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6. Getting

" Skeptical about
Political
Correctness

7. Getting Other
Voices Heard in
the Learning
Process

In pre-modernity, the crown and the clergy decided which point of
view was politically correct and persecuted subgroups with incorrect
points of view. Modernity tamed pre-modern repression with essenti-
alisms, examinations, panoptic gaze and totalisms (Foucault, 1977;
Lyotard, 1984). It also introduced its own PC. When an elite or
dominant group felt threatened it fired its victims. People who
advocated unions were fired. The right purged the left for its politi-
cally incorrect views. Protesters against the Vietnam War were targets.
Gays and lesbians in the military are still purged. Women are still
being dismissed for their feminist beliefs. These are all organizational
examples of PC domination. The result is that people try to be
politically correct to avoid sanctions.

Modernism is also flexible enough to co-opt its opposition by
reinterpreting it in its own terms. ‘Thus wearing old jeans as a gesture
of resistance to consumerism is coopted [sic] when the market provides
new “‘old” jeans at premium prices’ (Fox and Miller, 1992: 4). Taylor-
ism is repackaged as Total Quality Management (Boje and Winsor,
1993). One danger is that the TQM discourse is becoming more
politically correct, but the principles, recipes and prescriptions keep
the modernist game intact. Learning that is ‘politically correct’ only
substitutes new fad-words like ‘total quality management’, ‘empower-
ment’, ‘re-engineering’ and ‘flexible manufacturing systems’ for the
old ones. Efficiency reports become value-added reports. Time and
motion studies become cycle time studies with workers empowered to
gaze and report and adjust their performativity. It is harder to absorb
the counternarrative that excessive corporate CEO salaries and con-
tracting with sweat shops employing child labor does not constitute
greed and exploitive profiteering. As modernists and postmodernists
dialogue, the neoconservatives claim to be the victims of PC.

The tactic is to gather together under one rubric a great diversity of issues—
harbingers of cultural change are particular targets—and delegitimizing
support for any one contention in one sector by attachment to a countersign, a
symbol perceived more negatively in another sector. (Fox and Miller, 1992: 5)

Listening to many voices is fundamental to learning. This means
learning how to learn to manage dialogue in plurality and listening to
a multiplicity of assumptions. This is teaching the organization to
adopt a new learning style. Can we deconstruct the iron teaching
machine to dismantle, expose and reform the prescriptions, stories,
constructions, rules and voices that are taught? It means putting time
into the discussion to assess and transform prevailing norms for
organizational performance. It means confronting basic values of
capitalism.
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8. Critique of the
Story of Progress
or Perish

9. Learning
Resistance

Post-Text—
Conclusions

The curriculum of modernism is a pedagogy of oppression and
destruction justified by threats that too much concern for worker safety
and dignity will make the first world less competitive with the newly
industrialized countries. A companion story is that an increase in
sweat shop and anti-environment practices must be tolerated or there
will be more layoffs, more downsizing, and more exodus of first-world
companies to the third world. Just because an organization downsizes
and gets flatter, adopts shorter cycle times, networks globally and is
more Customer-sovereign, does not mean that workers, managers and
customers will be unshackled from exploitation or drudgery, or move
towards environmental sustainability. The cult of modernist efficiency
continues to spin its story of eternal and God-given progress: imple-
ment this Total Quality Management at the utmost speed so that the
nation can sanitize the workplace of non-value-added humans, and
downsize while third-world pools of child labor generate higher rates
of return. In this way, the corporation competes globally, and maybe
one keeps one’s job. This is the grand and totalizing story that needs
deconstructing.

The learning organization can rebel by emancipating any oppressed
group to be free agents: free from discursive coercion, knowledge
coercion and normalization coercion using social science and engineer-
ing language and practice (Boje and Dennehy, 1993: 16). There are
three paths of resistance we can discuss. First, management writers
talk about overcoming the workers’ ‘resistance to change’. This is low-
level resistance. The second is the reverse of the first: resistance by the
dominator to the initiatives of the dominated. The third is horizontal
resistance in which people of equal status and power resist each
other’s attempts at domination. We can extend this typology of
resistance to discourse. If a discourse, such as Total Quality Manage-
ment, dominates the firm, those voicing alternative discourses will
resist, wherever feasible, the encroachments and translations of the
dominant discourse. This is first-order resistance. Second-order resist-
ance occurs when the dominant discourse resists the challenges and
translations of the alternative discourse. Finally, third-order resistance
occurs in a more pluralistic setting where multiple discourses compete
for hegemonic dominance. Sustaining a governance structure tolerant
of both TQM and anti-TQM discourses in the same enterprise is
required.

In this essay I have argued that contemporary organizations inter-
mingle at least three discourses of organizational learning: pre-
modern, modern and postmodern. In addition, I have advocated that
we move from mechanistic or organic metaphors of organization
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theory to discursive metaphors so we can begin to understand and
then teach alternative discourses. Changing the corporate dialogue
means changing the balance of power among alternative discourses.
The lesson of the postmodern world is that we are already members of
a fractured, intertwined, interpenetrated array of discourses. I focused
on one aspect of discourse: storytelling. Finally, I advocated that we
take pre-modern discourse seriously. That means recognizing how
pre-modern discursive practices are still part of modern organizations.
It also means recognizing aspects of pre-modern philosophy that are
being revitalized in the postmodern condition.

In organizational learning, there is a need to teach the polyvocal and
polysemous histories of exploitive technical efficiency and global colo-
nialism. People trained in postmodern discourse work transform
themselves into the hierarchies prescribed by discourse. The corporate
learning context conditions and rewards one to make one’s rhetoric
politically correct. We are taught to translate social concerns into econ-
omic concerns, environmental concerns into efficiency concerns, and
social governance concerns into Victorian capitalist ends. We are con-
ditioned to learn a very simple story: if we organize across our func-
tions, do joint teams, reduce cycle times, tighten our belts, downsize,
close our eyes to urban sweat shops, then we can win the global race,
turn the declining national economy around, rebuild the failing public
school system, and have enough trickle-down crumbs to feed and
house the homeless. Our MBA programs teach Victorian Capitalism.
MBA might as well stand for ‘Masters in Bureaucratic Administration’.
It is heresy to admit it, but most organizational learning is learning to be
docile, bureaucratic, mindless robots, in the Mother Earth destruction
enterprises that infest this planet. Modernist organizational learning
looks hygienic on the surface, but carries an epidemic of wasteful anti-
ecology, racist, sexist learning in its underbelly.

I have argued that by including pre-modern and postmodern
discourses in the curriculum of organizational learning we can achieve
an alternative to our current forms of capitalism. This new journal can
implement a theory and research agenda which is decidedly different
from what has been done in organizational learning. There is a need to
study the storytelling process to reveal the subtle ways in which
capitalist learning occurs. One exciting research topic is to look at the
struggle of multiple, fragmented and competing discourses. We can
start to identify the practices-in-use that constitute the learning field of
discourse. Studying how people resist the various curricula is also
important. This is an inquiry into the politics of social construction. I
think we have to do more than interpret the stories of the storytellers
embedded in the organizational learning. I think we have to do what
Calds and Smircich (1993) are advocating, put the stories of manage-
ment (and management theorists) on one side of the page and the
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excluded stories of the workers, especially child slaves, on the other.
There is a need to compare management texts with ecological texts. We
can also do more of the kind of feminist deconstructions as exemplified
in Martin’s analysis of a school board’s racist decision-making (1990a),
and a speech by a CEO (1990b) of a multinational corporation who had
performativity views of how his subordinate should balance preg-
nancy and job duties.

We need theories of change and consulting from a multiple narrative
perspective. We need to study discourse interventions as people learn
to dialogue their differences. Modernist bureaucracy will resist and
defend against changes to its hegemonic rendition of organizational
praxis. The official, corporate story of the firm is bureaucratically
defended against alternative stories (Boje, forthcoming). Bringing non-
official stories and storytellers to the round table of dialogue is a
political and rebellious invasion, and will be viewed in some enter-
prises as an act of terrorism.

We live under the illusion of progress, while beyond, and even
within, our iron cage there is toxic entropy and slavery. Mother Earth
has been cloaked with highly commodified hyper-reality images
sustained by conservative politics. Pre-moderns suggest that our
modern, western bodies are already imprisoned by our commodities.
We, in academic life, are unwitting participants in a masquerade,
trying desperately to convince ourselves that we care about the third
world, the environment and animal rights—as we buy Barbie dolls
made by young girls in sweatshops south of the border. We pretend to
be the passive victim, with no control over the industrial ideology of
capitalism. In the western tradition, we isolate ourselves from poverty,
distance ourselves in suburbia from the inner city, hire armed guards
to keep the have-nots off our lawns and doorsteps. As postmodernists,
we are learning to hear the screams of the 200 million children in
servitude, as the bulldozer rapes Mother Earth.

1. Organization learning is being defined by several scholars (Argyris and
Schon, 1978; Bahrami, 1992; Byrne, 1992; Handy, 1990; McGill et al., 1992;
Quinn, 1992; Senge, 1991).

2. Tamara is a production of TAMARA INTERNATIONAL, 2035 N. Highland
Avenue, Los Angeles, California 90068.

3. As quoted in Richard Rothstein (1993) ‘The Children’s Hour’, LA Weekly,
14 November: 16. The original quote appeared in Harvard Business Review.
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