Using Metaphorical Analysis to Communicate Understanding Through Ambiguity PRIVATE 


Robert F. Abbey, Jr.


Associate Professor, Troy State University

It's all a question of a story.  We are in trouble just now because we do not have a good story.  We are in between stories.  The Old Story--- the account of how the world came to be and how we fit into it--- is not functioning properly, and we have not learned the New Story.  The Old Story sustained us for a long period of time.  It shaped our emotional attitudes, provided us with life's purpose, and energized action.  It consecrated suffering, integrated knowledge, guided education.  We awoke in the morning and knew where we were.  We could answer the questions of our children.  We could identify crime, punish criminals.  Everything was taken care of because the story was there.  It did not make men good, it did not take away the pains or stupidities of life, or make for unfailing warmth in human association.  But it did provide a context in which life could function in a meaningful manner. 

We are between stories.  A fundamental shift in basic beliefs and assumptions about the nature of things and the human condition is going on.  Because those beliefs and assumptions are among the foundations of human existence, when they change, radical shifts in individual values and societal conditions will follow.

Morgan (1980) presents a strong case that science of all kinds, whether nominalist or realist in its basic orientation, is primarily metaphorical.  It is through the use of metaphor that scientists seek to create knowledge about the world.  The metaphors which theorists choose as a basis for detailed theorizing usually derive from very fundamental, and often implicit, core assumptions about ontology and human nature.  In selecting different metaphors for elaborating their theories, they implicitly commit themselves to an epistemological position which places the emphasis upon particular kinds and forms of knowledge.  Debates about epistemology largely hinge around the advocacy of different kinds of metaphoric insight as a means of capturing the nature of the social world. As Morgan (1980) has argued, these differing ideological perspectives are inherent in the different kinds of metaphors which are used to tie specific theorizing to root views of reality. 

This approach to understanding reality has been used by Jones (1982) and Gregory (1988) to understand the nature of physics.  Toffler (1980) employed the metaphor of waves (first, second, third) to explain the evolution of civilization and provided a way to envision the future; this metaphor was then adopted by Maynard and Mehrtens (1993) and applied to the business sector as the fourth wave. Tides were utilized by Light (1997) to explain the “reforms” associated with administering to the public. Hateley and Schmidt (1997; 2000) have used the metaphors of peacocks, pigeons, and penguins to explore the nature of diversity and stereotyping.  Terry (1997) applies the theater metaphor as an aid in understanding public administration. MacKenzie (1998) provides the most powerful use of metaphor when he describes his corporate life as “orbiting the giant hairball!” Ozzie Smith (“The Wizard of Oz”) (2002) uses the metaphor of a baseball to describe and understand his life and his rise to ascendancy in baseball itself.  

Using the concepts and principles advanced by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) and separately by Morgan (1980; 1986), students are challenged to conceptualize their organizations using the metaphors advanced by Gannon (2004). The appendix to this paper describes the requirements for a term paper in an organizational behavior course.

This paper will explore the use of metaphorical analysis to understanding organizations in general (see Figure 1) and to understanding organizational behavior in particular.  Examples will be drawn from student papers and shared as a possible way to teach communication of understanding of organizations through ambiguity.
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Appendix 1

METAPHORICAL ANALYSIS OF ORGANIZATIONS

Term Paper

Undoubtedly, you have had recent experiences with numerous organizations.  This exercise will assist you in identifying differences in organizations from a multiplicity of metaphorical orientations. In effect, for this assignment you are being asked to think specifically about organizations you have been associated with recently, develop your own conceptual metaphorical model for looking at their characteristics, and think more specifically about the managerial functions in each of these organizations.  You probably already know a great deal more about organizations and their management that you think.  This exercise should be useful in getting your thoughts together.

Step 1:

Select an organization in which you have been involved or with which 


you have had recent contact. 


Step 2:

Analyze this organization (a) using any of the metaphors described by Gannon (1997; 2001) or (b) develop a metaphorical analysis of your own using the principles described by Morgan (1980; 1986; 1993).



Morgan, Gareth. (1980). Paradigms, metaphors, and puzzle solving in organization theory. Administrative Science Quarterly, 25, 605-622.



Morgan, Gareth, 1986: Images of Organization. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Morgan, Gareth (1993). Imaginization: The Art of Creative Management. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Step 3:

Write your term paper based on your reasoned response to Step 2.  This term paper is to consist of twelve to sixteen typed, double-spaced pages (3000-4000 words).
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