
�Markus Reihlen, Thorsten Klaas-Wissing,
and Torsten Ringberg 2007
Metatheories in Management Studies: Reflections
Upon Individualism, Holism, and Systemism,
M@n@gement, 10: 3, 49-69.

Accepted by Co-Editor Hugh Gunz

Copies of this article can be made free of charge and without securing permission, for purposes of
teaching, research, or library reserve. Consent to other kinds of copying, such as that for creating new
works, or for resale, must be obtained from both the journal editor(s) and the author(s).

M@n@gement is a double-blind refereed journal where articles are published in their original language
as soon as they have been accepted.

For a free subscription to M@n@gement, and more information:
http://www.management-aims.com

© 2007 M@n@gement and the author(s).

M@n@gement
ISSN: 1286-4892

Editors:
Alain Desreumaux, U. de Lille I
Martin Evans, U. of Toronto
Bernard Forgues, U. de Lille I
Hugh Gunz, U. of Toronto
Martina Menguzzato, U. de València

M@n@gement est la revue officielle de lʼAIMS

M@n@gement is the official journal of AIMS

http://www.management-aims.com
http://www.strategie-aims.com


M@n@gement, Vol. 10, No. 3, 2007, 49-69

49

MarkusReihlen .ThorstenKlaas-Wissing .TorstenRingberg Chair of International Management
RWTH Aachen
eMail: markus.reihlen@im.rwth-aachen.de
Chair of Logistics Management
Universität St.Gallen
eMail: thorsten.klaas@unisg.ch
School of Business Administration
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
eMail: ringberg@uwm.edu

Metatheories in Management Studies:
Reflections Upon Individualism,
Holism, and Systemism

Three metatheoretical positions, known as individualism, holism, and systemism, are
salient in management research programs. The world views of individualism and holism
in particular are a matter of controversy between social scientists, leading to serious
shortcomings in the prevailing research programs. As we argue in this paper, neither view
is adequate. A cogent alternative to both is systemism, which integrates the valuable
insights of individualism and holism without their drawbacks. The paper illustrates the
specific implications of each of these world views for knowledge management research.

INTRODUCTION: THE RIVALRY
BETWEEN METATHEORETICAL POSITIONS

In the development of theories to describe and explain the behavior of
economies, companies, and individuals, researchers have, conscious-
ly or otherwise, relied on metatheoretical ways of looking at human
behavior. Metatheories in this sense are not theories, as such, relating
to an empirical (real) object of investigation like enterprise, manage-
ment behavior, or market transactions, but come into play at an earlier
stage. Looked at generally, a metatheory is a collection of fundamen-
tal assumptions on which the investigation of research and technolog-
ical problems is based. In this sense, metatheoretical assumptions are
the nutriment for reflections upon theories (Bunge, 1999: 178).
The views embraced by management scholars are based on a variety
of assumptions relating to at least three components (Bunge, 1996:
242-243). Firstly, they assume a view on the nature of socio-econom-
ic phenomena (ontological assumptions). Should we see firms as
accumulations of individuals who coordinate their mutual relationships
through contracts, as collective action-units with goals of their own, or
as systems integrated into society, which are neither totally indepen-
dent of, nor entirely determined by, their environment? Secondly, there
are assumptions relating to what form of investigation is appropriate to
the object in question (epistemological and methodological assump-

mailto:markus.reihlen@im.rwth-aachen.de
mailto:thorsten.klaas@unisg.ch
mailto:ringberg@uwm.edu


M@n@gement, Vol. 10, No. 3, 2007, 49-69

50

Markus Reihlen, Thorsten Klaas-Wissing, and Torsten Ringberg

tions); these are partly determined already by the first set of assump-
tions, but this is not always necessarily the case. What is an appropri-
ate method for investigating organizations? Should we rely on empiri-
cal facts, on our reason, or on intuition? Can we investigate organiza-
tions by studying their component parts, or via their global character-
istics (e.g., social structures)? Thirdly, a metatheoretical perspective of
this kind is tied up with assumptions relating to values and norms of
social and economic actions (axiologic-moral assumptions). Should
we see the freedom of the individual (maximization of individual bene-
fit) or his/her responsibility to the community at large (maximization of
collective benefit) as the primary goal of socio-economic action?
In the social sciences, a number of different, internally consistent
metatheoretical world views have established themselves, and these
are reflected in economic and management theories. In this connec-
tion, there has been, since the Älterer Methodenstreit (controversy
over methods) between Menger (1883; 1884) and Schmoller (1883), a
debate between individualist (otherwise voluntarist or atomist) and
holist (otherwise collectivist, structuralist or determinist) positions,
propagated by such prominent social philosophers as Weber, Popper,
von Hayek, Marx, Durkheim, and Parsons (for an overview, see
O'Neill, 1973; Vanberg, 1975). To date, leading social and economic
research programs have developed along this dual track into individu-
alist and holist approaches without, however, overcoming the reasons
for their differences. This becomes immediately clear when one real-
izes that individualists basically want to explain socio-economic phe-
nomena by using features of the elements of social systems, thereby
losing sight of an important event, namely phenomena with emergent
property features. Conversely, the holist position is equally problemat-
ic, as it focuses on the structures and thereby gives more prominence
to collective than to individual features, thus leaving unexplained com-
positional features in the system. In the social sciences, and in partic-
ular in organization and management theories, efforts to integrate the
two approaches have received recognition from different theoretical
views (e.g., Giddens, 1984; Granovetter, 1985; Krohn and Küppers,
1990; Kauffman, 1993; Dosi and Nelson, 1994; Sikora, 1994; McK-
elvey, 2001). The emerging alternative “third way” between individual-
ism and holism was more recently formulated into a coherent metathe-
oretical approach by the philosopher Mario Bunge (1979; 1989; 1996;
1998; 2000). His so-called systemism accounts for both individual
agency and social context in explaining social systems and has
become influential in philosophy. However, it has yet to gain a stronger
foothold within management research which is still dominated by either
individualistic or holistic approaches.
Our objective in this paper is to explore contradictory ontological, epis-
temological, methodological, and axiologic-moral assumptions of the
two existing metatheories and show how systemism incorporates the
advantages of the previous two. To demonstrate the application of
each metatheory, we analyze particular contradictions within the
knowledge management discourse. Systemism is introduced through
a socio-cognitive approach that enables management researchers to
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envision the synthesis of individualism and holism within a coherent
and internally consistent theoretical framework. We present our ideas
as a discussion of metatheoretical positions in the form of dialogues
between a teacher and a student. After that, the central conflicts
between existing theoretical positions will be brought out in a fictitious
disputation between the teachers of each rival view.

DIALOGUE ON INDIVIDUALISM

Student: Please explain the fundamental essence of organizations
(societies).
Teacher: Organizations are aggregates of people (along with means of
production), whose interactions are regulated by institutionalized con-
ventions. The essence of an organization is determined by individual
features of its members, who are assumed to have a high degree of
psychological and social autonomy. The co-existence of members is
based on a small number of behavioral norms, which are derived from
principles of mutual tolerance and recognition. The characteristics of
an organization thus result from the sum of the characteristics of its
members. This means: an organization has no characteristics other
than those already present in its individual members. As such, the
notion that there is such a thing as a community as an independent
unit is simply false. An organization as a whole possesses no inde-
pendent characteristics of its own that emerge from the whole (on the
concept of emergence, see Bunge, 1979; Krohn and Küppers, 1992;
Silberstein and McGeever, 1999). Thus an organization as a whole
and/or a unit cannot interact with other organizations, exert influence
on its members or develop in any manner that is disassociated from
influence and coercion induced through activities, interactions and atti-
tudes of organizational actors (Hayek, 1952; Popper, 1957; Buchanan,
1984; Bunge, 1996: 243-258).
Student: How then am I to analyze organizations in order to gain new
insights into their essence?
Teacher: As Popper (1962: 341) once explained: «the belief in the
empirical existence of social wholes or collectives, which may be
described as naïve collectivism, has to be replaced by the demand that
social phenomena, including collectives, should be analyzed in terms
of individuals». Given that organizations do not have an ontological
essence, the question needs to be rephrased such that it inquires
about how individual action can be effectively coordinated and appear
as a united entity. That is, we need to look at individuals as separable
elements within the system, for this is the source of enlightenment
regarding socio-economic phenomena. A social phenomenon can only
be explained as an entity by exploring knowledge about the disposi-
tions, attitudes, interests and behavior of individuals, and registering
them in individual terms. It is the relations between individuals that
form the foundation for the perceived totality of the organization. We
must therefore reduce the whole to its components (i.e., individual
action), in order to draw conclusions from these components about the
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behavior of the whole. This procedure could be called the “reduction-
ist technique” (Müller-Merbach, 1992: 858; 1994). This approach is
called “methodological individualism”, which seeks to explain socio-
economic phenomena by laws which relate to individual behavior
(Weber, 1922; Bohnen, 1975; Schanz, 1977; Lenk, 1987; Weede,
1992; Bunge, 1996).
Student: Please give me an example of such a procedure or way of
thinking from the knowledge management discourse.
Teacher: The influence of individualism can be clearly recognized in for
example decision theory, neo-classical economics, in new institutional
economics and generally among liberalists. Leading individualists rel-
evant to our age include Adam Smith (1848), Friedrich von Hayek
(1952), Gary Becker (1976) and James Buchanan (1984). Individual-
ists in the knowledge field emphasize an internalist (endogenous) way
of inquiring into the nature of knowledge (Bunge, 1998). Individualism
is inherent in theories favoring personal determinism according to
which knowledge is the result of cognitive dispositional sources such
as intelligence, acumen, creativity, reflection and the like. This theoret-
ical position finds important protagonists in the literature. For instance,
radical constructivists like von Glasersfeld (1995) argue that people
operate in their own very private, self-constructed worlds. Social inter-
action allows for interpersonal communication, but this adaptation
does not and cannot change the fact that the material of an individu-
alʼs meaning is composed of or emerges from his or her subjective
experiences (Glasersfeld, 1995: 137). In a similar vein, cognitive psy-
chology (e.g., Newell and Simon, 1972; Anderson, 1983), postmod-
ernism (e.g., Lyotard, 1986; Kilduff and Mehra, 1997), and rational
choice theory (e.g., Becker, 1976; Coleman, 1990) argue that agents
have a great degree of cognitive autonomy. While these researchers
accommodate the framework of social context and interaction, actors
are still portrayed as cognitively unique (Etzioni, 1988). This unique-
ness of the individual is considered as the main source of value cre-
ation. For instance, in an analysis of forty-three German firms in the
chemical, the electrical, and the mechanical industries, Ernst, Leptien
and Vitt (2000) show that key innovations were tied to a few key sci-
entists and/or product developers. This leads me to conclude that, in
analyzing knowledge processes within and across firms, we should
start with the assumption of the primacy of the individual.
Student: What social values and standards are reflected in the view
of the world and investigation perspective represented by individual-
ism?
Teacher: The individual and his or her self-interest enjoy the highest
esteem. For a free development of personal interests to occur, a liber-
al (social) order is indispensable, for only thereby can people achieve
things which are greater than their own intellect would allow. Institu-
tions are only there to safeguard and promote the freedoms and inter-
ests of the individual. Accordingly, the starting point of the social order
is the market, because it allows the free and self-regulatory harmo-
nization of individual transactions (Bunge, 1989). At this point, I return
once more to von Hayek (1952: 47-48), who hit the nail on the head
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when he expressed the view that: «What individualism teaches us is
that society is only greater than the individual to the extent that it is
free. As soon as it is subject to direction or force, it is restricted to the
dimensions of the individual intellect which controls or directs it».

DIALOGUE ON HOLISM

Student: Please explain to me the fundamental essence of organiza-
tions (societies).
Teacher: Organizations are totalities (systems) with characteristics of
their own that cannot be explained by the characteristics of their actors
(elements). For as Laszlo (1996: 5) aptly notes: «The large groups we
thus come to know appear to establish their own “personalities”. Even
if most of their individual members change, the groupsʼ characteristics
tend to be preserved». An organization as a whole thus possesses
fundamentally distinctive attributes, which give it a “supra-individual”
identity. For this reason, the behavior of organizations and their mem-
bers must be seen as an inseparable unit. The idea of individualism
that organizations are to be seen as aggregates of individual decisions
and preferences implies a view of people as under-socialized beings
(see Granovetter, 1985). By contrast, in holism, individual decisions
are understood as reflecting collective attributes. Organizations have a
life and structure of their own, which cannot be explained by individu-
al decisions but rather by a collective dynamic that emerges on its own
based on the intersection of many different sets of opinions. Within
holism, organizations are regarded as totalities with particular features
that emerge from the totality itself, and that cannot be identified by
studying the contribution of individual members. With organizations as
autonomous and inseparable units, the interaction between organiza-
tions can only be seen as an interaction between one totality with that
of another. Consequently, organizational developments and/or
changes are also supra-individual phenomena, which establish frame-
works that condition the behavior of actors (Durkheim, 1967; Geertz,
1973; Luhmann, 1984; Gergen, 1985; Willke, 1989). Thus, an organi-
zation and its inherent structures persist even as its members are
replaced.
Student: Teacher, I just learned from individualism that, in order to
understand social phenomena, we have to understand individual
agency. How can you account for individual agency within your con-
ception of a world of collectivities?
Teacher: Agency requires cognitive frameworks and intentions. As a
holist I would raise the question: Where do these frameworks and
intentions come from? Can we possibly assume that they are the
results of cognitively free individuals? I believe not, because we would
ignore the social origin of our intentionality and knowing. As the Rus-
sian psychologist Vygotski (1978) suggests, knowing is embedded in
the cultural heritage of a society, without which the development of the
individual mind is impossible. It is an illusion to think about a subject
who is free of social determination.
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Student: How then am I to analyze organizations in order to gain new
insights into their essence?
Teacher: Look at the totality of the system in which you are interested,
for this is the source of enlightenment regarding socio-economic phe-
nomena and the behavior of the individual actor. Only an investigation
of the totality can lead to proper insights into organizations because an
examination of their elements provide few, if any, insights into emer-
gent properties of organizations. This methodological perspective also
represents the position held by Laszlo (1996: 4), when he says: «We
feel that we can safely disregard the unique individuality of the mem-
bers of such units as long as there are certain types of members in cer-
tain proportions and relationships. It does not matter who does this job
or that—as long there is someone to do it». A total phenomenon,
whether organizational or social or both, accordingly can only be
explained by virtue of itself as a unit and not by recourse to its ele-
ments. The motives for the behavior of the individual members are,
thus, ultimately to be understood by reference to the framework condi-
tions, which are determined by the organization as a whole. This pro-
cedure could be called an “embedding technique” (Müller-Merbach,
1992: 860; 1994), for insights into the behavior of individuals can be
derived from their place in the surrounding context. The way socio-
economic systems function can only be explained as regularities which
relate to the system as a whole. The approach to obtain insights is
called “methodological holism” and stands in contrast to methodologi-
cal individualism, which investigates micro-regularities. Rather,
methodological holism is based on the view that behavior is explained
by macro-regularities (see Schanz, 1977; Bunge, 1996, 1998).
Student: I have difficulties seeing myself conducting holistic studies.
Isnʼt it a great advantage of methodological individualism that it
reduces the social complexity to individuals who are observable within
a social system? What else should I investigate in order to understand
social wholes as you suggest?
Teacher: Reducing complexity is of no value in itself. We should not
assume that mental processes are the result of free will, since this so-
called free will is always embedded in social forces not of its own mak-
ing. If you want to investigate social wholes, then study society-wide
social forces such as the Zeitgeist, industry recipes (Spender, 1989) or
thought communities (Fleck, 1979).
Student: Please give me an example of such a procedure or way of
thinking from the knowledge management discourse.
Teacher: The basic holist ideas mostly have their origin outside the tra-
dition of economic thought. The sociologists Émile Durkheim (1967),
Talcott Parsons (1951)1, and Niklas Luhmann (1984) are regarded as
the chief pioneers of collectivism. It would be wrong, however, to seek
the roots of collectivism solely outside the economic sciences. Already
in the 1920s, Heinrich Niklisch (1932: 294-307) was developing basic
collectivist ideas in his thoughts on business management. If we take
the more recent knowledge management literature, holism is reflected
in an externalist (or exogenous) way of inquiring into the nature of
knowledge (Bunge, 1998). Externalists view knowledge as being con-

1. While it must be acknowledged that
Parsons has made the attempt to take
account of the principles of individualism
through the development of a theory of
action, Bohnen (1975: 64) thinks that no
theoretical connection remains between
these individualistic ideas and the collecti-
vist ideas borrowed from Durkheim,
which, however, left a considerable mark
on his sociological thought.
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structed, maintained, and transferred through social practices or dis-
courses (making knowledge transfer dependent on individualsʼ mem-
bership of interpretive communities). This position is a variant of struc-
turalism, which, until the mid-1980s, served as a major epistemologi-
cal foundation within the social sciences, most notably cultural anthro-
pology, social psychology, and sociology (Lévi-Strauss, 1966; Sahlins,
1976). More recently, holism has become an influential theoretical
position in management studies under the heading of social construc-
tionism (Scherer and Dowling, 1995; Mir and Watson, 2000). Espe-
cially researchers in the knowledge management field have adopted a
(neo-)Vygotskyan (e.g., Blackler, 1993; Spender, 1995) and situated
learning perspective (e.g., Lave and Wenger, 1991; Brown and
Duguid, 2001), emphasizing the social and interactive foundation of
knowledge. Accordingly, human cognition is inseparable from specific
socio-cultural contexts. From the social constructionist perspective,
humans are embedded in a socially constructed reality; they are prod-
ucts of signifying activities, which are culturally specific and largely
tacit. What can be considered as knowledge or reality is socially nego-
tiated. The focus is «on the cooperative development and implemen-
tation of shared functional meanings that arise when two or more peo-
ple interact» (Raskin, 2002: 17). Consequently, holists argue that our
thinking and acting is largely driven by thought worlds (Dougherty,
1992) or a community of practices (Wenger, 1998). Organizations as
systems possess a sort of communitized, collective expertise, a col-
lective mind, and thus a capacity for organizational learning and inno-
vation (Willke, 1998: 6). Therefore, we have to imagine knowledge less
as being embodied in the heads of human beings, but more in the
operational forms and practices of a social system. This knowledge on
the part of the organization resides in the person-independent,
anonymized systems of rules and informal norms, which define the
way people within an organization operate. The question, which we
have to ask ourselves in the context of organizational knowledge man-
agement thus consists of how organizations as collective entities
acquire the ability to learn and to innovate as systems. The idea of the
internalists—that thinking and acting are to be seen as the result of
individual attributes—is regarded by externalists as an under-social-
ized view of human beings. To this end, we must devote our clear
attention to the emergent development of a common experiential con-
text, a collective mind, and an organizational system of meaning
(Willke, 1998; Yanow, 2000).
Student: What moral standards are reflected in the view of the world
and the investigation perspective represented by holism?
Teacher: The highest esteem is enjoyed by the social and organiza-
tional whole. The actions of the individual are valued according to their
contribution to the collective (firm, economy, etc.); the norms are
learned by the individual during the socialization process and adher-
ence to them is maintained through social control mechanisms. The
idea that a strong society is founded ultimately on a valid system of val-
ues and held together by close social ties presupposes a powerful
state and, at company level, a powerful management to ensure that
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the communal goals are adhered to. It follows from this that it is col-
lective forms or frameworks that guide the actions of individual mem-
bers. The community has precedence over the individual and shapes
his or her feelings, his or her thoughts, and his or her goals and actions
(see Etzioni, 1988; Bunge, 1989).
Student: As one who read Popperʼs (1963) The Open Society and its
Enemies, I would argue that your position is anti-libertarian. Popper
would call you “an enemy of the free society”.
Teacher: How do you know which social arrangements will best serve
the individual when the individual is portrayed as free of all particular
determination? If individual liberty has any meaning, it has to be under-
stood within the structure of social constraints. Liberty is not a fixed
conception, isolated from socio-cultural forces. People cannot resist
the socializing collectivity, as it forms their perception of freedom in the
first place (Ogilvy, 1977).

DIALOGUE ON SYSTEMISM

Student: Please explain to me the fundamental essence of organiza-
tions (societies).
Teacher: Organizations are neither purely aggregates of individuals
nor are they holistic entities. Rather, they are characterized by individ-
uals as well as processes, structures and environmental constraints.
Systems are distinguished both by the characteristics of their members
and systemic or global characteristics, which cannot be reduced to any
particular element. It includes, for example, a companyʼs atmosphere
and a prevailing management ideology, which emerge based on the
intersection of the systemʼs properties (i.e., individuals, processes,
structures, etc.). To explain the behavior of organizations and individu-
als, insights from individualism and holism must be integrated. Accord-
ingly, the behavior of a person is determined on the one hand by her
formal and informal social network and on the other by her dispositions
(i.e., skills, motives, preferences, experiences, and expectations). Sys-
temic explanations embrace both individual (micro-level) and structural
(macro-level) features of a system. If we look at just one of the two lev-
els, then we expose ourselves to the justified criticism that we are
propagating a one-sided explanation. The interaction between organi-
zations is to be seen as an interaction between people, whereby peo-
ple act in the name of the organization they represent. Routines,
norms, and perceived structures of the organization not only act to
constrain them: they are also what allows and empowers them to
make binding decisions in the first place (Bunge, 1979, 1996).
Student: Iʼm not quite sure if I really understood your synthesis of indi-
vidualism and holism. From my understanding, individualism is like
rational choice theory, that would not deny the existence and influence
of macro-variables such as interest rates, scarcity of resources, and
political ideologies. However, individualism would conceptualize them
as contextual constraints on individual action. So what is the difference
between your systemic ontology and more moderate versions of indi-
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vidualism like, for instance, Boudonʼs (1981) contextual or neo-individ-
ualism?
Teacher: Moderate individualism is coming closer to my systemic
approach because it takes notice of structural feature of social sys-
tems. However, the concept is muddled in the sense that it attempts to
explain social phenomena in terms of individual attributes and contex-
tual constraints but without offering a comprehensive ontological
framework within which the interaction between agency and structure
is explained. Individuals are socialized with the cultural heritage that
not only constrains but also enables individual action (Giddens, 1984).
These systemic structures emerge or submerge through social inter-
action of individuals who engage in communicating, teaching, trading,
or using power. As social scientists, we should not only study the
nature of individuals, even if we do conceptualize them as contextual-
ized actors, but also the factors (e.g., power, position, norms) that influ-
ence social interactions, and through which social ties and bonds
emerge or submerge.
Student: How then am I to analyze organizations in order to gain new
insights into their essence?
Teacher: If you wish to understand organizations, you must under-
stand their individuals, their structures, their processes and their envi-
ronment. These are the foundations on which the description, expla-
nation and prediction of the behavior of organizations and their mem-
bers are based. You must ask yourself by what needs, preferences,
intentions, talents and actions members are driven; to what extent
existing structures influence conservative and progressive behavior
patterns; and to what extent the organizationʼs socio-economic, politi-
cal, cultural, and environmental factors affect individual behavior. This
systemic approach thus combines the reductionist and embedding
techniques by investigating individuals as both influencing and being
influenced by systems (organizations) (Bunge, 1983, 1996; Giddens,
1984; Granovetter, 1985).
Student: I learned from methodological holism that explanations
should refer to structural features of a system like a dominant ideolo-
gy or discourse. Methodological individualism taught me, on the other
hand, that social phenomena should take recourse in individual prop-
erties like motivation, cognitive dispositions, and volitions. As you
explained to me, systemic explanations should combine reductionistic
and holistic explanations. I do see this as a great disadvantage to
social theorizing, as the main causal relation is not clear a priori.
Holists argue for the primacy of structure over action and individualists
suggest the opposite. Both positions have the advantage that they pro-
pose unidirectional causal relations.
Teacher: Simplicity is neither a sufficient criterion for truth nor for effec-
tive actions. To explain the behavior of organizations and their mem-
bers, the insights of individualists and holists must be truly integrated.
To investigate organizations from a systemic view, researchers have to
move away from a one-sided deterministic model of causation. One-
sided determinism regards the locus of the causes either in environ-
mental (e.g., cultural beliefs and norms, social feedback) or disposi-
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tional determinants (e.g., creativity, experience, motivation) assumed
to operate in a unidirectional manner. Systemic explanations favor a
reciprocal conception of causation (Bandura, 1986; Bunge, 1996),
which elucidates social processes in terms of individual mental pro-
cesses and interaction with the social environment. The concept of
reciprocality implies that cognitive and other personal factors, as well
as environmental factors, influence each person interactively (Ban-
dura, 1986: 23). The degree to which environmental or individual fac-
tors influence mental and behavioral processes varies according to
individual dispositions, situations, and activities, each of which has to
be investigated within a particular organizational setting. Systemic
explanations are more comprehensive and complex than their individ-
ualist or holist counterparts, as they focus on both individual (micro-
level) and structural (macro-level) features within a system (i.e., inves-
tigating people within socio-economic entities).
Student: Please give me an example of such a procedure or way of
thinking from the knowledge management discourse.
Teacher: A systemic theory of knowing and knowledge management
parallels research on socio-cognitive approaches to knowledge cre-
ation (Nonaka, 1994) and transfer (Ringberg and Reihlen, forthcom-
ing). The latter includes the interaction between mental workings of the
intentional subject and feedback from the socio-cultural environment.
Piaget (1977: 4) supports this position in his description of cognitive
systems as both open, in the sense that they undergo exchanges with
the milieu, and closed, as they undergo epistemic cycles of cognitive
schema development that are highly constructive and which largely
take place within the mind, independently of external sensory input. In
Piagetʼs terms, these socio-physical adaptive cognitive processes con-
sist of cognitive assimilation and accommodation—assimilation being
the conservative process in which individuals establish meaning by
integrating new elements into existing cognitive structures, and
accommodation being the more creative process that involves sense
making of events that do not match well with an individualʼs existing
interpretative frameworks, yet are too important to ignore. It is during
the accommodation process that conceptual schemas are changed
and new cognitive patterns inculcated, enabling the individual to adjust
to (i.e., reframe the interpretation of) environmental feedbacks (Piaget,
1971, 1977; Glasersfeld, 1995). Whereas social structures provide the
context and social feedback mechanisms, the mind, cognition, volition,
emotion, and the senses (including neurological factors and faculties)
remain indispensable for creating, challenging, questioning, conjectur-
ing, categorizing, inferring, problem-solving, criticizing, and negotiating
the meaning of environmental inputs. This point of view is also reflect-
ed in Vygotskyʼs (1978: 86) work, in which knowledge evolves within a
«zone of proximal development», i.e., the twilight zone between what
a learner can achieve through independent problem-solving and what
can be accomplished with the help of the socio-cultural resources and
social feedback (i.e., dialogue, mentoring, and teaching).
A socio-cognitive approach includes the Piagetian concept of subjec-
tive meaning construction linked with the social interactionist concepts
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introduced by Vygotsky and Mead. Vygotsky (1962) and Mead (1967)
argue that knowledge and learning are fundamentally co-constructions
within a socio-cultural space. That is, the ongoing exchange between
the mind and the environment in «communities of interaction» (Nona-
ka, 1994: 15) results in a steady increase in the complexity of individ-
ualsʼ mental dispositions. This follows DeGrandpre (2000: 724), who
argues, that as a person experiences the consequences of his or her
action in ecological context, the possibility of new knowledge arises.
The relation of the individual and the social structure is therefore mutu-
ally complementary and co-evolving, where the development of either
part not only depends on the other but is made possible through the
productive existence of the other (Vogel, 2000; Heinrich, 2004).
Consequently, the dynamic processes involved in knowledge transfer
can only be fully appreciated if researchers take into account both cog-
nitive dispositions (individualism) and social feedback mechanisms
(holism). This follows Cole and Wertsch (2002: 2), who point out that
the development of the mind is constituted from the interweaving of
biological processes and the appropriation of the social fabric that
establishes networks of interaction. Knowledge processing, thus, is
predicated on influences from both the socio-cultural environment and
the intentional mind. In other words, once we acknowledge that people
are both serfs and masters of cultural activities (e.g., on organization-
al culture) it follows that individuals are both involuntarily guided by, yet
also intentionally influence, the very same activities.
Student: What social values and standards are reflected in the view of
the world and investigation perspective represented by systemism?
Teacher: Systemism assumes that both the individual and the orga-
nization are embedded in a socio-economic framework. For this rea-
son, systemism implies a liberal order on the one hand, in order to
ensure that individuals can pursue their own interests, ideas and
preferences. On the other hand, it always pleads for a restriction on
individual freedoms whenever the selfish enforcement of individual
interests is deleterious to long-term co-existence in a society. While
individualism singles out personal freedom, and holism collective
obligation as social values to be pursued, systemism combines the
two into a society where personal freedom comes with social respon-
sibility. What we need are individuals embedded within a community,
who are capable of taking responsibility, a community which is far
more integrated than each individual alone seeking to maximize his
or her own benefits. On the other hand, such a community is far less
socializing and restrictive than the holist vision of society (Etzioni,
1988; Bunge, 1989).

DISPUTATION OF THE TEACHERS

Chairman: Now that the basic positions have been laid out in their
essentials I would like to invite the three teachers to discuss the sys-
temic approach, located mid-way between individualism and holism. Is
this a practicable and fruitful metatheoretical approach?
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Individualist: The systemic integration appears, at first sight, worthy of
consideration. Yet, after further consideration, a significant weakness
reveals itself in the idea of emergence. It is noted that social systems
can give rise to phenomena which are the results of social processes
and not inherent in the individual. But is it not the case that the social
structure is ultimately always derivable from the characteristics of indi-
viduals? For this reason, it seems to me to be more promising for the
solution of sociological and management problems to only use psy-
chological approaches. As Bohnen (1975: 86) argues, this enables us
«to fall back once more on the basic ideas of the research program
whose rules have determined the individualist-utilitarian tradition of
sociological thought from the outset». I think that we can do without the
concept of emergence entirely. Social systems have no emergent
properties in and of themselves, as the latter consist entirely of indi-
vidual inputs. In addition, a weakness of this kind of “emergent” view-
point is that it makes systemic characteristics appear mystical, with
emergent properties growing out of social processes that are unpre-
dictable. Whereas individual behavior is predictable based on motives
and/or professional background, I donʼt see how you can make any
scientific predictions of action patterns based on such ambiguous con-
structs as dominant discourse and norms in society, let alone organi-
zational cultures in an industry.
Systemist: I think there is a fundamental misunderstanding here. Let
me therefore first explain why we cannot dispense with the concept of
emergence. Let us, for example, take the individualist understanding
of the market, which as a rule is regarded as the place of economic
exchange between those with something to offer and those with an
interest in acquiring it. If we were to take the individualist proposal to
its logical conclusion, we would have to view markets through the
mindʼs eye of psychological theories, and possibly decision and game
theories. Markets consist of rules and regulations that are indifferent to
who implement, enforce, and obey them. They exist detached from the
personal characteristics of any one individual. The success of an
entrepreneur depends for this reason not only on individual talent,
available capital, and personal contacts (micro-variables), but also on
market-entry barriers, interest rates, the availability of resources,
exchange rates, business cycles and so on (macro-variables). If we
refuse to acknowledge that these macro-variables are properties of
systems, which we cannot simply explain by recourse to individual
characteristics, we are unable to understand and explain the develop-
ment and decline of systems. Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that
neo-classical micro-economics is challenged by, and finds it difficult to
account for, the influence of macro-economic fringe conditions on busi-
ness behavior and thus largely ignores them (Bunge, 1996, 1998).
Your second misunderstanding with respect to the concept of emer-
gence lies in your understanding of it as something unpredictable. The
problem here is that if we were to understand emergent properties as
an epistemological category, the latter can be justifiably accused of
being opaque, a quality which we as scholars cannot accept. Yet, on
the other hand, we cannot easily dispense with the existence of norms,
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rules, and regulations either. Luckily, this Gordian knot can be untied
by regarding emergent properties as an ontological category. An onto-
logical category differs from an epistemological category, as the former
refers to the nature of things such as that organizations are composed
of people, structures, and processes, and are embedded within an
environment, whereas an epistemological category refers to our con-
cepts of things which can be fuzzy or exact, testable or untestable, true
or false. Thus, emergent properties like organizational culture or polit-
ical order are neither unexplainable nor unpredictable phenomena;
they are simply features of social systems emerging from the interac-
tion of individuals.
Holist: I have no problems, of course, with the notion of emergent prop-
erties of a system, as it is a central element in my view of the world.
However, to me, the systemic approach does not seem to be funda-
mentally differentiated from individualism. Although you introduce the
concept of social structure, you do not take this construct to its logical
conclusion. Paralleling Durkheimʼs perspective, ideas are manifesta-
tions of social conditions. He made this abundantly clear when he took
religion as an example of a symbolic expression and preservation of
social structures regardless of its enforcersʼ individual dispositions. He
expresses it thus: «While it might be disputed that, without exception,
social phenomena impose themselves on the individual from outside,
any such doubts seem to be excluded in respect of faith and religious
customs, moral rules or the whole array of laws, in other words in
respect of the characteristic phenomena of collective life. They are all
(…) proof of the fact that these kinds of action and thought are not the
work of the individual, but of a force that transcends him.» (Durkheim,
1967: 72, authors' translation).
If we extend these ideas to knowledge management, then we have to
understand organizations as meaning systems with specific convic-
tions, values and symbols, which exist relatively independently of each
individual. This implies, as recently suggested by Yanow (2000), that
our analysis has to focus on how individuals learn collectively and
interactively. What is required is to explore how collective meaning
emerges from individualsʼ interacting with artifacts and the socio-cul-
tural context. For this reason, systems preserve and reconstitute
something like a collective mind, within which new members are
socialized and which characterizes their thinking and behavior. This is
what collective learning is all about: changing collective meaning sys-
tems. For me, your position is nothing other than moderate individual-
ism.
Systemist: While I understand your position, which is based on the
hypothesis that organizations have the capacity for collective cogni-
tion, or that all ideas are the product of social conditions, there are var-
ious reasons, which I shall try to explain, why I cannot share such a
radically externalist position. You proceed from a one-sided relation-
ship between action and structure. I would therefore like to take your
own example, which attributes to organizations a communitized, col-
lective entity which can learn with a supra-mind that exists indepen-
dently of specific individuals. This hypothesis is dubious for a number
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of reasons (Boudon, 1990; Bunge, 1998: 225-239; Ringberg and
Reihlen, forthcoming). For one thing, organizations have no brains
which can act in a cognitive fashion. I regard this as a great error on
the part of the holists. Even a public debate, or a text in a book, only
becomes a cognitive element when someone takes note of it and it
thus triggers neuro-biological processes in the participant. Secondly,
new inventions or discoveries do not arise unless extraordinary per-
sonalities break with established patterns of thought. Without them,
technological or scientific revolutions would be inconceivable. Their
motivational and cognitive problems cannot simply be explained by
external social forces, as you argue. Moreover, your hypothesis takes
no account of the recognition by almost every school of psychology—
with the exception of classical behaviorism—that any external stimulus
can trigger different ideas and cerebral processes across individuals.
In your argument, you overlook that artifacts and collective meaning
structures are still subject to individual perception and cognition. For
instance, in an empirical study on computer-mediated knowledge man-
agement systems, Reihlen and Ringberg (2006) demonstrate that
knowledge artifacts always depend on peopleʼs understandings and
interpretations. Even within an interpretative community of consul-
tants, these individuals had various interpretations of the same knowl-
edge artifact. This leads us back to a valuable insight drawn from
research conducted within an individualistic tradition, namely internal-
ism, according to which, actors process external stimuli sometimes in
an idiosyncratic and subjective fashion. Thus, people become builders
of their own world (Baudrillard, 1985), creating and reshaping preva-
lent representations according to personal life stories (Derrida, 1976).
As a result, the emphasis on systemic properties should not lead us to
the mistaken conclusion that individual cognition, emotions, and voli-
tions are merely surrogates for collective meaning systems, as favored
by social constructionism. I plead therefore for the investigation that
tacks back and forth between individuals and organizations (including
their socio-cultural origin) without giving priority to one or the other
party. Only through such an integrative approach can we account for
how particular rules materialize and, not least, the differential mean-
ings of these rules. It follows that different individuals perceive a very
different organization, and that these perspectives are shared among
subsets of an organization rather than assuming the existence of an
overly strong community.
Individualist: In my opinion, this view goes hand-in-hand with a prob-
lematic ethical orientation on the part of systemism. Ethics is con-
cerned with the moral evaluation of wrong social behavior. But who is
to make such judgment and by which norms? For me, freedom is the
highest good. Society must ensure that this freedom of the individual
is sustained. However, your argumentation appeals to the presence of
a higher social order or morality. The problem with this is that your
morality is not my morality. Thus, it is an illusion to think that shared
moral standards can be established in a society. Even if this were pos-
sible, I do not think it is desirable, as shared moral principles are
restrictive and presuppose a higher authority, which I, as you can
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imagine, reject. I prefer to go along with Hayek (1945), who empha-
sizes that knowledge in society and organizations is essentially dis-
persed. In other words, «knowledge [is] not given to anyone in its total-
ity» (p. 520). This statement, of course, also holds for knowledge about
moral standards; therefore I believe that a truly knowledge-creating
social order is one which is not based on solidarity fostering a cooper-
ative order that turns a productive community into a collective of group
thinkers. Instead, we have to organize a free knowledge market where
individuals are held together largely by economic relations and com-
pete against each other based on their individual merits (Hayek, 1976:
112-113).
Systemist: I know that this position is very widespread among moral
nihilists, hedonists, liberalists and ethical individualists. I agree with
you to the extent that your criticism is at least partly correct, when it is
applied to ethical holism, as it positively crushes the individual. Indi-
vidualism teaches us that people need a measure of autonomy in
order to take the initiative and to develop curiosity, creativity, and the
urge to discover—which all ultimately form the foundation for knowl-
edge creation and the development of original and unconventional
ideas. Initiative and enterprise can hardly be steered from without,
however, but are based in large measure on the intrinsic motivation
(Deci, 1992) of actors. To put it differently, without a measure of indi-
vidual freedom we have no social dynamics which are required for all
progressive societies and organizations.
Raising selfish interests above the interests of others leads, however,
to the weakening or dissolution of social relationships, which hold a
society or organization together. Radical individualism is therefore
morally and socially destructive because it would undermine any viable
public life. Moreover, individualistic societies cause substantial coordi-
nation problems. Individual freedom opens up the possibility to define
oneʼs own goals, to act according to oneʼs own convictions and values,
and to pursue oneʼs own interests. The appearance of unbridled indi-
vidualism in a society is an indicator and cause of social disintegration,
which, even from the economic viewpoint, does not lead to an efficient
commonwealth, for we cannot do without cooperative elements in soci-
ety. A limit must therefore be set to the selfish enforcement of person-
al interests (the credo of an individualistic moral system) where these
stand in the way of lasting relations because actions motivated purely
by self-interest lead merely to negative coordination; individuals then
only allow other peopleʼs initiatives when these do not stand in the way
of their own interests. Collective action however presupposes positive
coordination, which seeks the ability of mutually dependent actors to
work together as a team, and to adhere to collectively binding rules
and procedures. The sharing of knowledge for the joint formulation and
reformulation of problems can only be ensured by cooperative behav-
ior where actors make their best individual contributions for solving
complex issues (Scharpf, 1993). What counts for society as a whole
also counts for organizations and in particular for “good” knowledge
management practices. In a number of studies, it is shown that knowl-
edge creation and transfer is strongly supported within a socio-cultur-
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al context that stimulates social values such as fairness (Janssen,
2004), teamwork (Enberg, Lindkvist, and Tell, 2006), or transactive
knowledge sharing (Wegner, 1986). The assumption that a society is,
or could be, held together purely by economic relationships is rather
problematic. Doubtless, economic relations between actors are an
indispensable element of our social world, but they are not the only rel-
evant ones. Alongside economic relationships, there are also political
(e.g., power), religious (e.g., beliefs), and cultural relationships (e.g.,
learning, beliefs, sense of self identity, transfer of knowledge), many of
which tie in with or become expressed as moral values and all of which
play an indispensable role in the explanation of the essence even of
what constitutes economic objects such as prosperity as well as the
very investigation of firms and entire economies (Bunge, 1996, 1998).
To summarize: to me, both individualism and holism are morally dubi-
ous. However, the two positions mark valuable opposite poles—indi-
vidual orientation versus community orientation—which are both
essential and worth preserving. My systemic view tries, therefore, to
integrate the good aspects of both, without adopting their problematic
points.

CONCLUSION

The individualism-holism debate has left deep rifts in the conceptual
orientation of the social sciences, which have been difficult to bridge.
From the point of view of management studies, theoretical and empir-
ical research has proceeded along this dual track without overcoming,
let alone seriously addressing, this dichotomy (e.g., Astley and Van de
Ven, 1983; Earley and Gibson, 1998). It is certainly no exaggeration to
say that progress in the social sciences in general, and management
studies in particular, depends directly on resolving this philosophical
dilemma, as it would enable researchers to combine the best of each
intellectual trajectory for the investigation of socio-economic facts.
We can once more pick up the knowledge management field as our
illustrative example. Individualists, as we argued, emphasize an inter-
nalist (endogenous) and holists an externalist (or exogenous) way of
inquiring into the nature of knowledge. Whereas individualism is
unconcerned with the social part, and holist research shuts out the
cognitive part in knowledge production and transfer, management
research would benefit from accommodating both (individual) mind
and (collective) culture in its attempt to understand the processes
involved in knowledge creation and dissemination. From a systemic
perspective, we suggest that individuals are as much molded by bio-
logical as by socio-historical forces (Ringberg and Reihlen, forthcom-
ing). In order to integrate the individual mind and the collective aspect
of knowledge, we need to view culture and its social force as ultimate-
ly resulting from individual actions and interactions. Although individu-
als are never fully free to interpret the world around them because their
thinking and acting are influenced by prior values, social norms (tradi-
tions), education, as well as by natural (e.g., biological) circumstances,
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every individual is still an active interpreter of the world, taking into
account the dynamic and ever changing scenarios that stem from the
actual and potential actions or inactions of others. As a result, individ-
ual thinking and acting are not mutually independent but interdepen-
dent. In other words, cultural structure and the cognizing mind are
interlinked and interdependent. Without the cognizing and socially act-
ing individual, no social structure would exist because social systems
emerge and are held together by individual actions and minds.
We do not intend to make any definitive judgment on any metatheory
at this point, even though we favor systemism. Ultimately, the observ-
er must make his or her own judgment. But the following should be
remembered: a metatheoretical position can, in principle, be chosen in
two ways. The first possibility consists of examining a particular
metatheory to see to what extent it is compatible with oneʼs own prior
philosophical and ideological orientation. This represents a dogmatic
approach. It is simple, but unscientific. The second, more laborious,
way involves considering whether the metatheory in question provides
a reasonable foundation for concrete research programs, which allow
a profound description and explanation of socio-economic facts as well
as fruitful recommendations for the formation of actual practice. A pro-
cedure of this kind presupposes a deeper argumentative approach to
the available positions (Bunge, 1996: 9). The debate set out here is
designed to clarify certain arguments, positions, and problems by pre-
senting metatheoretical perspectives within a scholarly discussion.
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Metatheories in Management Studies: Reflections Upon Individualism, Holism, and Systemism

Ontology of systemism
1. Society is a system of changing subsystems.
2. Being a system, society has systemic, or global properties. While some of these are
resultant (or reducible), others are emergent, though rooted in the individual compo-
nents and their interplay.
3. Interaction between two social systems is an individual-individual affair, where each
individual acts on behalf of the system he or she represents. The members of a social
system can act severally upon a single individual, and the behavior of each individual
is determined by the place he holds in society, as well as by his genetic endowment,
experience, and expectations. And every social change is a change in the structure of
a society, hence a change at both the social and the individual levels.

Epistemology of systemism
1. Social science is the study of social systems: their changing composition, environ-
ment, and structure.
2 Social facts are to be accounted for (described, explained, or forecast) in terms of
social systems and their individual components – with their needs, wants, beliefs,
intentions, actions, and interactions – in their natural and social environment. In turn,
individual behavior is to be accounted for in terms of all the relevant features, biologi-
cal, psychological, and social, of the individual-in-society.
3 Hypotheses and theories in social science are to be tested against environmental
and social (in particular, demographic, sociological, economic, political, and cultural)
data. However, some social data are built out of data concerning individuals, for these
alone are directly observable.

Morals of systemism
1. Whereas all individuals can be valuable, the more valuable ones are those who ren-
der useful services to others.
2. Enjoying (biopsychosocial) well-being and helping others to live constitute the sum-
mum bonum.
3. The only legitimate function of a social system is to promote the (biopsychosocial)
well-being of its members or those of other social systems, without preventing anyone
from meeting their basic needs.

APPENDIX:
SYNOPSIS OF MARIO BUNGE’S SYSTEMISM
(BUNGE, 1996: 267-268)




