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Abstract 

The current challenges of organizational life are often described in terms of dualities. 

This paper offers a conceptual framework in which the dualities, found in 

organizational literature, are distinguished along a structural, cultural, and personal 

dimension. Within each group, we discuss how the different dualities relate to each 

other and how recent trends in organizational practice and theory are transforming 

classic dualities into new dualities. We review ways in which organizations can cope 

with dualities, and make a distinction between strategies that remain within or go 

beyond the polarity. On the basis of the latter strategies, we present a trialectic 

management approach. 
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'At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless. Neither 

from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is, but neither arrest nor 

movement. And do not call it fixity, where past and future are gathered. 

Neither movement from nor towards, neither ascent nor decline. Except 

for the point, the still point, there would be no dance, and there is only the 

dance.' 

T.S. Eliot 

Introduction: The Organization In Two 

Management and organization theories are more and more approached in terms 

of paradoxes (Cameron & Quinn, 1988; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989), dilemmas 

(Hampden-Turner, 1990), and dualities (Evans & Doz, 1992). These concepts are all 

bipolar with two distinguishable and indissoluble parts, but have slightly different 

meanings. This paper examines the relevance of dualistic thinking in organization 

theory and practice. Its aim is first, to clarify the widespread use and meaning of the 

dualistic terms, paradoxes, dilemmas, and dualities. The different meanings of the three 

concepts allow researchers to emphasize particular aspects which directed us to choose 

the concept of duality. Second, we offer a conceptual framework in which dualities are 

distinguished along a structural, cultural and personal dimension. For every dimension, 

we present basic dualities that organizations are confronted with, and address the issue 

of new dualities for the future. We link these three types of dualities to current 

organizational trends like new structural forms, increasing internationalization, and 

technological complexity. Finally, we review and discuss strategies to manage 

dualities. We make a distinction between strategies that remain within or go beyond 

the polarity. The latter strategies can be called trialectics and are presented as a new 

approach. 

"The dual organization" or the "dualistic enterprise" is an emerging 

organizational form (Cameron & Quinn, 1988; Evans & Doz, 1992; Hampden-Turner, 

1990). The challenges of organizational life such as structural transitions, 

internationalization, and technological complexity, require the building of tension into 
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the process of organizing and managing. Although Poole and Van de Ven (1989) claim 

that much of contemporary organizational theory is still struggling to live with 

paradoxes, the dualistic nature of organizations can be noticed in very different areas 

of organizational and management theory. This 'thinking-in-two' has been explored and 

elaborated in business contexts such as innovation (Galbraith, 1982; Fryxell, 1990; 

Bouwen & Fry, 1991), information technology (Peters, 1992), organizational 

development and change (Evans & Doz, 1992; Quinn & Cameron, 1988; Srivastva et 

al., 1992; Westenholz, 1993), organizational effectiveness (Quinn & Cameron, 1983), 

entrepreneurship (Bouwen & Steyaert, 1990a; Johannisson, 1991; Dyer, 1992), team 

management (Hirschhorn & Gilmore, 1992), group dynamics (Smith & Berg, 1987), 

culture (Hofstede, 1980; 1992), human resource development (Evans & Doz, 1992), 

and strategic thinking (Hampden-Turner, 1990). 

Although the dichotomous approach seems well accepted in management 

theory, little has been done to translate the concept of dualities for managerial 

applications. To do so, the list of dualities needs to be ordered into a conceptual 

framework that is both theoretical clear and pragmatic. This paper develops such a 

framework. It distinguishes structural, cultural and personal dualities and develops 

managerial implications of each. This paper suggests a variety of creative means for 

dealing with dualities. Finally, the strategies that go beyond the duality are suggested 

as the most promising management approach. These are called trialectics. First of all, 

though, we will take one step backwards - reculer pour mieux sauter as the French say 

- and trace the history of "thinking-in-two" outside of the field of organizations where 

it can be seen as a way of viewing the world. 

The World In Two: To Be Or Not To Be 

Paradoxes, dilemmas, and dualities are not exclusive organizational 

phenomena, but are found throughout the human condition: man and wife, good and 

evil, black and white, poor and rich, concrete and abstract, day and night, love and 

hate, life and death, Eros and Thanatos. Dualities run through human identity 



(Koestler, 1981). Dualistic thinking is especially present in philosophy but also visible 

in literature, science, and now in organization theory. 

Paradoxes, dilemmas and dualities have been present in philosophy since its 

beginning. This dualistic concern is illustrated by the liar-paradox, the work of 

Heracleitos and Zeno of Elea in the fifth and fourth century BC., and the double faced 

God Janus in the world of mythology and religion. However, western philosophy has 

been rather reluctant to use paradoxical thinking in comparison to eastern philosophy. 

In the classic China, yin and yang are conceived as the primordial opposites grounding 

all changes. These two archetypal poles of nature are represented by dark and bright, 

by female and male, by below and above. Yin is the quiet, contemplative stillness, the 

complex and intuitive mind, while Yang is the strong and creative action, the clear and 

rational intellect. "Thinking in two" and reflecting on paradoxes, dilemmas, and 

dualities, have roots in eastern and western philosophy. 

The fundamental duality of human existence is often implicitly and many times 

explicitly expressed in literature. Consider for example the quotation out of Eliot's 

Four Quartets at the top of this article or the novel of the Austrian writer Robert Musil 

'Die Verwirrungen des ZOglungs Torless.' 1 Torless, an adolescent, oscillates like a 

pendulum between the world of order and rational clarity symbolized by the boarding 

school located in the far-off country-side, and the other world of chaos and darkness, 

as he lives the distractions and ambushes of his dawning sexuality. Torless wants to 

escape this duality, but even more, he wants to connect both worlds and be able to 

switch from one universe to the other. In essence, he favors a dualistic perspective of 

life, as he says 'I see things under a double point of view, all things, even thoughts'. 

Nobody, however, has formulated the dilemmatic character of the human condition 

better than the baroque Hamlet, who, philosophising and intellectualizing on the 

emotions of an oedipal story, wrestling with the border between reality and dream, 

between good and evil, walking on the precarious boundary between reason and 

1 Translated: The experiences of the young Torless. Musil is also author of 'The Man without 
Qualities.' 
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madness, terrified and appalled by his own words and swords, whispered; 'to be or no 

to be.' 
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As dualistic thinking is reflected in baroque and contemporary literature and 

poetry, it could not remain absent within science. Although thinking in tensions and 

paradoxes contradicts the scientific logic of causality and determinism, it can signify a 

major breakthrough in searching for new pathways. This is for example the case in 

physics, political science and therapy. New developments in physics such as relativity 

theory, quantum mechanics and chaos theory, are compatible with the principles of 

Eastern mysticism and Taoism (Capra, 1975). Political theory in the nineteenth century 

was largely influenced by the thoughts of Marx and Engels in which society and its 

change is conceptualized in a dialectical way. In the field of psychotherapy, the 

dualistic and paradoxical awareness has been present in the work of Otto Rank (fear of 

life and fear of death) and Sigmund Freud (Eros and Thanatos), as well as in the 

contributions of Alfred Adler, Victor Frankl and Carl Jung (Smith & Berg, 1987). 

The introduction of dualistic thinking in organization theory has found 

inspiration from very diverse and sometimes quite distant disciplines like political 

analysis, therapy and physics. For instance, Morgan's (1986) theory of organizational 

change and transformation falls back on Marxist theory and his dialectical analysis. 

Smith and Berg (1987) relied on the domain of therapy for their applications of 

paradoxes in group life. Together with the introduction of dualistic thinking into 

organization theory came the terms of paradoxes, dilemmas, and dualities. 

The original philosophical contributions mentioned above remain very useful in 

actual attempts to distinguish these terms. While some authors use these terms 

interchangeably, others have tried to distinguish them from each other. Quinn and 

Cameron (1988) define a paradox as an apparent contradiction or an antinomy. No 

choice need to be made because both contradictory elements are accepted and operate 

simultaneously. The simultaneous character of a paradox is contrasted with dilemma, 

irony, inconsistency, dialectic, ambivalence or conflict A dilemma is seen as an either

or situation where one alternative must be selected over other attractive alternatives 



(Hampden-Turner, 1981; McLaren, 1982). Finally, Evans and Doz (1992) define 

dualities as opposing forces that must be balanced. They stress that both properties 

seem contradictory or paradoxical, but are in fact complementary, which is not the 

case in a dilemma, trade-off, or dialectic. 
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Although they make theoretical distinctions, Quinn and Cameron (1988) 

remark that the different concepts are synonyms in everyday language, and Evans and 

Doz ( 1992) seem to alternate between the use of dualities and dilemmas. This suggests 

a pragmatical approach to use the terms interchangeably in the field of organizations 

and management. Hampden-Turner (1990) is one of the main propagators of such an 

approach. His concern is not with a long definitory treatise of 'pure' dilemmas but with 

practical dilemmas. At the same time, however, the different meanings of these 

concepts allow authors to stress particular features of importance for them. Paradoxes 

emphasize the simultaneous presence of contradictory elements, dilemmas accentuate 

the impossible choice-situation, and dualities stress the complementarity. We have 

chosen the concept of duality to discuss the contradictory nature of organizations. 

Duality is the broadest of the three concepts, incorporating both the simultaneity of 

paradoxes and the impossibility of dilemmas. 

Grouping by Structural, Cultural, and Personal Dualities 

The emerging paradigm of the dual organization has produced an increasing 

number of dualities. In order to avoid an atheoretical and unmanageable 'laundry-list' of 

dualities, a conceptual framework for both researchers and managers is needed. We 

have sorted these different dualities into structural, cultural, and personal dualities. 

Structural dualities refer to dualistic thinking in organizing collectivity. Cultural 

dualities reflect opposites in the creation of meaning. Personal dualities refer to 

dichotomous concerns of individual and career development. The presented framework 

of structural, cultural, and personal dualities is a first step to distinguish the different 

dualities as found in organizational literature and serves as a tool to clarify their 

content. Within each group, we address how the different dualities relate to each other, 



and how recent trends are transforming classic dualities into new dualities. This 

framework may serve as a diagnostic tool for managers and at the same time as a 

theoretical conceptualization for researchers. Since structural, cultural, and personal 

dualities are not independent from each other, the three groups of dualities are to a 

certain extent intertwined. The turbulent structural changes in organizational life, 

however, set the scene for reconstructions at a cultural and personal level. We will 

therefore first discuss the structural dualities, followed by the cultural and personal 

ones. 

Structural Dualities 

Theories on structure are primarily formulated in terms of forms and 

procedures. Dualities are at first sight less suitable for theorizing about structure. 

However, the first organizational dualities like differentiation-integration are a classic 

aspect of structural theory. Therefore, this overview will begin with them. We, then, 

will discuss the structural transitions toward networking and the refrarning of 

structural thinking due to innovation and postrnodernism. These trends imply new 

structural dualities such as organizing-disorganizing, and stability-instability. 

Classic structural dualities. The differentiation-integration duality, as 

described by Lawrence & Lorsch (1967), and going back as far as the analyses of 

Emile Durkheim, is a pillar of structural theory. Besides some other classic dualities as 

top-down versus bottom up (Daft, 1976), formal versus informal (Roethlisberger & 

Dickson, 1947), and delegation versus control (Perrow, 1986), differentiation

integration is the best known structural duality. Giving structure to a firm is no more 

than 'divide in order to unify:' bringing in differentiation and specialization which 

requires at the same time integration and coordination. The dualistic character of 

structuring is apparent since differentiation is needed to make work a collectively 

based activity but the collectivity requires at the same time integration. Most structural 

6 



theories (e.g. the configuration typology of Mintzberg, 1979) concern how this 

coordination problem can be handled. 

7 

The differentiation-integration duality is related to the growth-age and the 

centralization-decentralization duality (Bergquist, 1993). As companies grow, they 

become more differentiated but they tend to devote an increasingly large proportion of 

their resources to supportive and integrative services as well. Issues of central control 

and decentralization become crucial. These classic dualities, differentiation-integration 

and centralization-decentralization, however, become drastically changed with the 

structural breakthroughs of the 1990s which have caused them to be reframed into new 

structural dualities. 

Structural transitions and reframing. At the end of the second millennium, the 

bureaucracy-model, the main structural form of organization, is being deconstructed. 

Behind the bureaucratic model reigns the principle of stability and order with the 

hierarchical structure as its main operational exponent. Reed (1992) remarks that, by 

the late 1960s, the focus on order had so dominated the field to virtual exclusion of 

alternative formulations. Now, organizations have learned that the main aim is not to 

control stability and establish order, but to deal with instability and permanent change. 

Beyond bureaucracy is the message (Bennis, 1993). The principle behind the change 

model is that of flux (Morgan, 1986) and chaos (Stevenson & Harmeling, 1990). In 

operational terms, the deconstruction of the bureaucracy-model implies a 

reconceptualization of "hierarchy", and the emergence of an impressive list of diverse 

transhierarchical concepts : adhocracy (Mintzberg, 1991; Waterman, 1990), loosely 

coupled systems (Orton & Weick, 1990), texture (Bouwen & Steyaert, 1990b), 

dissipative structures (Gemmill & Smith, 1985; Smith & Gemmill, 1991), and finally, 

networks (Snow, Miles, & Coleman, 1992; Miles & Snow, 1986). We will use the 

term networks as an overarching term for these structural forms. 

These new forms have been originally used by innovating organizations 

experimenting with, for example, project teams and matrix forms. The innovation wave 



during the eighties and the growth of entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship have 

provided many opportunities for new structural forms. These new conceptualizations 

in the context of innovation (Galbraith, 1982; Burgelman & Sayles, 1986) and 

organizational change (Schein, 1987; 1988) have explored the so-called process 

thinking. This process thinking was extended to organizational theory in general -

'organizing' as it is called by Weick (1979)- and should also be incorporated when we 

conceptualize networks. Networks imply dynamic structuring, and the challenge is to 

learn to conceptualize it as such and to escape the dangerous trap of reifying the 

concept Process thinking requires both a process language i.e. 'networking' and a 

process view i.e. interaction and linkages are seen as flux. Finally, the innovation 

domain included the seed for dualistic thinking in organizations. For example, 

Galbraith (1982) has stated that the task and logic of the innovative organization are 

fundamentally different from those of the operating organization. Bouwen, De Visch 

and Steyaert (1992) have described innovation projects as a tension between the 

dominant and new logic, and Fryxell (1990) concluded that innovative high technology 

firms are faced with a dialectic value system. 

The shift from bureaucracy to networks is not only a shift of form but also a 

fundamental shift in framing the concept of structure. This shift is especially evident 

when looking at the theorists and managers' use of language. While in the 60s and 70s, 

theorists and managers were talking about span of control, planning systems, design 

parameters, contingency-factors, and control systems, today they are talking about 

networking, task forces, loosely-coupled systems, project teams, matrices in the mind, 

boundaryless organizations, transnational teams and cross-functional alignments. The 

change in language has been stimulated by postmodemist thinkers. Reed (1992) rejects 

the rationality of earlier conceptualizations and calls attention to the complex 

negotiating processes through which a precarious, and unavoidably unstable, collective 

sense of organizational reality is developed and sustained (Mills and Murgatroyd, 

1991). 
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New structural dualities. The shift from bureaucracy to postbureaucracy, 

and from modernism to postmodernism (Clegg, 1990; Gergen, 1992, Parker, 1992) 

has led organization theory to formulate new dualities: stability-instability, rigidity

flexibility, fix-flux, order-chaos, and continuity-change. A well-known French saying 

represents both views in the following expression: 'plus ~a change, plus ~a reste la 

meme chose'. 

The stability-instability duality has been stated in more fundamental theoretical 

terms as the duality between organizing and disorganizing. When Cooper (1986) was 

frrst introducing the idea of disorganization, his was a lonely and distinct voice. Now, 

disorganization figures in the subtitle of Tom Peters' Liberation Management and is 

said by Peters to be a necessary requirement for the nanosecond nineties. In his 

overview on organizational theory, Reed (1992) considers the development from 

organization to disorganization as the most emergent problematic for the future. 

Lash and Urry (1987) have used the term 'disorganized' in a broader 

economical and societal discussion on capitalism F.or them, disorganization is not 

simply a shift into a sort of high-entropy disorder but a fairly systematic process of 

disaggregration and restructuration. While organizing relies on stability-maintaining 

and integrating mechanisms, disorganizing is related to processes as de

industrialization, spatial restructuring, patterns of industrial relations, and political and 

cultural changes (Whitaker, 1992). Both for researchers and managers the organizing

disorganizing duality will be one of the hardest ones to manage. However, some 

practical questions give a hint of what is required. 

The networking organization is characterized by small, semi-autonomous units, 

performing only those functions for which the company has expert skills, and 

outsourcing activities that can be performed more effectively and efficiently by others 

(Snow, Miles & Coleman, 1992). In such an organization, the duality of top-down 

versus bottom-up is transformed to the intern versus extern duality. The semi

autonomous units can perform their function within multiple organizations. This 

implies that networking organizations will need to manage their interorganizational as 

9 



well as their intraorganizational boundaries. These organizations must identify which 

functions are to be performed by organizational units and which functions should be 

outsourced. Reliance on internal units provides greater control than outsourcing to 

external units, but decreases organizational flexibility. In outsourcing, organizations 

must be concerned with selecting among providers. These new dualities lead 

organizations into the following practical questions: Do networking organizations 

prefer stable, continuous relationships with a small number of external units, or 

changing, flexible ties with a large number of units? Should networking organizations 

develop relationships with outsourcing units or have only a market-driven contract? 

Should networking organizations safeguard their autonomy or allow themselves to be 

dependent on other organizations? The ways in which organizations can cope with 

these questions will be discussed in the next section. 

Cultural Dualities 

10 

The cultural dimension of organizations can be best captured by the classic 

duality of homogeneity versus heterogeneity. This overview begins with them. We then 

discuss how the increasing internationalization of organizations and the fragmentation 

perspective on culture are causing new cultural dualities, such as unity versus 

difference, and monocultural versus multicultural, to become dominant 

Classic cultural dualities. In the 80s, culture has been increasingly used to 

understand and manage organizations. Several authors argued that a strong 

organizational culture contributes to the overall effectiveness of an organization. A 

strong, in contrast to a weak, culture creates a sense of identity and organizational 

commitment (e.g. Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Peters & Waterman, 1982), it enhances 

social system stability, and it guides, shapes and homogenizes behavior (e.g. Louis, 

1983). In short, organizational culture was seen as an integrating mechanism - the 

social and normative glue that holds the organization together (Schein, 1985). 

Ambiguity is resolved by a dominant culture of shared values and a common language. 



11 

In contrast to this perspective's emphasis on homogeneity, the differentiation 

perspective emphasizes heterogeneity. Heterogeneity is often reflected when functions, 

divisions, or projects have different cultures (Gregory, 1983; Louis, 1983; Rousseau, 

1990). These subcultural identifications can be independent of, conflicting with or 

enhancing the dominant culture. Related to homogeneity versus heterogeneity and 

strong versus weak, are the dualities of majority versus minority and dominant versus 

submissive (Gregory, 1983). 

The organizational culture approach in the 80s considered the organization as a 

closed system. In view of the changes in organizational structure already described, the 

homogeneity-heterogeneity duality has transformed into new but allied dualities. This 

cultural and organizational turmoil will now be sketched. 

Internationalization and fragmentation. One emerging trend that strongly 

influences the cultural dimension of organizations is the increasing internationalization 

of business. Organizational culture, then, becomes confounded with national culture. In 

her review, Srnircich (1983) distinguished between researchers who consider culture as 

an external organizational concept and study national cultures, and researchers who 

consider culture as an internal organizational concept and study organizations as 

culture-producing phenomena. Both national (Hofstede, 1980; Trompenaars, 1993) 

and organizational (Denison, 1990; Quinn, 1991) culture studies have described the 

core values of culture in terms of bipolar dimensions. Hofstede's (1980) four 

dimensions of national culture are well-known examples. To illustrate the impact of 

national culture on organizational practices, researchers mainly choose nations that are 

on the opposite poles of such dimensions. For instance, in a small power distance 

country as Sweden, individuals see the ideal boss as a resourceful democrat. In 

contrast, individuals in a large power distance country such as France, describe the 

ideal boss as a benevolent autocrat (Hofstede, 1983). In our view, a major challenge is 

to consider Hofstede's and other cultural dimensions as dualities and link different 

cultures to each other instead of separating them. Rather than characterizing 



organizational and national cultures in either/or terms, managers and researchers may 

need to think in and/and terms to manage and understand complex organizations. 
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Internationalization, together with new structural changes such as outsourcing, 

and cross-functional and cross-geographical teams, brings together individuals with 

diverse national, organizational, and professional perspectives. Organizational 

communication becomes more complex, ambiguous, and fragment than ever before. 

Meyerson and Martin (1987) have developed a fragmentation perspective of culture 

that sees differences in meaning, values, and behavior as inevitable and irreconcilable. 

Organizational members will share some viewpoints, disagree about some, and be 

ignorant of or indifferent to others. While the integration and differentiation 

perspective tries to minimize ambiguity by looking upon the organization as a 

hologram or as a set of islands with subcultural consensus, the fragmentation 

perspective considers the organization as a web or a jungle (Meyerson & Martin, 1987; 

Martin, 1992). Meyerson and Martin argue that an awareness of all three perspectives 

- the integration, differentiation, and fragmentation perspective - simultaneously would 

avoid blind spots for researchers and managers. In complex organization, consensus, 

dissensus and confusion will coexist and be considered together if one wants to 

understand the cultural dimension of complex organizations. 

New cultural dualities. In line with the internationalization and 

fragmentation perspective on culture, Schultz (1992) presents new interesting 

questions for cultural research which are formulated as dualities: Is culture a concept 

for unity or for diversity? Does culture refer to consensus or dissensus? Does 

organizational culture refer to patterns of meanings and values located at the depth of 

the organization or are cultural forms only superficial expressions? Does organizational 

culture really provide unique identity when most organizations have copied the same 

cultural images? Is organizational culture a meaningful guideline for behavior or is it 

seduction to act? 
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Another new research direction may be based on the classification of internal 

versus external cultural research (Smircich, 1983). This distinction can be used as a 

duality, examining the interaction of organizational and national culture. Although 

national cultures are believed to influence the development of beliefs and values within 

organizations (Adler & Jelinek, 1986; Hofstede, 1983), empirical research has not yet 

addressed the issue of the interaction between national and organizational culture 

thoroughly. Taking a dualistic approach to culture as being both internal and external 

may revitalize the concept The importance of this approach is unquestionable when 

looking at the new cultural dualities that managers face. 

The confrontation of different national and organizational subcultures seems to 

transform the homogeneity-heterogeneity duality into a new cultural duality of 

unification versus fragmentation. This duality is reflected in other new cultural dualities 

such as local versus universal (Rosenzweig & Singh, 1991), monocultural or "the 

devil" versus multicultural or "the deep blue see" (Hofstede, 1992), and uniformity 

versus variety (Janssens & Brett, 1994). The multi-cultural context of organizations 

raises the question of whether organizations should strive for universal managerial 

practices across cultures. To what extent should organizations transfer their human 

resource policies across cultures or do they need to adapt them to the local culture 

(Janssens, Brett & Smith, 1993)? In the face of national cultural differences, to what 

extent can organizations depend on local managers to establish an equilibrium between 

western management attitudes or must they rely on expatriates to do this? To what 

extent can organizations maintain their one best way to do business? In order to 

manage individuals with diverse cultural, organizational, and professional values, can 

organizations offer a variety of management practices that captures the uniform 

management policy? Do they treat their employees equally by offering variety? Before 

we will address the ways in which organizations can manage these dualities, we first 

discuss the last dimension of dualities. 
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Personal Dualities 

Personal dualities reflect the dichotomous concerns of individual and career 

development. In examining the career literature, the classic personal duality is the 

tension between individual and organization. A major trend that transforms this duality 

seems to be technological complexity, next to structural changes and 

internationalization. Technology creates opportunities for different types of 

relationships but at the same time questions the existence of the individual as an entity. 

Human resource and career management are faced with a major challenge of changing 

their assumption of a person as an autonomous and integrated whole to a relational 

self. These trends reflect themselves in the crossing of boundaries which formulates 

new personal dualities. 

Classic personal dualities. Career is traditionally defined as the complex 

relationship between the individual who joins, moves, and leaves an organization, and 

the organization who decides whom to move, when, how, and at what speed (Argyris, 

1957; Schein, 1978). In his definition of career, Schein (1978) captures the basic 

tension between person and organization. Personal dualities that give concrete form to 

this tension are specialization-generalization (Campbell & Moses, 1986), and 

individuality-team work (Smith & Berg, 1987). The individual's interest for 

specialization can create tension with the organization's need for generalization and 

vice versa. A similar tension can be noticed when a person focuses on individual 

performance which also depends on what others do. 

According to Schein (1978), an individual can be thought of as a set of social 

selves around a basic self-concept The organization, on the other hand, consists of 

three types of boundaries, hierarchical, inclusion, and functional, which correspond to 

three types of career movements. In line with these movements, individuals learn to 

construct somewhat different selves for the different organizational roles to resolve the 

tension between person and organization. An example that relates to learning different 

selves is the task-relation duality (Fiedler, 1967; Blake & Mouton, 1978). In becoming 
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an effective leader, a person needs to develop both the capability of initiating structure 

and being considerate. Thinking about identity in terms of different social selves, 

however, may not be adequate anymore given the increasing relational possibilities 

individuals are having now. 

Technology and relational embeddedness. The last decade has been 

characterized by an increase in technological complexity such as e-mail, 

teleconferences, voice-mail, and satellite television (Gergen, 1991). This type of 

technology makes it possible to sustain relationships with a large range of other 

individuals. The increasing internationalization and the new structural forms intensify 

this process even more. Gergen calls this the state of social saturation. The traditional 

pattern of few, stable, reliable relationships is changing into a pattern of many, ever

changing, superficial relationships. Organizational members visit and receive 

international clients, they follow training programs in other countries, they meet 

colleagues from different geographical locations, they belong to one organization but 

work on a daily basis in another one, they are member of a transgeographical team 

linked to each other by e-mail, and so on. These evolutions give individuals new 

opportunities for numerous and different kinds of encounters. 

The technological changes reinforce the new way of conceptualizing the human 

self, away from the traditional pattern of relationships. Where before the self was 

conceptualized as 'a bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and 

cognitive universe, ... , organized into a distinctive whole and set contrastively against 

other such wholes and against a social and natural background' (Geertz, 1979, p. 229), 

the view of the self becomes one of relational embeddedness (Shatter & Gergen, 

1989). There is an erosion of self-definition where identity is more likely to be 

questioned than confirmed. The boundaries of the person as a unity blur and 

individuals are viewed as the product of social construction (Gergen & Davis, 1985). 

Behavior that was formerly attributed only to the individual, is now seen as arising out 



of the negotiated relationship with other individuals. The question of 'Who am I?' 

becomes a world of multiple possibilities. 

New personal dualities. The implications of these technological changes 
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together with the changing view of human beings are substantial yet almost 

unexplored. In this view on identity as relational embeddedness, new theoretical 

dualities are described (Gergen, 1991). Until now, human resource and career 

management has taken the assumption that individuals are self-motivating, self

directing entities. It seems though that a major challenge is to address the multiplicity 

of the self: Can organizations continue to see a person as autonomous or is a relational 

view more appropriate? Is identity a concept of cross-time and cross-situational 

coherence or one of multiphrenic embeddedness (Gergen, 1991)? Does a person 

possess some basic skills or does s/he bring multiple perspectives into the work place? 

To a certain extent, career management has addressed these issues in the management 

of dual careers. Dual career problems reflect the tension of work and family that needs 

to be balanced. And also Schein acknowledged the existence of different selves. 

However, the questions raised here are more fundamental. The duality of person

organization becomes one of autonomous-relational. Researchers and managers will 

need to deal with fragmented selves and the problems but mainly opportunities these 

bring. The multiplication of perspectives seems to lead to openings of several 

boundaries but also to the creation of personal dualities. 

A first managerial attempt to relate the boundary less company to personal 

tensions is done by Hirschhorn and Gilmore (1992). These authors argue that the 

number of organizational boundaries will be low and highly permeable in complex 

organizations of the future, but that they will continue to exist in the minds of 

managers (Hirschhorn & Gilmore, 1992). These new psychological boundaries are: the 

authority, task, political, and identity boundary. The authority and task boundaries 

relate to the existence of cross-level and cross-functional teams. By mixing hierarchical 

levels, teams confront individuals with the tensions of leading versus remaining open to 
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criticism, and following and challenging their superiors (Hirschhorn & Gilmore, 1992). 

By mixing functional specialities, teams confront individuals with the tensions of 

specialization-generalization and independent-dependence. In such flexible 

organizations, one must also focus on political and identity boundaries. By mixing 

different interests of groups, managers face the challenge of defending their own 

interests without undermining the effectiveness of the organization. Finally, by having a 

multitude of group identities, individuals need to feel loyal to their own groups without 

disrupting the broader allegiances with other groups (Hirschhorn & Gilmore, 1992). 

Individuals are confronted not only with crossing internal but also with external 

boundaries. Individuals may work in project teams consisting of both internal and 

external employees where the tension of trust and distrust may become even more 

apparent. Besides intra- and interorganizational boundaries, individuals cross national 

cultural boundaries. Here, managers are confronted with the dualities of maintenance 

of cultural identity versus contact with second culture (Bochner, 1982), and allegiance 

to the parent firm versus allegiance to the local operation (Black & Gregersen, 1992; 

Janssens, forthcoming). 

Summary 

Within this framework of structural, cultural, and personal dualities, we 

discussed how recent organizational trends and new conceptual perspectives are 

transforming classic into new dominant dualities (see Table 1). The new structural 

forms and structural reframing shift the tension of structural integration-differentiation 

toward stability-instability. The increasing internationalization of organizations coupled 

to the fragmentation perspective of culture are turning the homogeneity-heterogeneity 

cultural duality into unification-fragmentation. The personal duality of person

organization is being transformed to autonomous-relational due to an increasing 

technological complexity, and in accordance with the relational perspective of the self. 

Insert Table 1 about here 
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We have linked the organizational and conceptual trends of new forms and 

structural reframing, internationalization and fragmentation, and technological 

complexity and relational embeddedness, to respectively structural, cultural and 

personal dualities. These linkages, however, are certainly not exclusive. The trends 

themselves are related and reinforcing each other. For example, networking can 

function internationally because of the available technology. This implies that new 

structural forms involve not only structural dualities but also affect cultural and 

personal dualities, and vice versa. Or the internationalization will affect not only 

cultural but also personal dualities. Given the interdependence of the trends and 

dualities, the question whether there may be a prevailing duality that covers all aspects, 

arises. In our view, the fundamental duality of organizing-disorganizing seems to be 

most able to capture structural, cultural, as well as personal aspects. Organizing

disorganizing can at the same time refer to the structural stability-instability, the 

cultural unification-fragmentation, and the personal autonomous-relational dualities. 

Managing Dualities: Six Strategies 

Dualistic organizational thinking could be linked to a structural, cultural and 

personal dimension. For each type of duality, a number of interesting questions have 

been raised. Specific strategies that deal with these dualities are required. After 

becoming aware and gaining insight into the content of dualities, managers need to go 

one step further in learning to manage the conflictual nature of two realities. We 

discuss six different strategies as possible attempts: sequencing, layering, helix type, 

interpenetration concept, reframing, and third party. We will illustrate each of the 

strategies with one particular duality but the reader should be aware that every strategy 

can be used for managing structural, cultural as well as personal dualities. The question 

remains whether these strategies will lead to a different way of managing. In discussing 

the similarities and differences of these strategies, we have combined the first three 

strategies as ones that remain within the polarity and the latter three as ones that go 

beyond the polarity. While the latter requires a search for a third element, the former 



keeps a bipolar approach. This difference between dual and triad thinking will be 

further explored in the next section. 

Within the Polarity 

Sequencing, layering, and helix-type are strategies offered by Evans and 

colleagues (Evans, 1992, Evans & Doz, 1992). They see these strategies as dynamic 

ways to balance dualities, over time or by building complexity into the organization. 
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SeQuencing. Sequencing manages dualities by shifting attention 

asymmetrically from one opposite to the other. These pendulum swings develop 

through cycles of crisis and evolution while adapting to changing environmental forces 

(Evans, 1992). Sequencing can happen as an extreme shift towards the opposite in a 

crisis situation or a more planned transition in evolution. An example of sequencing at 

the structural level is the cyclical organizational model which examines the interplay 

between order and chaos. A cyclical organization moves through both predictable and 

unpredictable changes such as life stages, seasonable cycles, and differences in realities 

(Bergquist, 1993 ). Similar, Hampden-Turner ( 1990) argues that organizations can be 

trapped within dilemmas because they ignore the dimension of time. This trap can be 

avoided by sequencing the two sides of a dilemma. 

Layering. Layering involves developing new capabilities while reinforcing 

past strengths (Evans, 1992). A duality can be managed by building new, 

complementary capabilities on top of the existing, opposite, capabilities. This process 

encourages transformation that respects the past and links it to the future. Evans and 

colleagues further argue that layering dualistic capabilities in an organization requires 

the use of subtle management processes with human resource management as perhaps 

the most important tool. The following example illustrates the layering of the 

monocultural versus multicultural duality. Organizations can send managers frequently 

but for a short time travelling from one country to another one. Due to lack of time 

and opportunities to interact with people from these cultures, these managers are likely 
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to keep their own monocultural perspective. In contrast, organizations can develop 

layered multicultural managers. They can relocate managers for an extensive time to 

Japan, followed by an assignment in Brazil for three years. By this time, these persons, 

encouraged to interculturally interact, start developing layers of cultural perspectives. 

They can keep their own 'mono'-cultural view, complemented by other realities. 

Helix type process. Planned sequencing leads to a helix-type process of 

progressive development where the poles of the duality are gradually layered into a 

person or an organization in successive cycles (Evans, 1992; Hampden-Turner, 1990). 

The personal dualities of work, family, and leisure provide an example of a triple helix 

model (Rapoport & Rapoport, 1980). Personal development is here thought of as a 

sequence of stages in which leisure, family, and work are dominant at different stages. 

Life phases are characterized by a particular developmental focus, leading to a next 

stage where developmental attention will focus on the opposite pole that has 

previously been neglected. The mid-life transition, for example, can be conceptualized 

as the task of rebalancing the love-work duality. This transition is more likely to take 

the form of a crisis if the preoccupation with the work career has been excessive and 

polarized at the previous stage, and the need for sequenced balancing has not been 

anticipated (Evans, 1992). Through helix-type development, successful sequencing 

leads ultimately to layered integration of the person (Rapoport & Rapoport, 1980). 

Beyond the Polarity 

The three strategies of interpenetration concept, refrarning, and involving a 

third party go beyond the polarity since they bring in a third element. We will illustrate 

these three strategies for respectively structural, cultural and personal dualities. A more 

elaborated list of examples can be found in Table 2, in which every strategy is 

illustrated at all three levels. 

Insert Table 2 about here 
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Interpenetration concept. The notion of interpenetration (Quinn, Spreitzer 

& Hart, 1992) refers to the emergence of a new concept by removing the either-or 

perspective from bipolarities, and recognizing the simultaneous operation of opposites. 

For example, the level and quality of the play in a basketball game is typically 

attributed to the synergy between the two opposing teams. It has nothing to do with 

winning or losing but with the two teams stimulating each other to higher and higher 

levels of performance and becoming joined elements in a larger more dynamic system 

(Russel & Branch, 1979). In the field of managerial leadership, Quinn and colleagues 

( 1992) offer the new construct of practical vision to overcome the structural duality of 

stability versus change. Practical vision is a rnindset in which a managerial leader must 

be both visionary or stimulate innovation, and practical or solve short-term problems. 

Refrarnin~. As the act of interpenetration searches for a third concept, 

reframing extends this principle to a third frame or reference. The concept of refrarning 

is found in areas like communication (W atzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 197 4) 

organizational change (Westenholz, 1993), therapy (Siporin & Gummer, 1988), and 

innovation (Bouwen, De Visch & Steyaert, 1992). The strategy ofrefrarning means the 

development of a qualitatively different and more encompassing, third vision (e.g. on 

what the organization might be, see Bartunek, 1988). It involves a creative jump 

corning from the persons involved, or from a third person (see next strategy). An 

example of a third cultural frame is provided by the idea of the transnational company 

(Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1991). In a transnational company, the forces of global 

integration, local differentiation, and worldwide innovation are developed 

simultaneously. No difference is made anymore between headquarters and local units. 

A third culture is developed grounded in the rich mixture of national and corporate 

cultures. In essence, the transnational is not a specific strategic posture or a particular 

organizational form, but a new management mentality which makes it possible that 

organizations align different cultures. 
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In various ways, the process of framing and refraining is mental and requires 

flexible cognizing. Bartlett and Ghoshal (1990) argue that matrix management is not a 

matter of structure but should be seen as a frame of mind of managers. The challenge 

is to build a matrix in the mind of managers more than to build a concrete matrix 

structure. They have to learn to think and to handle with multiple inputs, which they 

can alternate flexibly. Also Hirschhorn & Gilmore (1992) state that if organizations 

want to become more flexible, the boundaries that matter are not the physical 

boundaries but those in the minds of managers and employees overall. 

Third party instalment. Intervention by third parties has been used in 

consultancy (e.g. Voogt, 1990), dispute resolution (e.g. Ury, Brett & Goldberg, 1993), 

and organizational development (Cummings & Huse, 1989), and can have a double 

impact. First, a third person or group can help to dereify the conflictual oppositions by 

stimulating refrarning, which is called 'cognitive restructuring'. Second, social 

restructuring can happen which means that the actual relationships between both 

perspectives or groups have been changed. In this intervention, the third person gives 

both parties the chance to take part in new inclusions. So, as dualistic thinking 

becomes central to management, managers need to learn the role of third party and its 

required qualities. In the context of networking organizations, the third party role is 

played by brokers (Snow, Miles & Coleman, 1992). Brokers are individuals who 

operate across rather than within boundaries. Their roles are these of architect, lead 

operator, and caretaker. These different roles and their specific skills can be linked to 

the new organizational boundaries that exist in the individuals' mind. For instance, 

managing the authority boundary requires two-way communication skills. Task 

boundaries have need for the architect role of building an interdependent network. At 

the political boundary, individuals need to develop negotiation skills that encourage 

win-win strategies. Finally, the identity boundary asks for the caretaker role which 

considers one's self but also develops a sense of community among the members of a 

network. 



23 

Summary 

All six strategies of sequencing, layering, helix-type, interpenetration, reframing 

and third party instalment manage dualities. We have discussed these strategies 

separately, arguing that each strategy can be applied to each duality. However, 

managers also need to deal with the interplay among different dualities. Given the 

interdependence of the dualities, the following questions remain: Which dualities will 

managers focus on? Do they identify structural as the most important ones to manage, 

or cultural or personal dualities? And how do they make this decision? Are some 

dualities more dominant because of their strategic importance? Or is power the driving 

force? Other questions refer to the effectiveness of the different strategies, and whether 

these strategies will lead to a different way of managing. We have classified the six 

strategies into those that remain within and those that go beyond the polarity. The 

three strategies of interpenetration towards a third concept, de- and refrarning for a 

third frame, and third party intervention, have in common that a third element, be it a 

concept, framework or party, is brought in. Until now, this way of managing is only 

employed in extreme situations. However, will the effectiveness of the third element 

enlive a new way of managing? Such a management style would reflect more an 

eastern than western philosophy, being able to transcend the tension between the two 

opposites. 

Trialectics As A Way Out? 

Interpenetration, refrarning and a third party intervention are strategies that go 

beyond the duality and can be called 'trialectics'. Trialectics emerge as a new way to 

manage dualities. Before we can conclude with this statement, however, we rust need 

to clarify what is meant by trialectics and contrast its nature with the strategies of 

sequencing, layering and the helix-model. These strategies have been named 'dynamic 

balancing' by Evans and Doz (1992), but they keep the duality alive and 'unresolvable'. 

Second, it is necessary to think of steps which stimulate a trialectical approach by 

managers. 
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Trialectics and Dynamic Balancing 

Trialectics is a concept from physics (lchazo, 1982). Scholars such as Bateson 

( 1979) and Maruyama ( 1963) have applied the concept in the context of therapy 

(Rieber, 1989) and management (Maruyama, 1993). Trialectics is a kind of high order 

thinking (Thompson, 1988) and has three fundamental axioms (Ford & Backoff, 

1988). First, all change involves a mutation, a quantum jump. Second, trialectics works 

with apparent opposites, which are complementary and interdependent Third, the 

motive for change is not the struggle of opposites, but it is the equilibrium, the 

balanced circulation of energy. In trialectics, dualities are not two forces locked in 

opposition and conflict but two forces that must be balanced in equilibrium. 

This movement toward thinking about dualities holistically rather than in 

traditional either-or terms, was articulated by Jung (1964). Jung saw opposites as 

necessary for the articulation of unity; which he described as antinomy, the totality of 

inner opposites. That is, wholeness is possible only via the co-existence of opposites. 

Jung, in his turn, was relying on Taoism which expresses the idea that the Tao is 

characterized by a continuous flux and wholeness shaped by the dynamic interplay of 

yin and yang. Behind the rhythms of yin and yang occurs the Tao. Thus, one sees a 

larger system in which the apparent opposition is in equilibrium. For instance, the 

interpenetration concept guides as a larger system in which the two opposites can be in 

equilibrium. 

Trialectical thinking is not a gradual phenomenon but requires a sudden 

quantum change which forms a discontinuity in a constant stream of change. That is 

why an interpenetration concept and the act of refrarning are not formed gradually but 

come very sudden, as a kind of eureka-moment. There is a movement to a different 

level or system where apparent opposition is transcended. Similar, according to 

Hampden-Turner (1990), the ultimate test to reconcile dilemmas refers to synergy 

where it becomes clear that the whole system has an intelligence which its parts lack. 

In contrast to interpenetration and refrarning, the strategies of sequencing and layering 

can not be seen as trialectic nor as synergistic. Although Evans & Doz see sequencing 
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and layering as a form of dynamic balancing, their thinking does not go as far as 

trialectics. Dynamic balancing as defined by Briggs and Peat (1984) means that the 

processes stay in the same relationship to one another but are constantly moving (like 

yin and yang do). But, in sequencing as well as in layering, a single focus dominates at 

any point in time. The balance is not kept since one alternates from one pole to the 

other in a horizontal (sequencing) or vertical (layering) way. Also a synthesis, reached 

through the struggle between thesis and anti-thesis, can not be seen as a third concept 

since the synthesis will be followed by a new anti-thesis. 

A third concept may not be seen as a static solution, but as a dynamic whole 

underpinned by a flow of complementary yet opposite energies. For instance, a 

manager who is inspired by the concept of 'tough love' is not hard and soft at the same 

time, but develops a dynamic leadership based on the tension between relational and 

technical attention. Such an attitude has to be reinvented continuously. More examples 

can be found in Tables 2 and Appendix 1 which illustrate some possibilities of 

trialectics for managing structural, cultural and personal dualities. Trialectics sound 

very promising but the question remains how it can be translated into daily 

management practices. 

Towards Trialectics for Managers? 

The six strategies of managing dualities are varied and pluriforrn. Although 

they are not easy to grasp, we should stimulate managers to learn to create a dualistic 

organization and to realize dualistic management We need to develop connections 

between a kind of 'philosophical management' and 'managerial down-to-earth strategies 

and user-friendly daily tactics.' Duality workshops, Janusian seminars, the flexible use 

of brokers may give managers the chance to learn to see their life, work, organization, 

job, employees, and colleagues 'under a double point of view' and, more challenging, to 

learn to cope with this. A first pragmatic treatment of duality-management can be 

found in the work of Hampden-Turner (1990) who makes dilemmas accessible for 

managers by graphical instrumentation, but other approaches are definitely needed. 
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A manager can remain within the duality or go beyond it. The latter option asks 

for daring experimentation in search of third concepts, frameworks, and parties. First, 

it may be possible to come up with creative third concepts that go beyond the 

structural, cultural, and personal dualities throughout this text. Examples of such 

concepts were developed by MBA-students and can be found in Appendix 1. A duality 

can have more than one third concept due to the particular context which means that 

there are no standardized solutions. For example, the duality internal-external was 

transgressed by the concept of 'osmosis' as well as by the concept of 'revolving door'. 

Second, the search for third frameworks requires from consultants and 

managers to go beyond double-group-thinking (for instance, locals versus home; 

engineers versus marketeers) into ambiguous and complex negotiation and 

communication, eventually resulting in a third framework. Bouwen, De Visch, and 

Steyaert (1992) described how in organization innovation projects, they reframed the 

tension between the dominant logic and the new logic into a third logic. 

Third, dual organizational situations like selection interviews, job evaluations, 

and client relationships, can be transformed into triad meetings and multi-voiced 

reunions. The creative and flexible instalment of third parties, be it a person (brokers, 

mediators), a group (consulting team), or an organization (clearing house) is an 

organizational learning capacity still to be learned. So, combining these experiences 

with the third 'element' can gradually result in what can be called 'trialectical 

management' and into the birth of a 'triad organizing process'. 

Conclusion 

This paper had three main contributions to offer. First, it integrated the high 

amount of dualities into a conceptual framework which is in accordance with current 

organizational and conceptual trends. Second, it suggested how the emerging quantity 

of dualities can be reworked into a managerial mental approach that responds to the 

current challenges of organizing. Third, this paper aimed at grounding the transition 

from dualistic towards trialistic tensions. 
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Searching for a third 'element' in organizational contexts is not simple because 

there are no solutions nor resolutions. No way out, only an enriched trajectory, only a 

way2• At the 'end' of the story of the young Torless, Musil tells the reader that the 

young hero has attained a 'temporary stability.' Since Torless wanted to acknowledge 

both worlds, he chose the life of an artist being able in that way to form the unformed, 

to tell the untold. It is not surprising that Musil opted for an adolescent to reach this 

conclusion, since an adolescent represents the unformed and the unformulated, the 

possible and the potential future. In the final scene of Hamlet, the way-worn hero, tom 

between the death of his beloved-ones and his own life, decides to poison himself but 

begs his friend Horatio to continue his life for him, and offers his dying voice to 

Fortin bras. By doing so, he creates a kind of 'absent presence' and 'speaking silence', 

and transgresses the duality of to be or not to be. Finally, in Eliot's view, the way out 

lies in the dance as the image that captures the tangent plane between the turning 

world and the still point Dancing is continuous movement but requires also 'still 

points' and balance, otherwise partners would stammer or fall. Is this not an important 

challenge for managers to see organizing and managing as permanent moving and 

turning underpinned by points of support, regularly adapted or changed? Was it not 

Bennis who recently claimed that today's most viable institutions are not marchers, but 

dancers? Or maybe like skiers who can descend fast while keeping their balance by 

using their ski sticks as points of support? We want to conclude that views of the 

organizing process such as 'adolescents,' 'artists,' 'dancers,' and 'skiers,' will create new 

organizational conceivements and find a way out for the traditional but outdated life 

conditions of organizations. 

2Remark that the first meaning of Tao is way. 



Table 1 

Dualities and Trends in Organizational Practice and Theory 

Classic Dualities Organizational Trends Conceptual Trends New Dualities 

Structural Dimension Integration- New Structural Forms Structural Reframing Stability-
Differentation Instability 

Cultural Dimension Homogeneity- Internationalization Fragmentation Unification-
Heterogeneity Fragmentation 

Personal Dimension Individual- Technological Complexity Relational Embeddedness Autonomous-
Organizational Relational 

---- ------- --- - ---------



Table 2 

Examples of Strategies that Go Beyond the Dualities 

Interpenetration Concept Reframing Third Party 

Structural Dualities practical vision loosely-coupled systems clearing house 
(stability-change) (integration-differentiation) 

Cultural Dualities schizophrenia transnational culture mediating person 
(unity-difference) (mono-multicultural) 

Personal Dualities tough love androgyny broker 
(task-person) (masculinity-femininity) I 



Appendix 1 

Third Concepts for Organizational Dualities 

StruQtur"J D:ualiti~s 
open [osmosis I revolving door] closed 
loose [elastic] tight 

top down [left-right] bottom up 
internal [circular] external 

hierarchy [network] market 
flexibility [adaptation] rigidity 

vertical [diagonal] horizontal 
competition [merger I team spirit] partnership 

(;yltural D:ualiti~s 
trust [mutual risk] distrust 

superficial [sharp] in-depth 
strong [sensitive] weak 

short term [middle term] long term 
uniqueness [twins] simulation 

unity [schizophrenia] difference 
meaning [platonic love] seduction 

P~rsQnal D:ualiti~s 
generalization [specification I specialization 

jack-of-all-trades] 
masculinity [androgyny] femininity 

task [tough love] relation 
distant [deja-vu] familiar 

tolerance [assertive] forthrightness 
experienced [head-hunting I vampire] new blood 

action [interaction] reflection 
planned [tested] opportunistic 

vision [science fiction] reality 
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