malays are considered to be in the strong culture group
(Hofstede, 1980). As such, ‘authority’ is very much at the higher end in decision-
making or management-related issues. At the work place, harmony and equilibrium

are espoused.

In the span of over 40 years, Palmyra has grown tremendously. Constitutionally,
several revisions with the Ordinance of establishment have been tabled in the
Parliament. The latest revision was passed in 1995. At the end of 1995, a massive
re-positioning of management and professional staff took place in Palmyra as part
of its ‘re-engineering’ programme, which in turn had an effect on the organisational
chart. Physically, the change was seen with the construction of a new office block,

besides opening three regional branches in Peninsular Malaysia.

To date, Palmyra has been managed by seven CEOs. The present CEO, the
seventh, began his career in 1994. Since he came to the Palmyra, he has engaged
himself with a ‘re-inventing programme’ of making the ‘new Palmyra’. Under the
hallmark of “paradigm shift”, he introduced officially the notion of 'bringing' God to
the workplace. As such, work is seen as ibadah. In other words, work at Palmyra is

defined as having an eschatological value.

73 The terms K1, K2 and K3 do not exist in Palmyra, nor does VIP as they use a different abbreviation
system. However the spirit of the division remains.
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Chapter 5

Tales from Palmyra

This chapter is about my experiences in the field. | wanted to write in the

ethnographic manner | had seen in the work of Scott (1985). 1 tried in the first
instance to emulate this, but abandoned it due to constraints of space. This choice
was a hard decision to make. For reference purposes, some of the stories with

details are given in the Appendix. In this chapter, only selected summaries are

presented.

Indeed, | found ‘practical troubles’ (Van Maanen, 1988, p. xi) in telling stories from
the field to readers. Reflecting upon Creswell’s (1998) suggestion, | decided to do a
simple combination of mystery, plot and characters, and the critical or key event
approach as described by Wolcott (1994, p. 19-23). | hope this approach will ease
the burden for readers unfamiliar with Malay culture in trying to make sense of the
‘data’, because of not “being there” (Geertz, 1983).

| begin with my understanding of Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1995) words:

[A] good ethnographer cannot hope to succeed without a habit of wide reading ...work of
[related] others. (p. 241)

In the course of my reading, | met Kiesinger (1998), and | tried to copy her way of
writing a ‘good story’ about live experiences. In my first attempt to make stories look
good, | became overzealous. As such, | added new backdrops in the form of
‘imaginary places’ to the various stories. in due process, the background to one-to-
one conversation was deleted. That was an error. This method indeed ignored the
idea that respondents produce different talk when in-group or in isolation in their

own rooms, as group communication theorists have shown (Gudykunst, 1998;
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Hartley, 1997). In so doing, | mistakenly denied the exclusiveness of group talk
where control, among others, plays an important part in 'Weeding out’ false. or
extreme views of respondents. According to Patton (1990, p. 335-336), group talk
often culminates in some relatively consistent or shared view. Shadowy group talk
in a high power distance society (Hofstede, 1980) could end up with data of
'domination' produced by certain individual(s). Methodologically speaking, good
intentions, without careful theoretical and cultural consideration about the location of

the field, could yield negative outcomes.

| feel | was lucky to realise this mistake, as pointed out by fellow researchers, at that
early stage. Otherwise, | would be another Shabono.74 Perhaps one day | will meet
Ellis (1995)75 and Bochner to tell them my adventure of trying to follow their
footsteps wrongly from afar. However, one thing is for sure --- honesty is important

in writing ethnographic works, as one could easily be a Shabonoian.

However, | did not want to be tied by ‘historical truth’ where | must concern myself
with producing exact, accurate renderings of time and place, as accounts written
this way read much like clinical case studies or “simple reports devoid of texture,
vitality, and evocative power” (Kiesinger, 1998, p. 89). Nevertheless, | must tell ‘a‘
good story’ that expresses the pulse and the flow of my informant’s life experiences
in the Palmyra. As a solution, | decided to become the first person narrator where |
will be the main protagonist of the story | tell. At the same time, it gives me the
opportunity to be participants or merely observers to the story. In this regard, Culler
(1997) writes,

First person narrators ... may be observers of the story, whose function is not to act but to

describe things to us. [They] may be fully developed as individuals with a name, history, a

74 An ethnographic work praised by many anthropologists to be superb but later its 'originality' came
under scrutiny as to its amount of plagiarism. See Clifford and Marcus (1986).

75 In the final chapter of her book, Ellis presents an important dialogue between her and Art Bochner
on the issues of “sociological ideal of getting lived experience precisely 'right.’ She says she was told
that what made sociology significant as a discipline was that if we listened hard enough (and of course
used the right methodology), we would hear reality speaking its truth, and the only way to do that was
to keep your distance, not let your own feelings and beliefs intrude. Ellis writes, “ | know now that
reality does not speak, but | still do not find it easy to give up the goal of representing reality, of telling
it the way it really is”. In his response, Bochner challenges the notion of ‘telling' reality as it really is. He
emphasises that orthodox social science has been very concerned with the reality part but has not
thought very deeply about the telling part.
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personality, or they may not be developed at all and quickly drop from sight as the narration

gets under way, effacing them after introducing the story. (p. 87-88)

A point to note: stories told in this chapter are seen through the eyes of my
'characters' (informants). As human beings, my informant's stories are their
interpretation stories (hermeneutics # 1), and | interpreting (hermeneutics # 2)

those stories.

Why do | take interest in my informant’s stories? It is because | believe that from
stories, one could derive pleasure, and that view is linked to my ‘epistemophilia,' as
mentioned in the Introduction. Simply, it is a desire to know and discover secrets, to
know the end, and to find the truth about ‘what goes on in the Palmyra.'
Respondents in this sense offer me the possib‘ility of perfect knowledge of others

and compensate for my lack of understanding about them.

As this is a chapter about “constructing an account” (Atkinson, 1990, p. 36), the
assumed relationship between the observed, the observer and the tale are shown
explicitly. In this regard, 'tales' are mainly constructed from verbal data (face-to-face
conversations or interviews). In due course, ‘messages’ from other “communication
performances” are incorporated. In this context, | refer to various rituals,

ceremonies, documents and artefacts.

Concerning the above, most parts of the “original” texts (such as interview
transcripts, field notes or documents) are couched in a “secondary” text. Mulkay
(1985, p. 237-8), as quoted by Atkinson (1990), explains:

One necessary feature of the secondary, analytical text is that it differs from the original text.
If the secondary text did not differ from the original text, it would be a mere repetition of that
text and would be analytically empty. The secondary text inevitably selects from the original
text, summarises it, ignores part of it, rephrases it, puts it in a new context, identifies its

important and unimportant features, simplifies it, and so on...(p. 179)

In this chapter, the original texts are simply re-ordered and re-presented so as to

reveal their meaning.
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No tape-recorder, please!

In eliciting data from various conversations with informants, no tape recorder was
used. My respondents clearly stated that they did not wish their talk to be recorded
for their own personal reasons. It seems the machine created a kind of anxiety in
them.76 A researcher doing an interview without a tape recorder can come under
criticism, especially in relation to the fear of ‘made-up creativity' on the side of the
researcher. | sensed what was playing in Richardson’s (1992) mind when she

questioned how Whyte (1943) ‘produced’ the famous Street Corner Society. Whyte

(1997) answered the mystery. Unknowingly | replicated his explanation of how to

come to term with no-taped interviews as shown below.

In my case, my experiences in conducting many interviews while working in the
Palmyra helped me in gathering the interview data. First, | tried to write ‘all facts’ in
detail as soon as possible after an interview. Such remembering of detail was made
with the help of my notes taken during the interview. As a way of ensuring data
‘correctness’, the transcriptions were shown to respondents for ‘approval’. Of
course, | do not claim that every single word is correct, but my informants made no

strong statements of objection upon seeing the transcribed notes.

Pandai-pandai

Even though informants told me about their “fear” of the tape-recorder, | always
tried to persuade them to allow me to use the machine for recording purposes. | told

them about discrepancies of remembering their voices (words) by looking at my

76 Almost all informants refused to be audiotaped during interviews. The tape became a kind of
constraint and created a lot of anxiety. Listening to your own voice is not a culture in Palmyra.
Implicitly, my informants told me about the possible repercussions on their career if their taped-voices
fell into wrong hands. In other words, my informants believed the tape could be a liability. Many of
them quoted the first line of a pantun: Kerana pulut santan binasa (Because of the glutinous rice, the
coconut milk rots) as their conclusion so as not to be taped. In this regard, they expected me to finish
the whole pantun where the other line is about “"your mouth is your tiger". Such avoidance is best
explained in Hosftede (1980). See a similar case of not using a tape-recorder during interviews in
Rademakers (1988).

94



jottings and notes. They said what was important to them were not verbatim words

but the message.

In relation to the above, two informants, Sari?7 and Lela,78 gave me a solution to

the problem.
You must pandai-pandai in doing it. We believe in you.

The term pandai-pandai is indeed a superlative adjective. Pandai is practically
translated as clever, but the above term is more than that. Wittingly, by telling me to
be pandai-pandai my respondents are hiding their voices behind my back. At the
same time, they believed the researcher would not do buat-buat pandai sebarang 7°
with the data. Such an attitude of trust | believe related to my previous relationship

with them.

Although | was obliged by the informant’s request not to use the tape, a fear of
romanticising their stories in my own words enveloped me. The last thing that |
wanted was the criticism of me making up the data, as experienced by Borland
(1991). Beatrice, her grandmother,- showed a strong disagreement with the

‘distortion’ made by Borland:

The story is no more my story at all. The skeleton remains, but it has become your story.”
(p- 81)

Indeed, | did not want to end up being called a ‘colonialist who took respondents’
voices.' In this state of anxiety, | felt the guidelines on doing ethical fieldwork as

publish‘ed by an anthropological society were my best remedy.80

77 Male, K1-2 (+15). See chapter 4 for explanation about K1-2. Summarily it denotes staff grouping.
The number in the brackets denotes number of working years in Palmyra.

78 Male, K1-2 (+20)

79 A Malay term for being mischievously clever. In the above context, it is related to tampering with
data so much that the respondents cannot recognise their data.

80 | take guidelines as suggested by anthropologist. See Anthropological Newsletter 30:8,1989 for
detail.
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Data collection

In gathering data, | made three official visits (July-September, 1997; December
1997-March, 1998 and November, 1998-January, 1999); each lasted for 12 weeks.
Most of the stories in this chapter were constructed from the richness of the first
visit. In the second and the third visits my informants showed a kind of ‘diminishing
return curve’ in responses toward the researcher. Most of my first informants were
revisited during the second visit as a way of checking on any 'story-change' over a
_period of time. Many of them answered in a simple sentence: “No new story as
things are aimost the same; no big thing has happened, and we are tired people.” In
the second and third visits, observation increasingly became a major part of the
engagement. A point to note during the third visit: there was political tension in the
country. The tension indeed affected the ‘flow’ of engagement, as almost all
respondents became less ‘active’ in the research. Their stories about Palmyra
remained unchanged. However, new terms and phrases, borrowed from that new
political situation, were used in describing their wellbeing as citizens of Palmyra.

Nevertheless, several interviews were made in the second and in the third visits.

Almost all my interviews and talk were done on a one-to-one basis. In this
engagement, | adapted Edgren’s (1990) commando-culture-interview-guide as my
guiding light through the maze of excitement listening to too many stories. An effort
has been made to create a balance of voices between male and female officers in
relation to the total population of K and VIP staff. | think this relates to a positivistic
influence. However many female staff were reluctant to be interviewed for whatever
reasons known to them. | believe my gender did play a role, however small, in their
hesitation. With the help of key informants, 26 officers from all categories in K and
VIP group took part in this engagement. In other words, stories told in this chapter
are stories from the 'top people' (orang atas)8! and 'bottom people' (orang

‘bawah).82 Experientially, the number of informants marked the point of saturation.

81 People at the top. Here they were referring to the people in the top management, or head of
department. Categorically they are in K2, K1 and VIP group.

82 people at the bottom; subordinates. In this context referring to K3 staff and below.
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Interviews: My pre-understandings

Explaining what was going on during data gathering without explaining my thoughts

about the way it was carried out is not sufficient. | had several pre-understandings:

e | wished my respondents could talk in-group in the various real places where
stories about Palmyra are often narrated: the eating places, in the prayer room,
in the lobby and in the “orchard”. 83 Besides giving me the chance to give
readers the colourful backdrops, various “smells, odour of eateries” could be
presented. Furthermore, ethnography is a provisional way of coming to terms
with the foreignness of languages, of cultures and societies (Crapanzano, 1986,
p. 50). In a way such presence could help me to combat the monotony of seeing
the same arrangement in respondent's rooms: piles of manuscripts and
documents on the working tables, reference books on small shelves, a telephone
and very few personal decorations. Worse still there were no green plants in the

room for extra oxygen while interviewing.

e By talking together on a similar issue of coming to terms with the ‘disorder’ as the
result of “paradigm shift," my interviews could play a dual role of giving, perhaps
unknowingly, a therapeutic dimension. As such, they could open up their hearts
to others with similar ‘problems’ rather than keeping it deep waiting for things to
erupt. Thus, it could pave thé way for new cultural behaviour of openness among
them. Furthermore, as | observed respondents tended to talk more when in a

company compared to when they were alone.

However, later | realised the importance of understanding the context of the field. As
the Palmyra is a close organisation where everyone knows everyone, to reveal
openly what is inside your heart could bring many negatives. This research is
situated within the realm of sensitive topics. The point is again emphasised by
several respondents during interviews. Therefore, an interview in the privacy of

one’s own room was beneficial to them. On moral grounds, | was collaborating with

83 The temporary car park
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them to reduce their vulnerability (Sieber and Stanley, 1988; Renzetti and Lee,
1993).84

As Malays, the informants were aware of the importance of face. As such, talking
openly about others, especially concerning the CEO and the management people,
could bring repercussions to their working life, at least to their career development.
Besides one could be seen as a rude person without bahasa and adab in a culture
where politeness is widely valued (Goddard and Wierzbicka, 1997). Paradoxically,

and contrary to my earlier assumption, poor data would emerge from group

interviewing.

One-to-one interviewing was preferred as it provides a safeguard against any
“emotional harassment” arising from the availability of their personal secrets’ to
others. As such, it closes the door on any gossip or points that could jeopardise
their position or stature. This issue is taken seriously, as many informants believed
there are a lot of ‘hantu’8S (informers) in Palmyra. Such existence of ‘management
spies’ or ‘opportunists’ could be undérstandable as hundreds of K3 officers must
‘fight’ to get their portion of the ‘scarce cake’ (to use a political phrase) of a very few
K2 posts.

o The strategy of talking alone with the researcher also saved the informants from
being coerced or pressured by the presence of a group. In relation to that, the
researcher has great opportunity to record emotional 'outbursts' such as laughing
or other body languages. On my personal level, by interviewing in the
respondent's own room, | could appreciate the importance of space, especially in
relation to the issue of power relations; to the personal body and to the

~management. A room is said to be able to generate emotions. A room is also

said to signify the extent of one's power in an organisation.

84 sieber and Stanley (1988, p. 49) define socially sensitive research as “studies in which there are
potential consequences or implications, either directly for the participants in the research or for the
class of individuals represented by the research.”

85 Ghosts
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My background of doing a lot of journalistic interviewing while working in Palmyra
made many respondents scared®. Many of them understood the idea of “scooping”
where secrets flow out unknowingly due to a certain interview style gained through
years in the trade. Furthermore, | am working on issues that relate to emotions. To
many Malays, emotions must be managed, and are not to be shown explicitly

especially to strangers.

By focusing on management and professional people (K and VIP group), this
research has some limitations. They were chosen, as they are the interesting group
to watch. However, | believe there are many rich and thick stories, which reside
among the supporting staff. In passing, several attempts to encroach into the minds
of the supporting staff were made. The most common answers given to the

researcher were as follows:

For people like us whatever happened here does not bring significant change to our work life
here. As clerk, typist and supporting staff, we are just involved in ‘changing rooms’ not jobs.
Our job is always the same whenever we go. We are small people. It is better for us to follow

the rhythm set by the management.

| believe further research is needed to explore the world of the supporting staff, as

Pringle (1989) has shown how interesting these people are.

VORURTEILS ON ORGANISATION

Morgan's (1997), Bolman and Deal's (1997) and Reed's (1992) writings largely

influenced my ideas and assumptions about organisations.87 To me Palmyra is a

86 | was told by Chin (male, K1-2 (+10) about the issue. The number in brackets denotes years of
services with the Palmyra. As staff in K1 and K2 categories are small, many could easily point out the
specific individual. As such, K1-2 is being employed as an issue of confidentiality.

87 Morgan presents eight dominant images of organisation: As machines, as organisms, as brains, as
cultures, as political systems, as psychic prisons, as flux and transformation, and as instruments of
domination. Bolman and Deal frames as follows: The structural, human resources, political and the
symbolic. Reed offers five analytical frameworks: Organisation as social systems, as negotiated
orders, as structures of power, and as social practices. Morgan's work is selected as it is the most
cited work in organisational studies (Usdiken and Pasadeos, 1995; Simkins, 1999). Borman and
Deal's ideas meanwhile are seen as a practical guide to organisational lives. Reed, on the other hand,
claims that his work is sited in the modern organisational life where Darwinian struggle for survival is
the hallmark.
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~cultural site, and people in there are unique and "exotic" in its own right (McLeod
and Wilson, 1994; Pacanowsky and Trujillo, 1983/1992). | believe people at
Palmyra are symbol users (symbol-making/symbol-misusing beings) as Burke
(1950/1969, p. 136) suggests. | see symbols as full of motives where meanings and
expectations reside (Johnson, 1981; Bantz, 1993; Pachanowsky and Trujillo, 1982,
p. 123). In a similar vein, | see symbols as objects that never stand-alone as they
interact, collide, provide subtle differences and marked contrasts, act as motivators
and unifiers, and as reason and sources of divisions. | also assume that in their
every day talk they make sense about the reality of the work place (Pace and
Faules, 1994; Pepper, 1995; Borman, 1983).

| view Palmyra's “natives” as the main authors of their cultural texts (Brown and
McMillan, 1991, p.50). As such, they are seen as authors of symbols, languages,
beliefs, visions, ideologies, and rituals, besides constructing and regulating social
life in their in-dwelling (Pettigrew, 1979, p. §79). | take a position of construing them
as weavers of narratives where there are many voices, emotions and desires to
name a few. This metaphor is employed in the light of Harris's (1993) classification
of cultures. By taking Weick's (1995) arguments where people make sense out of
narratives in order to create their understanding and make meaning in a particular

world, | see the above weaving as “world-making” (Flick, 1998, p. 29-38).

An organisation as a place of communicative performances is another major
vorurteil that | bring to the field. In that light, | view Palmyra as a stage or explicitly a
theatre or an arena (Gardener and Avolio, 1998; Bryant, 1997; Czarniawska, 1997;
Bolman and Deal, 1994; Mangham and Overington, 1987; Mangham, 1990; Turner,
1974). From an organisational communication point of view, the performance is
related to social interaction, and could be best seen in enactment, co-production
and story-telling (Putnam, Philips and Chapman, 1996). In enactment, the
performance is a sense-making action by members about the reality of their life-
world. In co-production, members are collectively doing performances as a way to
come together to produce social practices and co-ordinate local agreements.
Meanwhile story-telling is how members dramatise organisational life and transform

mundane events into zeal and passions. In addition, in this rubric of performances,
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fun and play reside. In a similar manner, the term performance also connotes
behind-the-scene activities (Deal and Jenkins, 1994) where 'dark-realities,’ such as

the suppression of voices and violence, are at play.

Saturday, 5th July 1997: my first day of the engagement.

As | entered the gate of Palmyra, | could sense the wind of change in the place.
What caught my eyes first was a new, big bronze signboard on the wall of the main
gate. Previously, the wall was not decorated. In the concourse, | could see an
orderly two sentences, which spelled Palmyra, which was previously misarranged.
On the ground floor of the Jebat Hall, a big decorated door looked majestic. The
Platinum Gallery had also received a similar face-lift. Everything looks ‘cultured’ in
that front region (Goffman, 1959). At the back of the main block, thirty-three storey
new office blocks were under construction. Perhaps to mar the dynamics, was
another ‘dynamics’. There were no p.arking spaces for staff cars. Now, most staff

park their cars in the ‘orchard’. Above all, the major of all changes, Palmyra was in

the state of “paradigm shift” under the new leadership of Kaypi,88 the newly |
seconded CEO. | wished that two big slogans high up on each side of the outer wall
of the Jebat Hall, Leadership by Example and Q, which survived the change, could
tell me more.

As a relative stranger, | decided to take my entry pass from the security guard in the
main lobby. | knew | could easily pass through many points of entries, as there were
many 'open' entrances. Besides, | wanted to 'test' my status of organisational
membership after being absent from the place for many years. While waiting for the
guard to process my entry, my eyes wandered across that front region. To my right,

the Platinum Gallery, that house many artefacts of an author known as the

88 All names in this chapter are anonymous as a way of sustaining confidentiality. However, as
Palmyra is a close organisation, the above anonymity could be transparent to some people at
Palmyra.
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Platinum,89 containing the histories of the glorious days of the Palmyra, and
documents about events of language struggle, among others, were empty. The
image of Kaypi in a beautiful frame, near the entrance of the Gallery, however
struck my eyes. A calculated and a careful move by Makcik Auntie, | presumed,

who supervised the Gallery.

My thoughts were interrupted when a senior security guard came over to the table.

Apologetically, he told his junior about me.
Ini orang lama. Tak payah pakai pas security.90

At that moment, | realised | was seen as 'one of them," at least to the security man.
To this man, | was a native. We exchanged much information at that tablé.
According to him, many seniors had left Palmyra. What surprised me most was the
early retirement of Yob who was widely known as a man who 'eats, sleeps and
drinks literature.' “Why?” | sensed issues. | was hearing data from the ground.
McKendall's (1993) phrase, "tyranny of change" danced in front of me. A voice
in my mind however brought me back to the present state. “Che, beware and be
aware of the priori biases in this research of discovery, otherwise you would end up

with the research of 'a priori’ confirmation.

The ghost of Wittgenstein

10 a.m. Coffee time. At first many staff did not realise | was present. After a while,
the lobby turned into a noisy place. In due course of tanya khabar (exchanging
news about one's well being) | told them about my research. Jawa®1 teased me with
his dry joke. “Another beard man. We should not believe his talk." At first, | took no
interest in the humour --- a momentary loss of being a researcher when surrounded
by friends. Later, using the hermeneutics dictum “do not take anything for granted,”

a sense of suspicion sneaked up into my mind. Why beard man? The thought kept

89 A fictionalised name given to one of Palmyra pioneers; a writer.
90 He is our old timer. No need to take the security pass.

91 Male, K3 (+10)
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returning to my mind while taking the ginger-tea with some of the staff at the tea

stall across the road, a favourite place for exchanging stories and talk among staff.

In the office of the officer who processed my organisational entry, | explained about
the aim of my engagement and the issue of confidentiality. This was a repetition as
all of them were clearly written in the 'application' letter. | was lucky as the officer
lets me loose without conditions though | was not given access to attend
organisational meetings. | understood the situation as meetings were considered a

secret place especially with the Official Secret Act lurking behind every staff back.

Sensibly, | went to the office of Kaypi to make an appointment for an interview. It is
adat™ to pay a visit to the elders. In simple words, you must give a salam® whenv
you enter a place. Kaypi was out. Along the hallway, | met Chin, a senior manager.
He invited me to his house for conversations. Any motive in that invitation?
Wittgenstein, | believe, would smile widely at that moment as | was taking his ideas:
All utterances have motives. Is that the ghost that will shadow my whole

engagement?

Tali people

My first stop after Kaypi’'s office was Department Bheta. Many female staff down
there were very happy upon seeing me. As if waiting for an ear._to listen, they
mentioned their state of unhappiness. It was there that they mentioned the
existence of Tal™ people in the Palmyra. | knew the term was metaphorical.

Naively, | asked who they were. Upon probing, things became clearer to me. They

92 Custom or tradition

93 A Malay term derived from Arabic. In this context it refers to saying hello and wish for good health
and living.

94 A Tamil word, which literally refers to a rope. In present India, the word relates to marriage. As
such, tali could be associated with intimacy and closeness between people. Linguistically, many Malay
words are ‘loaned' from Sanskrit.
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were referring to a group of people “roped” together by virtue of coming from
Kokos95 County.

At that juncture, | remembered a note made by Rudie (1994, p. 50)96 about people
of Kokos. According to her, native theory played an important part in a regional
identification whenever Kokosians move outside the state, even among non-Malays.
My ‘remembering’ was disturbed when one of the females said the following: “They

are very powerful people here. We believe Haji is the leader.”

While talking, a female staff87 scribbled and wrote a list of tali names. The staff
showed me the list, | made note, and the staff crumpled it, and threw it into the
dustbin. “Why did you do that?” | asked innocently. Maybe, like a fool too. However,
behaving like a fool is hermeneutical. Even Schein (1987) recognised the

importance of foolish behaviour where one must push less, open out and be aware.

Schein (1987) says,

See without staring, listen quietly rather than listen hard. Use intuition and reflection rather
than trying to figure things out. The more you can let go of trying, and the more open and

receptive you become, the more easily you will know what is happening. (p. 22)

However, as shown by Czarniawska (1998, p. 34), being an ‘idiot’ does not always
work favourably especially in situation where you are under informants’ gazing eyes.
| feel this way since researchers from universities are often regarded as ‘clever’

people.

95 The choice of Kokos as the fictional name is based on the physical nature of the state where
coconut is found in abundance. Kokosian speak different patois compared to other Malays. Indeed,
every county in Malaysia has their own slang and dialect. Kokosians were perceived to be
parochialistic in nature. As such, they tend to help 'blood brothers and sisters' wherever possible.

96 A female Nordic anthropologist who did some research in the Kokos County years ago.

97 K3 (+ 5). On the appointment day, she refused to be interviewed. | could sense her regret of the
slip of the tongue (terlepas cakap) in relation to the existence of the tali men.
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The female staff continues,

They (the tali people) were invulnerable people (orang kebaf)98. We must be careful. In here,
people are afraid to mention about their existence. However, every people with open eyes

(orang celik)99 could see it. They see us as orang Juar.100

This ‘revelation’ indeed enthralled me. | decided, then, to use the tali man story as

my point of departure.

Hawthorn's Rescue

I knew Kokosians were all there since | knew the Palmyra. Why all of a sudden
were they so 'visible?' | tried to make sense. How should | proceed from this point?
Several authors came to my rescue at that moment of difficulty. The first to come
was Kets de Vries and Miller (1987). Both of them advised me to remember that an
organisation is a text. Chambers (1984) was the second to appear. “A text is always
contextual." Hawthorn (1996) was the last. “A text is always historical." With the
above ‘sounds’ in my head, | wenf to see some orang lama (old timers) for
background about the emergence of the fali men. Almost all ‘old timers’ seemed to
avoid giving me a direct answer, except Japar.101 To him, the issue of tali men is
just like “a boy with a curly hair in the class of all straight hairs."

Japar says,

All this while, curly boys in the class are just ordinary phenomena. All of sudden one curly

boy is selected to be a monitor.102 From that point on, curly boys are seen to be everywhere.

98 Indestructible or invulnerable people. The word is linked to magic and supernatural powers in the
classical Malay world. In that historical time, becoming kebal was one of the characteristics of a good

warrior. Such a person was believed to be vulnerable to ‘weak’ weapon such as sugar cane or banana
trunk.

99 Not blind

100 Qutsider. The Malay term is used widely by Kokosians in describing other people, namely non-
Kokosians. A difference should be made between orang luar in the general context of the story. Here
orang luar is seen in relation to Kokosians vs non-Kokosians. As such fellow Kokosians are known as
orang kita (our people) not orang dalam (insider).

101 Male, K1-2 (+15 years)

102 A reference to Kokosian. Becoming a monitor was another way of saying about the appointment
of Kaypi as the CEO.
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For me tali men are just an imagination. Our top people deny such existence, and | believe
them.

Inside my mind a question popped up: 'What if tali men did actually exist even
though only in imagination?'. | must make my mind about their existence; imagined

or real | must ‘find’ them.

Upon reviewing my first day of stories, it was clear to me that the arrival of Kaypi
was the trigger point. | tried to make sense with the list of names given. There, the
‘imaginers’ were constructing linkages with various posts held by 'curly hair' boys. At
the top of the list was Kaypi, the CEO; Haiji, the personnel, finance and resources
director; Don, the senior manager of corporate planning. The three posts were very

important posts as seen in the organisational structure of Palmyra.

Now, the anxiety of becoming a researcher enveloped me. Have | succumbed to
‘home-blindness’ in pursuing tali men theory? Did my experiences in Palmyra colour

my way of seeing things? Nevis (1987) gave me an answer.
In doing a research work, to understand the meaning of presence is very important. (p. 78)

With such gestalt awareness, | made an appeal to my mind to hear more stories, to
be open to all angles and not to be myopic. After all, | must not forget Schein's

(1992) idea about the existence of an iceberg in organisational culture.103

1 am the instrument of research.

In this engagement, | take the view that | am the instrument of research. As such, |

must preserve my own amour propre while working in the field. In this relation,

103 Hyatt, Jenny and Simons, Helens (1999) use ocean as a metaphor to describe an approximately
similar situation. To them the waves represent the turbulence of the surface observations; the shallow
waters beneath, the signs and symbols; and the depth of the ocean, the bedrock in which tacit beliefs
are buried. The metaphor has an advantage in sense that the fluidity of the ocean allows for
movement and changes as levels are recognised and interacted. In this light, culture is neither
immutable nor static. ’
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informants sometimes gave me clues of how to do it. For example on the issue of

‘hurting others’, there is a point best summarised by Chin’s words:

It is no good telling bad things and mentioning names about others to the public. It is against
our religious teaching. Furthermore, it is better not to make others feel malu. | believe if you
make somebody malu, some day you will receive it too. Therefore, it is better to keep the

secret about a bad thing to yourself. In addition, your mouth is your tiger.104

Thus, | must be careful not to ‘go overboard’ in asking questions. Field roles affect
research (Johnson, Duberley, Close and Cassell, 1999). Furthermore, in a place
like Palmyra, where everyone knows everybody, | must be cautious not to ‘harm’ my
informants as the result of the engagement. Out of this quagmire, | decided to
‘maintain poise’ between observer and participant, between outsider and insider,
between distance and inclusion. | hope such action enables me to penetrate the
back stages, members’ theories-in-use, and at the same time avoiding over-rapport.
At the same, it provides me with intellectual and analytical space (Hammersley and
Atkinson, 1995, p. 115) to breathe.

As | am no Kokosian, many of my ‘prejudices,' despite trying not to be prejudicial,
coloured my way of seeing things. How should | do it as | had the experience of
being in the state of emotional toxicity (Frost, 1999)? In my field notebook | wrote:
Follow the principle of Malay elders as espoused in the proverbs --- In taking hair
out of a heap of flour,105 the hair must not split and the flour must not scatter.
Further more, a snake does not lose its venom by gliding slowly over the roots. |

took the position of that snake.106

104 Maly is a fundamental concept in Malay interaction. It is an important adjective in the social
emotion of Malays. Though it is often glossed as ashamed, shy or embarrassed, these translations do
not convey the fact that Malays regards the capacity to feel malu as socially good, akin to sense of
propriety. Two other related concepts are maruah, dignity and honour. In the larger context, malu and
the two concepts are part of the whole idea about face.

105 Rambut jangan putus, tepung jangan berserak (a Malay proverb).

106 Ujar menyusur akar tidak hilang bisanya. The notion of snake in this paragraph must be
understood within the context of a Malay proverb.
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Tali men are the elites in Palmyra. They are in the inner circle. They are the ‘power’.

At the recognisable core are Kaypi, Haji, Don, and Dolah. The latter was perceived
as the main ‘conduit’. A point to note: in the inner circles, there were non-Kokosians
too. However, the staff see them as ‘weak’ members. With reference to the conduit
club, | assumed, several non-Kokosians were in it. Unluckily, many ‘suspected’

conduits refused to be interviewed during the engagement.

Below are stories about key tali men (Kaypi, Haji, Don and Dolah), which were
explicitly mentioned by informants. Data by orang kita (Kokosian = our people =
insider) and orang Iluar (non-Kokosian = other people = outsider) and tali men

themselves107 are used in this construction.

Kaypi, the CEO

To see Kaypi the CEO is not an easy thing to do. He was a very busy man. | made
several appointments but they were cancelled at the last minute. On one occasion,
he seemed to ‘forget’ the arrangement. In that incident, | waited alone in his empty
office for a long time. That day | went home angrily. Upon reflection, | realised in the
field one should manage one’s own emotions as the perception of informants on the
personality of the researcher counts (Johnson, Duberiey, Close and Cassell, 1999).
Maybe | am too extreme to equate doing fieldwork as emotional labour, but this type
of work is really a “managed heart” assignment (Hoschchild, 1983; 1993).
Furthermore, uncontrolled emotions could blind me to being “insensitive” to the data
(Goetz and LeCompte, 1984, p. 102).

The mirror

6.00 a.m. Staff who stay far away from the city arrived with their car headlamps on

at Palmyra. They came early in order to beat the traffic jam. Otherwise they could

107 Both terms are used extensively and have become a common phrase among Kokosians in
Malaysia in reference to Kokosian and non-Kokosian.
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not do the clock-in routine before 8 a.m. Being late means low performance
appraisal scoring points, and it has an effect on increments and promotions. The
clocking-in-and-out machines are situated on the ground floor of the new building.
Above the machine is a long horizontal mirror (cermin). The idea | was told comes
from the popularity of cermin diri (self-mirroring) as a concept.108 There, | could see
a strong resemblance with the Lacanian concept of mirror. At Palmyra, the 'mirror’
has a religious dimension. As such, the management turn the artefact from the
position of zahir into batin, 109 (from external form into inner meaning). (See Nasr,
1966, p. 58-61 for explanation).

Haji explains,

The physical mirror is a reminder to staff early in the morning and before going home of the
importance of muhasabah.110 As such, you could count your good deeds and your bad
actions at the end of the day. Implicitly, by looking at the mirror staff are reminded of their
mortality. In our religion, the more you think about the next world the less you would adhere
to wrong doings such as not doing proper job at work. Furthermore as often emphasised by
the CEO you could easily turn your work into a mill that churns pahalal11 as work is
amanah.112 Work is ibadah113 The CEO mentioned this ‘auditing' (muhasabah) explicitly in
one of his speeches during one of the ceremonies. It is one example of this paradigm shift to

achieve excellence at work for the benefit in this world and in the next.

| observed that many staff do not care to 'mirror' their faces in the mirror. They go

there to do the routine, that is to clock-in and clock-out their day in Palmyra.

108 At one time, a local television programme pursued this idea of cermin diri. The presenter even
placed a small face mirror in front of him during the talk.

109 Both the words in italics are common in Sufi literature.

110 An Islamic concept of self-auditing associated with doing right or wrong. A good Muslim is
encouraged to audit their action every night before going to bed. This concept is related to amal.

111 An Islamic concept of good reward. The concept is very much related to the reciprocation of
rewards in the hereafter.

112 Tryst

113 Literally, means prayer to the Creator in the widest sense, not merely doing the ritual of praying as
performed in mosques.
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The overseas trips

Kaypi was in his office. Previously, on many occasions, he was not there. “Dia pergi
luar negeri,"114 was the usual answer given by staff in the office. The staff were
referring to Kaypi's overseas trips, promoting and spreading Malay language and
literature. Indeed, his frequent physical absences from the office, caused concern to
many senior non-Kokosians officers. To Kakang,115 such absentees provide a
fertile ground for some opportunists to play their power game. Although not implying
Haji, | could see his arrow. To Kakang,116 such trips provide a good cover to be in
the media limelight, which in turn could eamn Kaypi a good picture among the
‘powerful lot’ (like ministers) as a man who is doing a lot of work. Makcik Auntie?17
was more explicit as she wondered how much benefit could be gained from such
trips especially with the weak state of Malay language at home. In addition, she
noted that such trips could be just another programme of ‘official holidays' like the
previous CEO used to do. Indeed, as the result of his frequent overseas trips, Kaypi
earned many 'titles,' such as a “travelling sultan™'® or as the “globetrotting

commander.”119

Kaypi was busy at his desk when | arrived for an interview. He himself ‘hates’ a
tape recorder. “Oh, yeah it is better not to tape our conversations. It is better that
way." For me that was another request that | must entertain. As a researcher, | saw

the issue as a part of creative interviewing process that | must bear.

Before the interview, | sent him my interview guide. According to his secretary, this
requests was made, as he wanted to prepare good answers. On that day, Kaypi

told me that he had very little time to entertain me. | felt ‘cheated’ by him. Anyhow, it

114 He went overseas

115 Male, K3 (+10)

116 Male, K1-2 (+ 15)

117 Female, K1-2 (+15)

118 Mentioned explicitly by Mahmud.

119 Being mentioned explicitly by Kakang.
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was a price to pay when you meet a busy man. 'Atleast he wanted to see
me,' | soothed myself. Trusting the power of metaphor, | asked the sole question of

how he views Palmyra metaphorically.

This organisation must be seen as an ark. | prefer an ark rather than a ship. An ark has more
relationships with our religion. This organisation has for so long anchored itself in the
harbour. For the last twenty years or so, the ark is waiting for trade winds to blow. The ark is
wind breaking. Now, | found out it has many leaks and we need to repair it before it could be

sea worthy again. You should see my poetry for further explanation.

Then from the side door, his male secretary entered the room with a big diary. The
secretary mentioned all his engagements of the week, even on Sundays. | listened,

or eavesdropped to be more correct, about his tight schedule.

Behind his chair, in a small frame, are images of his spouse and his children. |
wonder what their feelings were upon receiving the news about Kaypi's appointment

as CEO. To Kaypi, it was a big surprise.

| heard there are many others who are more eligible. This is a gift from the Aimighty. Praise to
Him the Sustainer.

Suddenly Dolah, 120 one of the names listed as one of the tali men, entered the
room. Without giving a salam, as one should do especially when meeting elders, he
told Kaypi about my ‘aggressiveness.' According to Dolah, | asked many things
about Palmyra. "He asked many bad things t00." Dolah’s behaviour caught me by
surprise as he broke the psychological contract of confidentiality of the interview.
Worse still, it happened before me. Why he did that? Was he doing some sort of
impression work? What was he up to?

Dolah was no K1-2 officer. However, he always represented his boss at inter-
departmental meetings. A week earlier while | was on my way out of Haji's room,
Dolah was there too. To make matters more interesting, when | went to Timbalan's

room for an interview, he was there too. Dolah was ‘everywhere’. As such, it was

120 Male, K3 (+5) who rose through the rank and file. He has been in Palmyra for nearly 20 years.
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