UNDERSTANDING AND LEADING ORGANIZATIONS
A HERMENEUTIC PHENOMENOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION

The purpose of this paper is to argue for an
ontological investigation into the very nature
of organizations and their leadership, in the
tradition of Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenom-
enology.' Organizations in general, and corpo-
rations in particular, play an ever-more promi-
nent role in contemporary society and, given
their pervasive influence in all spheres of life,
it seems surprising that this has not led to a vi-
brant ontological inquiry into what they are in
their very nature. In choosing a guide for en-
gaging in such an ontological inquiry,
Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology
seems promising, as he made the most promi-
nent contribution to the ontological project in
the twentieth century—a time that coincides
not only with the rise of corporations, but also
with the corporatization of many other aspects
of contemporary society.?

Real progress in any science takes place
when the fundamental assumptions of the very
nature of entities to be researched are acknowl-
edged as untenable, and are revised in a more
or less radical manner.’ In such instances—as
Michael Inwood* points out, with reference to
Heidegger’—the inquiry, strictly speaking, is
no longer scientific but philosophical—or,
more precisely, ontological. Ontology is de-
fined as “the branch of metaphysics dealing
with the nature of being,”® and is also under-
stood to be “the ‘study of beings as such,’ but it
can be a ‘regional’ ontology, concerned with
the being or nature of e.g. numbers, space, or a
work of literature.”” In this essay, I want to sub-
mit the phenomenon “organization” and, by
implication, the field of organizational studies
to such an ontological investigation, with the
goal of making such a contribution.

An ontological investigation is itself pre-
scientific and serves to build a foundation for
establishing and developing appropriate the-
ory-generating and scientific approaches, and,
consequently, research agendas and research
methodologies. Just like any other academic
discipline, organizational sciences and studies
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necessarily rest on the assumptions about the
very nature of the entity with which they are
concerned, namely, the organization—
whether these assumptions are specifically ar-
ticulated or not.* As Heidegger himself points
out, science and ontology are, therefore, inher-
ently inseparable.” Any science presupposes
an understanding of the very nature of the en-
tity that is being researched, and can only re-
search and understand that which is inherently
permissible in its way to ascertain entities.'® If
the fundamental ontological assumptions of
the very nature of the organization as the entity
that organizational studies is concerned with
turn out to be untenable, all the hard work built
on these assumptions would turn out to be of
limited validity, or even to be misleading."'

Concerns about an Ontology
for Organizational Studies

Thomas C. Powell has made a foundational
contribution to the academic field of strategic
management—and, by implication, organiza-
tional studies—by explicitly confronting these
fields of investigation with philosophical
questioning and inquiry."” His arguments
against an ontological discourse are not novel
from a philosophical perspective. They de-
serve their prominence in the following argu-
ment, however, as they are a rare occurrence in
the field of strategic management, in two ways.
First, they articulate the implicit, but until then
largely unarticulated, empiricist and pragma-
tist philosophical foundation of the vast major-
ity of the prominent scholarly work in these ac-
ademic disciplines, especially in the English-
speaking world. Second, by doing so, Powell’s
papers provide the opportunity to engage with
this philosophical bias and expose it to further
scrutiny and development where this is clearly
relevant, even according to Powell himself."

Unlike many other academic fields—for
example, the political science or law—which
were generated by philosophical insight and
are guided by an ongoing, more or less vibrant
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philosophical discourse, the academic fields of
strategic and organizational management and
organizational studies have, for the most part,
started out as a result of the pragmatic need to
give guidance to the management of a rela-
tively young phenomenon—namely, the mod-
ern organization in general, and the corpora-
tion in particular.'

Powell argues for excluding ontology from
strategic and organizational thought, stating
that any ontological understanding will inevi-
tably lead to dogmatism, illusion, despair, and
escalating chains of ideology.” His rejection
of ontology presumably stems from equating
the entire field of ontology with only a certain
type of ontology, namely, what Heidegger
calls “medieval ontology,”'® which is indeed
problematic and justifiably raises the concerns
that Powell has put forward. Medieval ontol-
ogy assumes that there is a transcendental truth
about the nature of entities that is in some way
accessible to certain humans, be they priests,
saints, or scientists who claim priestly or
saintly status. An ontology that works from the
assumption that there is an indubitably know-
able transcendental nature of entities inevita-
bly leads to dogmatism and ideology. As
Powell consequently notes: “It is self-serving
for scientists to insist, over and above solving
human problems, that science transports us
into the transcendental realm of reality and
objective truth.”"’

Powell therefore suggests empiricism and
pragmatism as appropriate approaches to over-
come the limitations of this kind of ontology.
In the history of philosophy, both empiricism
and pragmatism are responses in an attempt to
overcome the limitations of medieval ontolog-
ical thought. Empiricism was prominently de-
veloped in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, starting with John Locke, who is
regarded as the founder of enlightenment. It
propagates a view that experience is the only
possible source of insight. Pragmatism, as de-
veloped by C. S. Peirce, William James, and
John Dewey, among others, is a version of rela-
tivism that looks for truth as that which serves
to achieve a certain aim, predominantly the
betterment of life.'® It remains undisputed here
that experience and goal-oriented solutions
should play a prominent role in a discipline
such as organizational studies, which is
grounded in practice and, therefore, should
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also assist in the attainment of certain
objectives.

What both empiricists and pragmatists tend
to overlook, however, is the way that empiri-
cism and every pragmatic solution implicitly
make transcendental claims that can and do
lead to the escalating chains of ideology, dog-
matism and, consequently, illusion and despair
that Powell seeks to avoid. Powell makes the
statement that “‘empiricism is ontologically si-
lent,”"® and that “empiricism remains silent on
what it does not know—the origins of experi-
ence.”” While it is by definition not part of the
empiricist project to make ontological claims,
it is an illusion that empiricists operate in an
ontologically unprejudiced domain. Scien-
tists, as long as they remain purely scientific,
have, by definition, nothing to say in the do-
main of ontology—although being scientific
and every scientific research approach already
implicitly assumes a certain nature of the enti-
ties about which it attempts to say something.?'
Empiricism, while being ontologically silent
in the sense that it is not part of the empirical
project to formulate or suggest an ontological
ascertainment for a certain category of entities,
implicitly does make a distinct ontological as-
sumption in assuming that the entities that are
researched are of a nature that lend themselves
to being appropriately ascertained by empiri-
cal methods. As Heidegger explains, within
science—and empiricism suggests scientific
methods—any entity is implicitly understood
in some fundamental way in mathematical and
physical terms and, by being understood in this
manner, implicitly propagates an ontology of
substance.” If empiricism should lead to any
sort of truthful statement, then the entities that
are to be researched—in this case, organiza-
tions—would necessarily have to be of a
nature that makes them accessible in a relevant
way via empirical methods, which is to be
further investigated below, in particular with
regard to organizations.

On the other hand, if the entities in question
are not of the very nature that the scientific
method implicitly assumes, science can never
show such a shortcoming via its own meth
ods.” If an entity has aspects that do not show
themselves in physical and measurable ways,
science will not show them to us via its meth-
ods and, worse than that, it will promote the as-
sumption that these aspects are ultimately not



real, in the first instance. Science therefore
can, according to Heidegger, only show us
how things already show themselves in our
empirical experience, and cannot lead an in-
quiry into that which is hidden about them.*
Science can, therefore, only lead to a refine-
ment of knowledge that we already have.” It is
precisely the insight into what was previously
hidden that leads to fundamental break-
throughs in our understanding. As explained
above, the capacity of science to lead to funda-
mental breakthroughs is quite limited, unless it
becomes philosophical.

Just like empiricism, pragmatism as a philo-
sophical school of thought is itself not con-
cerned with making ontological statements.
Pragmatism overlooks, however, that it has to
take for granted certain notions about the na-
ture of human life and the betterment
thereof—two types of assumptions that are in-
herently ontological.”®

My argument for an ontological discourse
regarding the organization is not meant to
abandon empirical research or any pragmatic
approach, but to complement them and to open
up a critical, more primordial domain of inves-
tigation.”’ An ontological investigation into
what human life or an organization is and
what, therefore, would constitute the genuine
improvement of human life or an organization,
would only enhance the pragmatic inquiry.
Similarly, empirical research can only benefit
from being confronted with the question of
whether the assumptions that are implicitly
made in any empirical research are really
tenable, and will therefore lead to tenable
insight.

The question that arises then is what kind of
ontological inquiry would appropriately ad-
dress the types of concerns raised above, such
as being dogmatic and leading to escalating
chains of ideology. At the same time, this type
of ontological inquiry would continuously
need to examine the implicit or explicit under-
standing of the very nature of the phenomena
under investigation, thus providing critical de-
velopmental potential for the field of organiza-
tional studies at its most fundamental level.

Hermeneutic Phenomenology as an
Appropriate Ontology for Investigating
the Very Nature of Organizations

Heidegger would have agreed with con-
cerns that statements about a transcendental
truth are ultimately not verifiable, and with
concerns and opposition to an ontology that is
grounded in notions of an ascertainable tran-
scendental nature of entities. According to
Heidegger, any ontological inquiry cannot
hope to arrive at some transcendental truth; it
can, however, articulate and interrogate the va-
lidity of our implicit or “always already” un-
derstanding of the very nature of entities.”
While we as humans do not have access to an
indubitable understanding of the very nature
of entities, we do however act, think, and re-
search based on an “always already,” im-
plicit—or, as Heidegger also calls it, “pre-on-
tological”—understanding of the very nature
of entities, mostly without ever reflecting on
this understanding. Heidegger terms this kind
of ontological inquiry hermeneutic phenom-
enology, because it enquires into the “always
already” and mostly utterly taken for granted
interpretation of phenomena that is implicit in
human thought and action.

Heidegger recognizes that hermeneutic
phenomenology, as a method of doing ontol-
ogy, in itself carries an understanding of what
it means to be a human being. Hermeneutic
phenomenology assumes that humans, by
their very nature, are the kind of entities that
live in a referential totality of interpretations,
within which they always already understand
everything—including themselves—in a cer-
tain manner. Heidegger calls this referential
totality of interpretations a “world.”® The her-
meneutic phenomenological term “world”
does not refer to all objects in the external envi-
ronment or universe, as it would be understood
in the Cartesian tradition and, by implication,
within empiricist thought. “World” is used
similarly as one talks about the “world of a
mathematician,” the “public world,” or the
“corporate world.” “World” in this sense is the
always already familiar horizon and totality of
interpretations, meanings, and relevance
within which everyday human existence
moves with absolute confidence, and within
which we humans make sense of every situa-
tion, action, and entity, including ourselves.
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Any understanding or explanation requires a
reference and, as such, the referential whole
that is referred to as a “world” allows for the
possibility of understanding and explanation
itself, in the first instance. Heidegger explains
his notion of a “world” as follows:

The world is not the mere collection of the
countable or uncountable, known or unknown
things that are at hand. But neither is it a merely
imagined framework added by our representa-
tion of the sum of things. The world worlds, and
is more fully being than the graspable and per-
ceptible realm in which we believe ourselves to
be at home. World is never an object that stands
before us and can be seen. World is the ever-
nonobjective to which we are subject as long as
the paths of birth and death, blessing and curse
keep us transported into Being. Where those ut-
terly essential decisions of history are made, are
taken up and abandoned by us, go unrecognized
and are rediscovered by new inquiry, there the
world worlds.”

In this sense, every action and decision of hu-
man beings is grounded in the world in which
it happens. Because—unlike all other enti-
ties—human beings are always in a world,
Heidegger therefore calls our way of being,
“being-in-the-world.””'

An ontological inquiry in the hermeneutic
phenomenological tradition into the very na-
ture of an entity consequently starts with artic-
ulating the “already always” interpretation of
the very nature of an entity, which is implicit in
the thinking and action with regard to this en-
tity. The ontological inquiry into organiza-
tional studies, as the field concerned with un-
derstanding and managing organizations,
consequently starts with exploring and articu-
lating the “always already” interpretation of
the very nature of organizations that is implicit
in the way we manage, talk, think and act in
dealing with them. One of the most prominent
and comprehensive collections and categori-
zations of the dominant ways of “always al-
ready” understanding organizations in theory
and practice is Gareth Morgan’s Images of Or-
ganization.” He calls these interpretations of
organizations “metaphors”—even though he
makes it clear that they have, for the most part,
been taken as literal understandings of the very
nature of organizations, both in theory and in
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practice. Morgan identifies eight such “meta-
phors” that dominate current organizational
thought: organizations as machines, organiza-
tions as organisms, organizations as brains, or-
ganizations as cultures, organizations as
political systems, organizations as psychic
prisons, organizations as flux and transforma-
tion, and organizations as instruments of dom-
ination.

The hermeneutic phenomenological in-
quiry into these “metaphors” is about interro-
gating these interpretations of the nature of the
organizations and their legitimacy with regard
to being either metaphors or a potentially lit-
eral ascertainment of either organizations in
general, or a particular type of organization.*
The interpretations of the organization as a
machine, organism, or brain are rather obvious
metaphors. Organizations could not legiti-
mately be seen as being literal organisms or
brains, as they lack a body in the biological
sense. The interpretation of the organization as
a brain might also include the notion of the or-
ganization as a human brain, or even a human
being itself. However, an organization—while
possibly sharing similarities with human be-
ings, and with humans playing a critical role in
organizations—is not a human being itself.
Also, organizations cannot literally be ma-
chines, as some organizations can, in extreme
cases, exist entirely without technology or
without almost any physical manifestation—a
key characteristic of machines. As such, these
ways of interpreting organizations either as
physical objects (machines), non-human or-
ganisms, or human beings remain metaphori-
cal, rather than being legitimate candidates for
developing an ontological understanding of
organizations—regardless of the multitude of
helpful insights that the applications of these
metaphors have generated in the vast literature
on organizations. The question thus remains
how the status of any of the remaining
metaphors of Morgan’s typology could be
ascertained as a potentially literal ontological
ascertainment of the organization.

To develop an ontological understanding of
organizations, itis suggested here that an inter-
rogation of the fundamental types of entities in
ontology in general, and in Heidegger’s ontol-
ogy in particular, is helpful. Besides the funda-
mental types of entities that have been debated
in the ontological and metaphysical dis-



course—physical objects, non-human organ-
isms and human beings—which have been ex-
posed as purely metaphorical understandings
of the organization, Heidegger discusses a
fourth type of entities, which he calls
“works.”* The word “work™ is not used here in
the sense of “labor,” but used in the same sense
as one talks about a “work of art,” the Latin
word opus, or the French word oeuvre. To be a
“work” in the hermeneutic phenomenological
sense means to be the kind of entity that is fun-
damentally characterized as setting up a world
for people. While works have physical proper-
ties, they cannot be appropriately understood
via an analysis of these properties. They can
only be understood appropriately as works by
attending to the world they set up.* In explor-
ing whether an organization can legitimately
be understood as a case of a work, the notion of
a work needs to be explained further.

Heidegger develops his notion of a “work”
in his seminal essay “The Origin of the Work
of Art,” first and foremost by way of the exam-
ple of a particular type of work, namely, the
work of art. He specifically mentions that there
are other types of works, such as poetry, music,
religion, philosophy, architecture, and states,
though he does not mention organizations and
institutions specifically in this essay. To ex-
plain this notion of the entity called a “work,”
Polt uses the example of the Vietnam Veterans’
Memorial in Washington, which was designed
by Maya Lin and is usually referred to as “the
Wall.”* The memorial is a simple V-shaped
trench made from a series of black stone
sheets, inscribed with the names of all the
American soldiers who lost their lives in that
war. It has become a sacred site both in and be-
yond the United States. What makes it a work
cannot be found in the material from whichitis
made, nor in its beauty or aesthetic appeal, but
in its effect of causing a world. The Wall sets
up a world that makes the Vietnam War pres-
ent, and establishes and preserves this event as
a fundamental dimension of American iden-
tity, regardless of the political convictions of
the visitors to this work. Such revelations
belong to every work.

Works then set up a world and, by doing so,
set up the referential whole in which entities
can show themselves “as” something, in the
first instance, and have meaning at all. De-
pending on the world in which an entity shows

up, it can have significance in an entirely dif-
ferent way. For example, a rose in bloom is a
symbol of love in the world of romance, but in
the world of the commercial flower industry,
the rose is a source of income, or in the world
of perfumery, this rose is a source of a chemi-
cal compound. Importantly, for humans, ev-
erything shows up “as” something, depending
on the particular world in which it shows up.
Works do not just set up a world but also, by
setting up a world, set forth what Heidegger
calls “earth.” “Earth” in the way that
Heidegger uses the term is not to be under-
stood as planet earth or the globe, but as that
which is naturally given, or the natural envi-
ronment (however, not to be understood in the
Cartesian sense of a res extensa). Earth, in this
sense, just like any other entity, only shows up
within a world. This natural environment in
turn, however, fundamentally influences the
foundational interpretations that constitute a
world in a similar way as one would think of
the natural environment influencing the cul-
ture of acommunity that lives in this very envi-
ronment. In Heidegger’s thought, there is a
constant tension between the way the earth
shows up in a world and how the world is influ-
enced by the earth. The interpretation of the
earth when honestly confronted always makes
it abundantly clear that we will never fully un-
derstand what is naturally given, and the inter-
pretations of a world always fall short of fully
describing the earth. Genuine works establish
this tension between world and earth, and do
so by having the earth show up as something
that is showing itself as never fully known,
never completely understood or ever fully
mastered, and thereby in some fundamental
way remaining mysterious. An original work
performs this setting forth of the earth by relat-
ing itself back to this very earth by the materi-
als that are being used in creating a work,
which in some way come from this same earth.
For example, by using a certain type of stone, a
sculptor puts his or her sculpture in a certain
relation to the natural environment in which
the sculpture is placed. By using indigenous
materials for creating a sculpture, for example,
the sculpture will link itself back to its environ-
ment by repeating it. If the artist creates the
sculpture with a material that is alien to the en-
vironment where the sculpture is put up, it
brings forth the earth as something distinct
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from this work of art. In both cases, the earth
remains open to question and mysterious,
rather than fully explained and obvious.

The Organization as a Work

My interrogation of Heidegger’s funda-
mental typology of entities suggests that the
organization can be legitimately understood as
a certain case of a work. Understanding the or-
ganization as a work means to understand it as
the kind of entity that sets up a world and sets
forth the earth. By setting up a world, an orga-
nization as being a work is understood to stand
in closest relation to the very nature of human
beings as being-in-the-world. As mentioned
earlier, world is what gives reference and al-
lows for something to show up at all. An orga-
nization, by setting up a world, provides a re-
gime of truth—a referential totality in which
decisions can be made and justified, and a
realm of possibilities for action. Organizations
are the kind of entity that, with their various
structures, arrangements and set-ups, keep a
set of interpretations in place for sustained pe-
riods of time. Such structures and arrange-
ments include architecture and workspace lay-
out and design, reporting structures,
performance management systems, reward
systems, measures, structures of meetings and
other conversations, information and commu-
nications systems, rituals, recurring events and
occasions, prizes and acknowledgements, and
symbols such as brands, logos and artifacts.
Unlike works of art, which are defined by the
materials from which they are made, organiza-
tions use a multitude of materials and are
usually created around a more or less specific
purpose, mission, or vision, and set up a world
more or less accordingly.

The notion of the organization as setting up
a totality of interpretations that remain rela-
tively stable over long periods of time is in line
with Theodore Schatzki’s assertion that “to
understand an organization as it happens de-
mands not just a grasp of both the unfolding of
the organization in objective time and the join-
ing of past, present, and future in activity time,
but, in addition, an appreciation of the nexus of
material arrangements in which its practices
proceed and an understanding of its memr
ory.”” Memory, in this sense, is not to be un-
derstood as the function of a brain, but more
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originally as a function of recalling sets of in-
terpretations with which humans make sense
of a situation, and therefore have a reference
for what constitutes possibilities for thinking
and action.

As works, organizations create the possibil-
ity for acommon history and a common future.
They create community, a shared understand-
ing of what it is to be a human being and a
shared sense of what is good or bad, beautiful
or ugly, success or failure, authority and
power, and a shared sense of accountability
and time.”™ By setting up a world, organiza-
tions—Ilike all other works—set up that within
which human beings can meet each other as
fellow humans and colleagues. Alexander
Schwan adds that humans who do not encoun-
ter each other within a world do not encounter
each other as fellow human beings at all.** For
humans to encounter, understand, and collabo-
rate with each other as mutually productive
fellow human beings, they need to share a cer-
tain type of world. When this fails, we say that
two people or communities of humans are
“worlds apart.” Human beings need works to
establish communities.

In understanding organizations as works,
therefore, Morgan’s remaining metaphors gain
a different status, as either describing inherent
aspects of organizations or particular types of
organizations. In changing an organization
and consequently changing the world the orga-
nization sets up, flux and transformation are
appropriate descriptions of the kind of change
that can be caused by organizations. In setting
up a world, organizations also set up culture
and a political reality, which, in a worst case,
could be a “psychic prison” or an “instrument
of domination.”

Sumantra Ghoshal and Peter Moran are
helpful here in that they point out that the de-
velopers of theories which influence agents in
social entities carry a special responsibility,
because of a double hermeneutic: by making
certain assumptions about what is real, what
counts and human nature in the first instance,
key actors in setting up and altering organiza-
tions do so in ways that promote the very as-
sumptions that tend to lead to self-fulfilling
prophecies, and that perpetuate and seemingly
validate these very assumptions about the na-
ture of reality.”’ Given that the research and ed-
ucational approaches that dominate efforts in



management development are predominantly
based on science in general, and empirical and
pragmatic approaches in particular, it should
not come as a surprise that the seemingly most
dominant form of organization—namely the
“corporation”—is setting up predominantly a
world within which everything is revealed in
scientific terms. This world is, strictly speak-
ing, no longer a world, but what Heidegger
calls Ge-stell: an interpretative background
within which everything shows up “objec-
tively,” in instrumental terms and in terms of
being an asset.”!

Within this Ge-stell, humans are no longer
recognizable as being-in-the-world, but be-
come human capital; the earth is no longer the
ever-mystical natural environment, but a store
of resources to be exploited at minimum cost
and effort; and works—including organiza-
tions themselves—are a store of financial
value, rather than being recognised as the kind
of entity that sets up a world within which ev-
erything becomes meaningful, in the first in-
stance. Furthermore, corporations have, in
many cases, succeeded spectacularly by their
own scientific standards. This makes arguing
against corporatization, questioning scientific
thought and suggesting ontological inquiry
within the corporate world show up as wholly
absurd. This seemingly self-evident success is
leading to the gradual corporatization of all
aspects of life in our epoch.

In organization studies and strategic man-
agement, as pointed out above, the conse-
quences of this ontological thoughtlessness in
destroying the natural and social environment
are all too obvious. What is particularly note-
worthy here is that, within the corporation and
the ““scientific world” it sets up, corporations
themselves cannot be recognized as works any
longer, and therefore management approaches
based on science have cut themselves off from
understanding the source from which a libera-
tion could come. The source of making a dif-
ference here would arise from recognizing that
organizational management and leadership
cannot, first and foremost, consist in refining
the scientific insight into the sources of suc-
cess and failure in leadership and manage-
ment, but would need to start with inquiring
into the very nature of organizations them-
selves, and understanding what it means to
lead such an entity in the first instance. This

would be the very basis of creating and altering
organizations in general, and corporations in
particular, to set up a world within which
entities can possibly show up in a way thatis in
harmony with their very own nature.

What Does it Mean to Lead
an Organization?

Having ascertained a possible understand-
ing of the organization as a work, it is clear that
scientific approaches to management will ulti-
mately always fall short in essential ways. The
question that arises then is how to understand
what it means to lead an organization. The no-
tion of the organization as a work opens up a
particular avenue for investigating the very na-
ture of organizational leadership as the cre-
ation, understanding, and handling of this type
of entity.

When understood from the hermeneutic
phenomenological perspective, organizations
produce outcomes by setting up a world in
which people inside the organization interpret
and understand their circumstances in a certain
way, and in which every action and decision in
the organization is grounded. The task of orga-
nizational leadership is, consequently, first
and foremost to understand and skillfully alter
the world the organization sets up in a way that
calls for people within and outside the organi-
zation to perform relevant actions to produce
specific required and desired results.

Heidegger fundamentally points out two
types of action with regard to dealing with
works as works. He calls these types of action
“attendance” (German: Bewahren) and “creat-
ing” (German: Schaffen).” As mentioned ear-
lier, while works have physical properties,
they cannot be appropriately understood via an
analysis of these properties. They can only be
understood appropriately as works by ““attend-
ing” to the world they set up.* “Attendance” in
the Heideggerian sense means understanding
the work from being within the world that the
work sets up. To “attend” to the work is a way
of knowing by participating within its world,
rather than just observing the work in a de-
tached way. Attending to the work, in this case,
therefore means to be involved in the world
that is set up by the work. According to
Heidegger, the proper way of attending to and
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being involved in the work is solely given by
the world that is set up by the work itself:

Attending to the work means standing within
the openness of entities that happens in the
work. This “standing-within” or attendance,
however, is a knowing. Yet knowing does not
consist in mere information and notions about
something. Those who truly know entities know
what they will to do in the midst of them. . . . The
attendance to the work, as knowing, is a sober
standing-within the awesomeness of the truth
that is happening in the work."

The ability to lead appropriately consequently
depends on understanding the world as set up
by the organization, which can only be at-
tained by attendance to this world—the partic-
ipation and actual being in this world. A deci-
sion about the organization that does not know
the world of the organization does, therefore,
ultimately not know what it is deciding about.
Consequently, authentic leadership is never
something that exists independently of and is
then applied to an organization.

Leadership cannot be limited just to under-
standing a particular organization, but also
critically needs to engage in the kind of action
that actually creates or alters organizations.
Heidegger calls the type of action that brings
forth or alters a work “creating.”*> Whether the
organizational leader knows it or not, the alter-
ation of any aspect of an organization—such
as architecture, set-up of workspace layout, re-
porting structures and performance manage-
ment approaches, among others—Ieads to a
repetition, destruction or transformation of the
world the organization sets up—even if that
repetition, destruction or transformation is not
intended. Organizational leadership would
only deserve to be called so in the hermeneutic
phenomenological sense to the degree that it
repeats, destroys or transforms the world that
the organization sets up, as all deciding and re-
alizing within an organization is grounded in
the world the organization sets up and is
directed towards entities as they are revealed in
this world.

The very nature of organizational leader-
ship is necessarily derived from the very nature
of the entity with which it is concerned—
namely, the organization. From a hermeneutic
phenomenological perspective, organizational
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leadership consists of the action of attendance
and creating with regard to the organization.
What is relevant for leaders, first and foremost,
therefore is to understand the world that the or-
ganization sets up, as well as what is yet possi-
ble and not yet possible within this world. To
articulate the relation of the organization and
the world the organization is setting up to the
very nature of the human beings who are in this
world is, by definition, a hermeneutic task. To
understand a world means to articulate the fun-
damental interpretations that constitute the
world as set up by the organization, and how an
existing organization sets up and keeps these
interpretations in place. In altering an organi-
zation, authentic leaders would have a keen
sense of how this alteration is likely to trans-
form the world, and the possibilities that
would arise in this new world. Such leadership
would simultaneously need to be cognizant of
the financial and operational implications of
such an alteration—a dimension of skillful
creating that could, in reference to Heidegger,
be called “managerial craftsmanship.”*

Authentic leadership from a hermeneutic
phenomenological perspective is the type of
action that is in co-respondence with the orga-
nization as a work and the world that it sets
up. The first task of authentic organizational
leadership is to articulate the relation of the or-
ganization and the world the organization is
setting up to the very nature of the human be-
ings who are in this world. It does not make or
cause that relation. Authentic leadership, by
virtue of leading, brings this relation to the or-
ganization and the world it sets up solely as
something handed over from the organization
and its world. It articulates the organization as
awork, and the world it sets up as itis, as it pos-
sibly could be and as it is intended to be in the
future. Authentic leadership, in this sense,
would understand the world the organization is
setting up currently. It would, furthermore, un-
derstand what is yet and also what is not yet
possible in this world, which would contribute
to creating the organization in such a way that a
new world is skillfully made real. Such leader-
ship is, by its very nature, creative and, as such,
a certain type of art rather than a science.



Keeping the Ontological Inquiry Vibrant

While my suggestion that an organization
can legitimately be understood as a work is
meant to bring progress to the field of organi-
zational studies, this suggestion is not meant
and, remaining in the hermeneutic tradition,
cannot mean that this now constitutes a tran-
scendental truth that leaves no room for further
inquiry. Rather, the point is to demonstrate the
workings and developmental potential of an
ontological inquiry in general, and of such an
inquiry in the hermeneutic phenomenological
tradition in particular, regarding organizations
and organizational studies. The intention here
is also to distinguish clearly metaphorical un-
derstandings of the very nature of the organi-
zation, from a considered potential literal on-
tological ascertainment of the very nature of
the organization. This is meant, on the one
hand, to be a starting point for further ontologi-
cal questioning and inquiry. On the other hand,
it is meant to serve as a possible basis for as-
sessing the appropriateness of existing theory-

generating approaches in organizational stud-
ies, and for developing corresponding research
agendas and methodologies to investigate or-
ganizations.”’

The concern discussed earlier—of this type
of ontological inquiry leading to dogmatism
and escalating chains of ideology—would be a
risk only if there was an explicit or implicit
suggestion not to keep the ontological inquiry
vibrant, and consequently to get stuck in a
fixed implicit or explicit understanding of the
very nature of the entity under investigation.
This would have particularly dire conse-
quences if the approach chosen to inquire into
organizational issues implies an inappropriate
ontological nature, without opening itself up
to the ontological investigation as being a con-
stant task, when staying strictly within empiri-
cism and pragmatism themselves. Exposing
theory that is built on and implicitly suggests
an ontological understanding of the very na-
ture of organization that is untenable will help
to keep the whole field of organizational stud-
ies relevant, applicable, and constructive.*®
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