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A mobile army of  metaphors, metonyms, 
and anthropomorphisms—in short, a sum 
of  human relations which have been 
enhanced, transposed, and embellished 
poetically and rhetorically, and which after 
long use seem firm, canonical, and 
obligatory to a people: truths are illusions 
about which one has forgotten that this is 
what they are; metaphors which are worn 
out and without sensuous power; coins 
which have lost their pictures and now 
matter only as metal, no longer as coins. 



Organisation 



Culture 





Conceptual Metaphor 

From Simile to 
Metaphor 

Creation Persuasion 



Metaphors of  Organisation 

•   The organisation as a machine 

•   The organisation as an organism 

•   The organisation as an army 

•   The organisation as a culture 



Organisation as a machine 

Strengths: 

•  When there are straightforward tasks to perform  

•  In a stable predictable environment with clear demand for known products 

•  Large scale repeatable operations 

•  When people are compliant and behave “as they should” 

Limitations: 

•  Dehumanising view of  work – mindless drones 

•  Assumes that predictability and control is possible 

•  Creates dependency on top down management   

•  Closed system independent of  environment 



Organisation as an organism 
Strengths: 

•  Highlights to importance of  understanding organisations in relationship to their environments 

•  Open systems understood as on-going processes rather than a collection of  parts 

•  Needs must be met to survive 

Limitations: 

•  People do not adhere to strict natural laws 

•  Can lead to a view of  organisation and its environment as objective (not socio-culturally 
created) 

•  Can lead to a view that we have to adapt to changes in the environment rather than being active 
agents operating in the environment 

•  Organisations are not as unified in their functions as organisms 

•  Can become an ideology 



Organisation as culture 
Strengths: 

•  Directs attention to the symbolic significance of  almost all aspects of  organisational 
life 

•  Shared systems of  meaning, shaping action by influencing social practices 

•  Social cohesion of  groups through shared mythologies 

•  Shows how the relationship between organisation and its environment is socially 
constructed 

Limitations: 

•  Assumptions around “good” and “bad” cultures  

•  Culture change leads to happy, productive employees 

•  Can lead to ideological control and values engineering  - top down imposed values you have to subscribe to.  

•  Observer beware – you interpret culture from your on perspective 

•  Can become very mechanistic in its application 

 



Organisation as an army 

Strengths: 

•  Can have helpful operating heuristics for complex situations 

•  Emphasises team work 

•  Training, Training, Training 

•  In modern times both hierarchy and networked  

•  Milestones, deadlines (from military history) 

Limitations: 

•  Can overemphasis the role of  the heroic leader 

•  Don’t question authority 

•  Implies being at war and winning has a high cost to human life 

 



Emergence & Return 

  

The organisation as a brain 



Metaphor of  a metaphor 

•  Information processing brain 

•  Learning brain 

•  Holographic brain 
 



Information processing 



Learning brain 





Learning brain 

  Scan and anticipate change in wider environment 

  Develop ability to question, challenge, and change operating 
norms and assumptions 

  Allow an appropriate strategic direction and pattern to 
emerge 

  Evolve designs that allows them to become skilled in double 
loop learning to not get trapped in single loop processes 

  Three major barriers to double-loop learning: budgets, 
bureaucracy and accountability 



Holographic brain 



Holographic brain 

•  Build the “whole” into the parts 

•  The importance of  redundancy 

•  Requisite Variety 

•  Minimum specs 

•  Learn to learn 



Organisation as a brain 

Strengths: 

•  Gives clear guidelines for creating learning organisations 

•  Shows how IT can support the evolution of  organisations 

•  Gives a new theory of  management based on the principles of  self-
organization 

•  Addresses the importance of  dealing with paradox 

Limitations: 

•  There could be conflict between the requirements of  organisational 
learning and the realities of  power and control (people feeling they lose 
power) 

•  Learning for the sake of  learning can become just another ideology 



Metaphors for a VUCA World 



Radical Metaphors 

•   Instrument of  domination 

•   Psychic prison 

•   Change and flux 

•   Political system 



Organisation as a instrument of  domination 

Strengths: 

  Draws attention to the double-edged nature of  rationality, it is always a 
partial point of  view 

  Shows how seemingly rational actions have devastating outcomes on 
other actors 

  A view of  exploitation can drive different behaviour and spark social 
change 

Limitations: 

  Can be interpreted as a conspiracy theory 

  May blind us to the fact that non-dominance forms of  organisations 
may be possible 



Organisation as a psychic prison 

Strengths: 

  Highlights the dangers of  single loop learning and narrow perspectives (or rejection of  different 
perspectives) 

  Shows how “culture” can be a pathological thinking trap 

  Shows how lifting the unconscious to the light can be transforming (how our view of  society 
shapes our view of  organisations, e.g. male-female values) 

  Draws attention to the ethical dimension of  organisation (increased awareness of  the human 
dimension) 

Limitations: 

  It can be seen to promise liberation from cognitive constraints 

  Can ignore the realties of  power and vested interested in maintaining the status quo 

  Raises the image an Orwellian world where we try and manage each other’s minds 



Organisation as flux & 
transformation 

Strengths: 

•  Shows that he way we see and manage change is a reflection of  how we see and think about 
ourselves 

•  Survival with the environment, never against. Organisations are always more than themselves – 
expands boundaries for what is “inside” the system 

•  Key organising rules can hold patterns in place, when pushed can lead to chaos and new 
emerging patterns (small changes can produce large effects) 

•  The importance of  polarity management (dialectical analysis) 

•  Working with the paradox of  knowing that there is no such thing as being “in control” – yet 
using power and control where we can 

•  Debunks the traditional view of  management theory which is based on  organising, predicting, 
and controlling 

Limitations: 

•  May lead to a quest to try and find order from chaos and find the secret rule to predict emergent 
patterns before they become reality 



Organisation as a political 
system 

Strengths: 

•  Highlights the interest driven reality of  organisational life, power & conflict 

•  Challenges the myth of  rationality – rational for whom? 

•  Points to the inherent tensions between diverse sets of  interest (both organisationally 
and personally) 

•  Recognises the socio-political role organisations can play in society 

Limitations: 

•  Can lead to an over politicised view of  all actions creating cynicism and mistrust 

•  May lead to a view of  organisations as a zero-sum game of  winners and losers 

•  May overstate the importance of  the individual  and underplay system dynamics 

 

 



3 Tactics & an Art Form 

•  The “tactic of  fallibility” makes the partiality and 
incompleteness of  established language explicit  

•   A “tactic of  meta-fallibility” that illustrates how “no 
single theory will ever give us a perfect point of  view”  

•   A “tactic of  elaboration” that introduces “radical 
metaphors” and concretizes them as plausible 
alternatives to already established language  

•  The art of  rhetoric to persuade others of  the value of  
the new language 

Download: http://theironicmanager.com/change-your-language 


