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Organizational Management
& Linguistic Pragmatics

Teruya Nagao & Bruce Horton

Human beings have worked together in
groups with reasonable success for thousands
of years. However, our understanding of what
an organization is and how it is "managed" has
been revolutionized by new conceptions. We
will summarize the development of these mod-
ern ideas and then suggest that management
theorists would do well to turn to linguistic
pragmatics for new models which can be used
to describe the nature of decision making in or-
ganizations.

Modern Management Theory. Mod-
ern management theory was born in the pio-
neering work of Mary Parker Follett and
Chester Barnard at the turn of the century.
Follett started the revolution by attacking the
ancient notions that management authority
was "power over" others and that, in every or-
ganization, there was some final authority
(typically a company president or some such),
who was the ultimate receptacle of responsibil-
ity. Follett argued that the old view of author-
ity was an illusion based on false assumptions
about the nature of power. She denied that
power belonged to a person or position and in-
stead demonstrated that it derives from situa-
tions. Given the right situation -- such as a de-
cision about when and how to ship a load of
widgets from the factory -- a shipping clerk can
have more authority than even the C.E.O. has.
The insight into management practice which
Follett uncovered was the power within an or-
ganization is not inherently vertical or hierar-
chical; she showed that decision-making was
normally a process. Decisions typically
evolve through a give-and-take interchange as
the various voices within the organization
speak and shape matters more to their liking.
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"Authority" was not a person but a process,
one which is ideally open and permits each in-
volved party to influence the collective end re-
sult. Barnard also made influential contribu-
tions to the theory of authority. In particular,
he articulated how members of an organization
willingly follow only those communicated or-
ders which they believe are consistent with the
organization's goals and with their own per-
sonal interests (Wren 1994: 270).

The "Scientific" Theorists. This pio-
neering generation was followed by another,
which attempted to work out the new ideas
about management with clarity and precision,
perhaps most brilliantly and influentially in
the studies of Herbert Simon. The scientific
theorists boldly discarded traditional ap-
proaches to management, denouncing them as
merely anecdotal. These old proverbs were to
give way to empirical scientific procedure. The
new breed of theorist, notably scholars like
Rensis Likert, sought to describe the optimal
patterns of organization behavior. What is it
that makes an organization a success? What
makes a supervisor effective? This they tried
to fix and formulate in objective statements
which were rigorously researched and fully
verifiable.

From the vantage-point of hindsight, it is
clear why approaches like Likert's made little
headway. Organizations are not made up of
human beings living, thinking and working in
restricted, well-formed little worlds. If we were
robots, the behaviorists would have found the
most effective "program" for every organiza-
tional task. Yet except in the most trivial do-
mains of mindlessly fixed routine jobs actual
management is not in any way rigid or ma-
chine-like.

The Wrong Science. The behaviorists
looked to the wrong science for guidance in de-
scribing the management process. As Follett
revealed, decisions in organizations are nor-




mally the result of a process. In only the rarest
of cases is it possible to know with any cer-
tainty what the final result will be in the flow of
events making up the stages in a decision mak-
ing process. So it is no wonder that it is impos-
sible to formulate with mathematical precision
the "laws" of decision making if the effects be-
ing studied are not causes obtained by precise
effects. Human organizations are not run by
the idealized billiard-ball laws of physics.

Linguistic Science. We sympathize
with the efforts of the behaviorist generation
to clarify management practices. We heartily
agree with their efforts to lay bare the process
involved in making decisions. But we think in-
sight into this matter is more likely to be found
in the science most directly concerned with
human communication, linguistics--specifi-
cally linguistic pragmatics. Decisions are the
end product of conversations, and linguistic
pragmatics investigates the principles which
underlie and structure conversations.

Literal Meaning. One can think of the
meaning conveyed by words when we speak as
being layered onion-like about a core. The
central core of meaning has properties with an
almost mathematical-like nature and thus al-
lows for pleasingly precise formulations of
meaning ("semantic") relations. For example,
we can deduce from the truth of the sentence
'Jones sold 20 widgets to Nakamura' that it is
also the case that 'Nakamura bought 20 wid-
gets from Jones.' Similarly from the truth of
'Aoshima vetoed the sea-front project,’ we can
deduce that it is the case that 'Aoshima op-
poses the sea-front project." We can make
these deductions because of the semantic rela-
tions holding between words like 'buy' and
'sell' and of 'veto' and 'oppose,' respectively.

Non-literal Meaning. Probably the
greater bulk of the "meaning" we communicate
with language, however, does not have this
precise quasi-mathematical nature. For one
thing, many expressions are like the polite En-
glish greeting 'How are you?' which is usually
not meant to be taken as a sincere inquiry into
another's state of health. The literal meaning
of the words is irrelevant, and what counts is
the speaker's attempt to convey good will to
maintain comfortable social relationships. On
the other hand, sentences can have clear
meaning, but the intended meaning may not
be what the words literally suggest. For in-
stance, all competent English speakers know

that the sentence 'The president wants to see
you in his office at 10:30' is not merely a state-
ment about the president's idle fancies; to an
ordinary member of the organization, these
words are meant to be interpreted as an order.
Speakers of a language know the conventions
which are used to make orders and requests
and such indirectly and politely.

In fact, the intended meaning of an expres-
sion can be quite removed from its literal con-
tent. Consider the possible meanings of the
following words: 'There are some widgets in
the corner.' Just what does this sentence
mean? Potentially, it may mean almost any-
thing the speaker wants it to. A supervisor
might use these words to order a subordinate
to clean up the widgets. Or a co-worker might
use these same words to help his partner find
the widgets she is looking for. The possibilities
are endless. These words can be taken as in-
structions to hide the widgets, repair them,
pick them up with a forklift, and on and on.

Conversational Principles. If it is the
case that our words can potentially mean al-
most anything, how, then, do the people we are
talking to ever figure out what we are talking
about? The answer is that conversational be-
havior is "rule governed." There are underly-
ing principles which participants use to encode
and decode messages in a language. Two of the
most fundamental have been called the Coop-
erative Principle (tell others what they need to
know) and the Politeness Principle (tell others
what makes them feel good).

Cross-linguistic Communication.
For years, researchers have been unraveling
the rules which govern conversation, and a
great deal of progress has been made on many
fronts. Interesting questions arise when we ask
if the same principles apply in, say, American
and Japanese organizational conversations. In
this case the answer seems to be "yes and no."
"Yes" because the same basic principles are in-
volved, but "no" because different cultural
groups will apply different conversational
principles to a specific speaking situation. Of-
ten-cited examples concern Americans at-
tempting to be honest and cooperative, while
their Japanese counterparts are doing every-
thing they can to maintain polite social rela-
tions, carefully avoiding anything that sounds
like a refusal, even if that is what they intend.
And even when the two sides do manage to get
on the same playing field and are trying to "co-



operate," communication may suffer as the two
groups interpret the notion quite differently.
There are thousands of pages of anecdotes
about such matters. Our point is that linguistic
pragmatics has the conceptual machinery
needed to describe what is happening.

The Future. The greatest difficulty with
adopting a linguistic approach in management
studies is that linguistics has traditionally
been, so to speak, a microscopic science. Lin-
guists have developed the tools needed to de-
scribe how a speaker interprets the particular
words some other language-user says. The
analysis of a single sentence can take up hun-
dreds of pages. What is needed is a linguistics
with a more macroscopic vision, a broader per-
spective able to analyze the multiple threads
which make up organizational discussions.
Fortunately, in the last two decades linguists
have begun incorporating new conceptual
tools with a wider social view. The result has
been the birth of a super-field, a "macro-prag-
matics," that delves into the nuts and bolts of
long stretches of conversational behavior. Par-
ticularly fascinating has been analysis of "floor
rights"--who talks and who listens, and how
members of a conversation signal their inten-
tions to one another (e.g. Schiffrin 1987).

We feel that it would be natural for man-
agement theorists to look at corporate decision
making from a linguistic perspective. Follett
uncovered the Gordian knot we call the deci-
sion making process, and linguistic pragmatics
is the one domain which specializes in cutting
through such tangles.
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The East European Rim after
the Fall of Communism:
Some Consequences for the

Cross-cultural Training of West

Europeans

Juliana Roth

The Cold War is over, the Iron Curtain is
down and socialism has collapsed: in Moscow
and St. Petersburg glitzy displays in fancy
shops and smart 'biznesmeny' with cellular
phones and expensive cars have replaced the
drab atmosphere of the socialist past. But why
is it that Western executives and technical per-
sonnel on assignment in Russia have the feel-
ing that their Russian counterparts are still as
alien, distant and incomprehensible as before,
although they now converse freely in English
or German, comment on the latest moves on
the international stock exchanges, and have
grown accustomed to the life-style of interna-
tional business travellers?

Why is it that all Westerners alike -- busi-
ness and media people, officials of the Euro-
pean Union -- have trouble to understand

*Why Russian decision makers still depend

so much on hierarchy and less on factual

know-how?

*Why negotiators are often passive, dislike

lively discussions and arguments, and often

disregard previous agreements?

Western visitors to Russia are further con-
fused when they are confronted with

*the absence of privacy,

*the intimacy of body language,

*the dislike of regular and uninspiring work,

*the excessive hospitality at parties with nu-

merous toasts, etc. etc.

A cross-cultural communication profes-
sional will not be surprised by such "com-
plaints." Teaching or training culture means in
most cases working with people who are com-
pletely unaware of cultural differences and
who consequently have little or no explanation
for "deviating" behaviors. However, from the
point of view of an ethnographer and a trainer
with experience in the East-West European in-
terface I would like to argue that for several




reasons these statements deserve full atten-
tion. It is not only (a)the number of such "com-
plaints" that strikes the observer, but it is
(b)also the emotional impact with which
Westeners usually deny the relevance of these
differences for the outcome of their interac-
tions with their Russian counterparts, (c)their
persisting stability and homogeneity, and (d)
their potential for conflict. All these factors re-
sult in an unusually strong denial of cultural
differences.

Since the strength of these denials func-
tions as a strong inhibitor to the motivation for
cross-cultural learning, it may be useful to take
a closer look at their sources.

A careful examination of the statements of
difference between East and West Europeans
and of the way they are dealt with discloses
some very powerful assumptions about the ba-
sis of East-West differences. They all go back to
the prevailing view that the present rift be-
tween East and West Europe goes back exclu-
sively to the "legacy of the communist past"
which is also held responsible for the "lower
degree of progress and modernization" of Rus-
sian society. These are the reasons which most
Western executives give for the misunder-
standings and failures in their interactions
with Russians and other East Europeans.

Despite their one-sidedness and bias, these
"reasons" are very helpful insofar as they re-
veal the fact that the image of millions of
people in Western Europe - Including their
leaders - of the East was shaped almost exclu-
sively by the antagonism between the two po-
litical and economic systems. The division of
Europe into a socialist and a capitalist "camp"
has indeed dominated all levels of public and
private life from 1945 to 1989. One of its last-
ing consequences is that it led most Westerners
to the belief that all differences between East
and West derived from the political, economic
and ideological differences of the two systems.
This belief in the political nature of the divi-
sion between East and West presisted after the
coming down of the Berlin Wall. It misguided
most Westerners in their assessment of the po-
litical and economic consequences of the unifi-
cation of Europe; it persuaded them that the
"people in the East are not different from us"
and that the extant differences were due to the
imposed communist system -- the "evil em-
pire", as President Reagan once called it - and
all it needed to "put them back on track" was to

remove the structures of dictatorship, surveil-
lance and central control, and provide them
with a little financial aid.

The reality of the last six years has proved
most of these ideas and beliefs wrong. Instead
of diminishing, the differences in world view
and in political, civil and economic behavior
between East and West seem to increase, and
although most state-imposed restrictions are
gone, the distance and alienation between East
and West seems to be growing. Neither is the
speed of economic, political and social change
and progress nearly as high as expected. Mean-
while, the Berlin Wall has been replaced by
"the Wall in the Heads", a metaphor for the in-
visible emotional and mental barriers between
East and West.

To sum up, the emphasis on political and
ideological differences led Westerners to ne-
glect cultural differences. As a consequence,
the mental and cultural constraints of the uni-
fication process were not anticipated, and the
fact that the reasons for conflict and misunder-
standing in the present relationship between
East and West may be cultural is largely ig-
nored. However, Westerners will have to face
and acknowledge the fact that instead of politi-
cal divisions they are now (again) confronted
with the older divisions based on culture and
religion. There is an urgent need to realize that
most people in East Europe belong to cultural
traditions that differ from those in the West,
with different values, norms, and ideas, and
that during all those years of political confron-
tation these cultural boundaries never really
ceased to exist and to exert their influence.

The consequences of this neglect are many-
fold and have a direct impact on cross-cultural
learning for the East-West European interface.
The lack of understanding and ackowledg-
ement of cultural differences which dominates
all stages of culture contact and affects cross-
cultural learning is taken to the extreme in the
East-West confrontation. Stereotypical political
arguments based on strong moral and ideologi-
cal convictions ("Communism is to blame for
everything") reinforce Westerners in their
non-acceptance of the relevance of cultural
differences and prevent them from achieving a
better understanding of the East and advanc-
ing in the process of intercultural learning.
Thus the powerful misconceptions about the
nature of East-West differences have devel-
oped into a major stumbling block for the de-



velopment of intercultural sensitivity: rather,
they add to the "natural culture blindness" and
prevent people from entering the more pro-
ductive phase of acceptance and integration of
difference.

Cross-cultural teachers and trainers have
to take these facts into consideration if they
want to be effective in their work on the East-
West European interface.

(Dr. Juriana Roth is with Munich University, Ger-
many.)

E R ROBEIBI S
Hasty Generalisation in
International Communication

£5K—ER (Ichiro SUZUKI)

Japan's rapid development after the World War IT has been
interpreted in various terms. First it was called "miracle."
Then it was shifted to "economic anmal, " creating sharp
criticism from abroad. In the 1970's the Japan Foundation
started a project of inviting secondary school teachers from
abroad. The following are some examples of how hasty
generalisations cause misunderstandings in education.
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