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Abstract

This article explores the influence of avant-garde composer John Cage (1912–1992) on organiza-
tional studies, proposing that his work provides a rich source for understanding organizational 
theory. Cage’s concepts – such as indeterminacy, silence, process orientation, experimentation, 
active involvement, and feedback – offer alternative methods for studying organizations, indicat-
ing that the sources of organizational knowledge can extend beyond economics and management 
to incorporate ancient disciplines like music and philosophy. Rather than metaphorically 

1 Writing, much like punctuation in Cage’s work, is a central feature of his thought, as we will explore in the 
following pages. In 1988, Cage listened with great curiosity to James Tenney’s ‘Critical Band,’ a piece in which 
a long-held note is exchanged among various instruments and expanded in a microtonal context. Yet, a decade 
earlier, Cage had already begun to compose texts he referred to as ‘subtractions,’ which are based on the partial 
erasure of pre-existing material. This process of thought and practice is evident in Cage’s later works, such as 
the late 18th-century American hymns and chorales in Apartment House 1776 for orchestra and solo voices 
(1976), which he composed alongside Quartets I-VIII for orchestra (1976–1978) and Hymns and Variations for 
12 amplified solo voices (1976–1979).
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applying musical principles, the article directly examines how Cage’s aesthetic principles that 
guide both his music compositions and his conference lectures can serve as a foundation for 
organizational dynamics. By treating sound and silence as organizational tools, Cage’s work 
encourages a shift from traditional structures toward embracing indeterminacy and uncertainty 
within organizations. In doing so, it highlights that the organizational dimension lacks any pre-
determined objective but rather happens. Concluding with an “open mic” view of organizational 
theory, the study advocates for a broader, more experimental approach to organizational know-
ledge and emphasizes an evolving, responsive practice that mirrors Cage’s own innovative legacy.

Keywords
John Cage, uncertainty, indeterminacy.

T his article explores how the eclectic and multifaceted work of John Cage (1912–1992), 
although primarily recognized for his impact on music as a composer, can indeed be consi-

dered as making a fundamental contribution to organizational studies. Cage’s work introduces 
various organizing mechanisms by engaging with concepts like indeterminacy, silent organiz-
ing, process orientation, experimentation, attentive listening, and feedback. Building an orga-
nizing theory on the shoulders of a figure initially celebrated within avant-garde artistic circles 
raises essential questions about the sources of organizational knowledge as a construct of 
research. We argue that Cage’s work allows us to move in two convergent directions. On the 
one hand, it confronts us with the fact that the ancient constructs of music and philosophy 
can indeed serve as sources of organizational knowledge (Sicca, 2012), standing alongside the 
economics and management-based knowledge typical of American business schools. On the 
other, Cage’s work highlights the fundamentally organizational dimension of sound when that 
sound makes itself music – and the logos makes itself philosophy – through a coding process 
that is social by definition. As Cage’s compositions vividly demonstrate, this organizational 
dimension lacks any predetermined objective but rather happens. In the following pages, we 
will thus refrain from using music simply as a metaphor to discuss organizational dynamics. 
We will rather consider sound itself as an organizing force. Accordingly, we will analyze Cage’s 
compositions and lectures – constructed according to the same principles that he used in compos-
ing music – and connect them with “substantiated” organizational theories. Thus, we will 
underscore the innovative and seminal contributions of the American composer’s work.

In the following sections, after a brief biographical note, we will discuss five concepts that 
guide organizing – silent organizing, indeterminacy, process orientation, active engagement, 
and feedback – as we move forward through the prism of John Cage, drawing on both his theore-
tical and practical methods. In the conclusion, we will treat the act of making organizational 
theorizing as an open microphone, capturing the temporal and spatial dimensions of the present 
world, while also imagining the future. We will propose the section as a Cagean text – as well 
as quotes within the article – structured in four parallel columns, with themes juxtaposing 
and overlapping in an indeterminate way, using font inspired by Cage himself.5 This method, 

5 This font, based on Cage’s handwriting and sketches, has been produced by P22 Type Foundry in conjunction 
with The Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles and the John Cage Trust: https://p22.com/fonts/cage/
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which recalls the approach of writing differently organizational studies (Boncori, 2022; Kostera, 
2022), aligns with John Cage’s legacy and interrogates the sources of organizational knowledge.

(Auto)biographical Notes

American composer, music theorist, artist, and philosopher John Cage (1912–1992) is remem-
bered as a defining figure of the twentieth-century avant-garde, primarily due to his innovative 
and unconventional approach to music and sound. Born in the United States to an inventor 
father and a journalist mother, Cage learned to play the piano and discovered that composing 
interested him more than performing. He attended Pomona College in Claremont, California, but 
later left to go to Europe:

In Europe, after being kicked in the seat of my pants by José Pijoan for my study of 
flamboyant Gothic architecture and introduced by him to a modern architect who set 
me to work drawing Greek capitals, Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian, I became interested in 
modern music and modern painting. One day I overheard the architect saying to some 
girl friends, “In order to be an architect, one must devote one’s life to architecture.” 
I then went to him and said I was leaving because I was interested in other things than 
architecture (Cage, 1990).

While in Europe, Cage connected with the artistic avant-garde, discovering the potential of 
experimental music. Upon his return to the United States, Cage became a student of Arnold 
Schönberg, studying dodecaphonic music, though Schönberg’s teachings primarily focused on 
the structural aspects of musical composition. In the 1930s and 1940s, Cage began experiment-
ing with percussion and “aleatory music,” where chance became an integral part of the musical 
process. Cage collaborated with choreographers like Merce Cunningham, with whom he had 
both significant professional and personal relationships. This collaboration emphasized the 
interplay between music and dance, while still maintaining the independence of each artistic 
language.

Eastern thought, particularly Zen Buddhism, deeply influenced Cage, which led him to recon-
sider conventional notions of what “music” was or was not. His inventions, such as “prepared 
instruments,” in which altered musical instruments produced distinct sounds, later became 
a common practice in contemporary music following Cage’s example. Between 1946 and 1948, 
he composed Sonatas and interludes for prepared piano, his best-known work in this area. 
Around the same time, Cage began to explore what would become the central theme of his 
artistic inquiry – the relationship between chance and indeterminacy. In addition to his study 
of Eastern philosophy and the I Ching, an ancient Chinese text of divination, a pivotal experien-
ce for this exploration was his time in an anechoic chamber, a room built to be completely 
soundproof and devoid of echoes. At the time, only two such chambers existed: one at Harvard 
University and the other at IRCAM in Paris. As Cage himself recounted:

In the late forties I found out by experiment (I went into the anechoic chamber at 
Harvard University) that silence is not acoustic. It is a change of mind, a turning 
around. I devoted my music to it. My work became an exploration of non‑intention. To 
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carry it out faithfully I have developed a complicated composing means using I Ching 
chance operations, making my responsibility that of asking questions instead of mak‑
ing choices (Cage, 1990).

His approach to chance and non-intentionality also influenced the visual arts, as evidenced 
by collaborations with artists like Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns; dance, with Merce 
Cunningham; and, more broadly, contemporary conceptual and performance art, which empha-
sizes the creative process over the final product.

Cage’s work expresses fundamental organizational issues in terms of silent organizing, indeter-
minacy, process orientation, experimentation, active involvement, and feedback. We will explore 
each of these in more detail in the following sections.

Silent Organizing

One of John Cage’s most famous works is 4’33’’ (1952), a composition where the performer seem-
ingly does not play any instrument, thereby emphasizing silence and ambient sounds. The 
score instructs the performer not to produce any sound for the entire duration of the piece. In 
its first public performance on August 29, 1952, the pianist David Tudor – long-time collaborator 
of Cage – sat at the piano, opened the keyboard cover, and immediately closed it. He repeated 
this gesture twice more, indicating two additional “movements” as (not) instructed in the score, 
for a total duration of four minutes and 33 seconds, or 273 seconds. During the first movement, 
the audience heard the wind blowing, during the second movement – the sound of rain, and 
during the third – murmurs from bewildered people attending the event, some of whom stood 
up and left in indignation.

Figure 1. The Score of 4’33”
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4’33” explores silence and attentive listening, inviting profound reflection. Through this piece, 
Cage shifts focus to non-musical sound, foregrounding the multitude of sounds that make up 
the listening experience in a concert hall, thereby granting significance to what is typically 
relegated to noise or interference and purposefully masked by specific organizing devices regu-
lating the concert experience. According to Cage, the composition is intended to comprise the 
sounds in the performance space, thus allowing the listener to experience the importance of 
the surrounding environment, which they often overlook (Diana, Sicca, & Turaccio, 2017; Koste-
lanetz, 2003). Cage asserts that “absolute silence does not exist” and that even in an osten-
sibly silent environment, one can still perceive sounds like breathing, bodily noises, and ambient 
sounds (Diana, Sicca, & Turaccio, 2017; Kostelanetz, 2003).

The previously mentioned experience from 1951, when Cage entered an anechoic chamber 
at Harvard University, seems to reflect the above insight. Recounted briefly here, this expe-
rience would later resurface in Cage’s life in the 1970s at IRCAM in Paris and is a prelude to the 
composition 4’ 33’’:

I entered one at Harvard University several years ago and heard two sounds, one high and 
one low. When I described them to the engineer in charge, he informed me that the high one 
was my nervous system in operation, the low one my blood in circulation (Cage, 1961, p. 8).

Furthermore, the composition confronts listeners with the discomfort produced by an unusual 
form of listening that should be re-embraced, as Cage suggests (Cage, 1961). Sound is constantly 
around us. Silence does not exist, except as a borderline concept, shifting the focus from the 
given, structured content provided to the listener to listening as an exploratory act – a mix of not-
ing, distinguishing, recognizing, and understanding.

Formerly, silence was the time lapse between sounds, useful towards a variety of ends, 
among them that of tasteful arrangement … or that of expressivity … Where none of 
these or other goals is present, silence becomes something else – not silence at all, but 
sounds, the ambient sounds … Where these ears are in connection with a mind that has 
nothing to do, that mind is free to enter into the act of listening each sound just 
as it is, not as a phenomenon more or less approximating a preconception (Cage, 1961, 
pp. 22–23).

In its literal sense, silence would imply the absence of noise, facilitating rest, introspection, 
and mental clarity (Bigo, 2018). This interpretation shows how music might be likened to gravity 
(Styhre, 2013): the latter pulls bodies toward the ground, while the former draws sound toward 
silence. Or, as Cage put it in his renowned Lecture on something: “Every something is an echo 
of nothing” (Cage, 1961, p. 131). Therefore, for Cage, silence does not mean the absence of noise 
but rather a condition that allows noise to emerge. While noise is typically removed or controlled 
through various organizational strategies, such as masking, censoring, absorbing, etc. (Attali, 
1985; Kaulingfreks, 2010), silence creates an organizational short circuit that liberates noise 
from these constraints. If silence brings about a reduction of literal or figurative noise, it thus 
creates space for something other and new to emerge in its place – it becomes a creative source. 
For this reason, just like organizations, silence does not exist as such, but only exists in the 
process of making itself sound, noise, or else.
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Nonetheless, we might juxtapose a rationalist view of silence, which sees its listening as 
adding nothing to the absence of sound (King, 2007), with a perspective that interprets listen-
ing to silence as part of a design that is neither normative nor affirmative. This perspective also 
reflects a cultural view of silence, contrasting, for instance, the American discomfort with 
prolonged silence in conversation with the Asian appreciation of silence as a source of know-
ledge (Mehrabian, 1981; Bass, & Avolio, 1994).

However, the way in which we understand sound and silence in management and organiza-
tional studies is often prescribed or simply taken for granted. Listening plays a crucial role in 
organizations, both in formal and informal settings. Scholars have examined the role of sound 
in workplaces (Bizjak & Sicca, 2017; Sicca, 2000; Prichard, Korczynski, & Elmes, 2007; Bathurst, 
2010; Brown et al., 2020; Napolitano et al., 2024), focusing on topics such as the effect of music 
on work performance (Koivunen, 2002) and the so-called “psychosonic management” (Corbett, 
2003). Corbett highlights how social organization intrinsically links to the dimension of sound: 
from timekeeping, traditionally marked by auditory signals like bells, through the signaling 
of danger through alarms, to the topological and residential organization of social stratification. 
Along these lines, Kaulingfreks (2010) notes that the placement of “top management” closely 
ties to the pursuit of silence, which thus becomes a true privilege and status symbol. Styhre 
(2013) proposes a sociomaterial framework for exploring how music enables action in work-
places, noting that the line between noise and silence is far from objective, and is rather 
sociomaterially constructed through discourses and artifacts. The construction of silence as 
a condition of asociality and isolation, typical of contemporary times, goes hand-in-hand with 
a specific approach to workplace organization, where the “fabrication” of a non-silent sound-
scape becomes increasingly important. Following Cage, if silence consists of the sounds and 
noises that we ignore, these organizational strategies reveal an underlying idea of order as the 
removal of the unexpected and the indeterminate – precisely the notion that Cage opposes.

In this sense, Cage’s work on silence sheds light on crucial aspects of organizing, both in 
terms of the organizational strategies for constructing and removing silence (Brown et al., 2020; 
Napolitano et al., 2024a) and the organizational power that silence itself, once reclaimed, wields 
over bodies and behaviors. The call for attentive listening and valuing the surrounding context 
inspires organizational studies to consider silence – its construction, perception, and narration –  
as an essential part of organizing.

Indeterminacy

Indeterminacy is a concept very dear to John Cage’s philosophy. He inherited it from Eastern 
philosophy and used it as an inspiring principle in his musical compositions, literary production, 
and lectures. Commenting on the text that he wrote for a 1958 lecture, conceived as a random 
set of stories each lasting one minute, he states:

My intention in putting the stories together in an unplanned way was to suggest that 
all things‑stories, incidental sounds from the environment, and, by extension, beings 
– are related, and that this complexity is more evident when it is not oversimplified 
by an idea of relationship in one person’s mind (Cage, 1961, p. 260).
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By pursuing indeterminacy, Cage seems to question the possibility that a form, a formula, 
and a model pre-exist and guide the reality of happening, which is in fact necessarily characte-
rized by a certain amount of randomness. In this way, he shifts the focus from doing to accepting 
what happens. This approach – which we can find in many of his compositions, but also in the 
way he composed lectures – calls into question the relationship between managing and letting 
it happen. To what extent does organizing mean directing action, and to what extent does it 
mean avoiding directing or managing too much to create conditions for something to happen? 
(Czarniawska, 2014; Napolitano & Sicca, 2021).

Organizational studies consider uncertainty an inevitable component of organizing (Argyris 
& Schön, 1978; March, 1991). Uncertainty does not constitute merely a challenge to be managed 
but an integral part of decision-making and organizational learning. Organizations thrive when 
they develop strategies to manage and harness this uncertainty, rather than attempting to elimi-
nate it entirely.

The form of organizing that Cage implements in his indeterminate compositions highlights 
an additional aspect: it is both about accepting and generating uncertainty. Cage reflects this 
idea in his music through elements of chance and indeterminacy. He introduced the use of the 
I Ching, an ancient Chinese divination text, as a method for determining the notes, rhythms, 
and other characteristics of his compositions, rendering his works largely unpredictable (Pritchett, 
1996). This approach not only challenged traditional musical conventions but also exemplified 
a way to embrace uncertainty as a source of creativity and innovation.

The prepared piano technique serves as another significant example of Cage’s use of indeter-
minacy. In this method, objects such as bolts, rubber erasers, and pieces of plastic are inserted 
between the piano strings, altering the timbre and sound of the instrument in unpredictable 
ways (Perloff & Junkerman, 1994). Each preparation is unique and produces unexpected sonic 
results, adding an additional layer of chance and indeterminacy to the performance.

Cage also employed unconventional graphic notation that requires performers to make interpre-
tive decisions during the performance. This form of notation breaks from traditional musical 
notation and introduces an element of indeterminacy, as each performer may interpret the symbols 
differently (Nyman, 1999). An example of an indeterminate composition, Imaginary landscape 
no. 4 (1951) is composed for 12 radios and 24 performers, where the score provides only indications 
for timbre (radio tuning) and amplitude (volume). The I Ching method of coin tossing, with 
three coins tossed six times, determines the dynamic and timbral movements of each radio. Thus, 
the composition’s indeterminacy arises from two specific factors: on the one hand, the unpre-
dictability of the compositional structure achieved through the coin toss, and on the other, the 
unpredictability of the radio broadcasts that are tuned into with each performance of the piece.

These elements of chance and indeterminacy reflect the intrinsic uncertainty of Cage’s crea tive 
process, thus resonating with March’s ideas (1991) on the importance of navigating uncertainty 
within organizations. Moreover, they open up perspectives on organizing as an indeterminate 
practice itself (Sicca, 2013). The acceptance and management of uncertainty can lead to new 
discoveries and innovations, both in the artistic and organizational realms. However, the active 
production of indeterminacy informs organizational theory concerning the very essence of 
organizing, framing it not merely as management but as an existential dimension that finds 
one of its expressions in the act of organizing.

The non-dualistic nature that Cage attributed to indeterminacy is key to understand this 
concept and its inherently organizational implications.
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To ensure indeterminacy with respect to its performance, a composition must be deter‑
minate of itself. If this indeterminacy is to have a non‑dualistic nature, each element 
of the notation must have a single interpretation rather than a plurality of inter‑
pretations which, coming from a single source, fall into relation. … determinacy when 
present in the making of an object, and when therefore viewed dualistically, is a sign 
not of identification with no matter what eventuality but simply of carelessness 
with regard to the outcome (Cage, 1961, p. 38).

The concept of indifference to outcome links Cage’s thinking to organizational theories on 
emergent behaviors (Taylor & Van Every, 1999) and to those on space (Dale & Burrell, 2008). 
Taylor and Van Every (1999) employ the concept of “emergence,” inherited from cybernetics 
(Wiener, 1954) and ecology (Bateson, 1991), to argue that organizations are not rigid structures 
but rather ongoing, evolving processes shaped by the daily interactions and discourse of their 
members. They propose a view in which communication functions as the very foundation of 
organizing: not merely a tool for coordinating work, but the “site” and “surface” where the act 
of organizing takes shape – where it, indeed, emerges. Their focus thus shifts from formal, 
determinate structures to the open and partially indeterminate social and linguistic dynamics 
that define an organization. Through this perspective, they analyze how narratives, conversa-
tions, and discourse continuously construct and reconstruct organizations, emphasizing the 
importance of shared interpretation and meaning. This view places a strong emphasis on fluidity 
and adaptability rather than on rigid hierarchies and formal procedures.

In his formulation of indeterminacy, Cage also highlights the spatial organization of musicians:

In the case, however, of the performance of music the composition of which is indetermi‑
nate of its performance so that the action of the players is productive of a process, no 
harmonious fusion of sound is essential. A non‑obstruction of sounds is of the essence. 
The separation of players in space when there is an ensemble is useful towards bringing 
about this non‑obstruction and interpenetration … The conventional architecture is 
often not suitable (Cage, 1961, pp. 39–40).

In this view, producing indeterminacy is not about managing but about non-obstruction, 
which becomes an organizational principle involving the space and the distribution of musi-
cians (and sounds) within it (Napolitano & Sicca, 2021). Indeterminacy as an organizational 
principle does not so much find a metaphor as a material enactment in Cage’s compositional 
work: sound that makes itself music is itself an act of organizing. 

Process Orientation and Experimentation

Cage’s work is fundamentally oriented toward exploring the compositional process prioritized 
over the outcome (which remains indeterminate, as we have seen). It constitutes an experimental 
endeavor that requires a shift in perspective:

Again there is a parting of the ways … Or, as before, one may give up the desire to control 
sound, clear his mind of music, and set about discovering means to let sounds be them‑ 



DOI: 10.7206/tamara.1532-5555.19Vol. 22, No. 1/2024

 15Letting Things Happen: John Cage as a Giant of Organizational Studies

selves rather than vehicles for man‑made theories or expressions of human sentiments 
(Cage, 1961, p. 10). 

Cage also adopted this approach for his theoretical work, which materialized in articles and 
conference lectures.

For over twenty years I have been writing articles and giving lectures. Many of them 
have been unusual in form – this is especially true of the lectures – because I have 
employed in them means of composing analogous to my composing means in the field 
of music. My intention has been, often, to say what I had to say in a way that would 
exemplify it; that would, conceivably, permit the listener to experience what I had to 
say rather than just hear about it (Cage, 1969, p. ix).

The three lectures given in Darmstadt in 1958, grouped under the title Composition as 
process, effectively illustrate Cage’s approach. Cage designed the first lecture, titled Changes, 
to mirror the structure of the composition Music of changes. Each line of text – spoken or silent – 
required one second to be read, so that the corresponding part of the musical composition would 
enter at each pause. Music of changes (1951) itself centers on process, leaving the outcome 
indeterminate. It is a piece for piano composed using the combinatory method of the I Ching 
to determine parameters such as duration, dynamics, and density. Here, the combinatory process 
gives meaning to the composition, highlighting the inherent complexity in each act of decision- 
-making when faced with infinite possibilities. This compositional method, which Cage applies 
to both music and text, embodies an approach to organizing as a process. On the one hand, 
this method enters the process of organizing time, using metric structures to manage what 
happens in a certain time duration and applying this to the prose of a lecture;6 as Cage says in 
his Lecture on nothing: “This space of time is organized” (Cage, 1961, p. 109). On the other hand, 
it organizes decisions on the basis of chance, exploring the extent to which purposed-oriented 
decisions are actually such.

The view taken is not of an activity the purpose of which is to integrate the opposites, 
but rather of an activity characterized by process and essentially purposeless (Cage, 
1961, p. 22).

Decision-making is a quintessential organizational theme (Simon, 1947). In contrast to the 
multitude of theories that have linked decision-making to purpose, the originality of Cage’s 
contribution lies in confronting the fundamental meaninglessness of any decision in relation 
to the purposeless flow of life. In fact, it seems important to emphasize that Cage’s experimental 
approach draws on the reconfiguration of the relationship between means and ends, ultimately 
theorizing the absence of intent as a basic aspect of experimentation itself.

And what is the purpose of writing music? One is, of course, not dealing with purposes but 
dealing with sounds. Or the answer must take the form of paradox: a purposeful purpo‑
selessness or a purposeless play. This play, however, is an affirmation of life – not 

6 Another meaningful example of this approach is the lecture 45’ for a speaker.



DOI: 10.7206/tamara.1532-5555.19 Vol. 22, No. 1/2024

16 Luigi Maria Sicca, Davide Bizjak, Domenico Napolitano

an attempt to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements in creation, but 
simply a way of waking up to the very life we’re living, which is so excellent once one 
gets one’s mind and one’s desires out of its way and lets it act of its own accord 
(Cage, 1961, p 12).

Figure 2. A page of the lecture Changes, in Cage (1961, p. 18)

Such an approach highlights a fundamental dimension of organizing, which involves the proble-
matic nature of any purpose determined ex ante. This approach also echoes the constructionism 
of Weick (1995) and Czarniawska (2014), who put emphasis on organizing rather than on organi-
zations. Therefore, the “-ing” form serves as the tense of processuality, becoming-in-action, and 
relational ontology (Tyler, 2019), which does not conceive of organizations as static, pre-existing 
entities with well-defined boundaries, but rather as relational constructions.

The principle that Cage adopts in handling sound materials complies with this framework. 
In fact, Cage’s method assigns the function of each material (within a group of identical materials) 
in relation to the group. Whilst in classical composition a hierarchy determines the material’s 
function (for example, in harmony, the tonic note dictates which notes can be used), Cage’s 
method is analogous to a social organization which prioritizes the group and the integration 
of the individual within it (Sicca, 2017a). This approach, which Cage suggests calling “organi-
zation of sound” (p. 6) rather than musical composition, stresses a specific way of treating 
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organizing as “man’s common ability to think” (p. 6). Thus, this ability to think is not to be 
understood as the formulation of an ordering principle to impose upon reality (a traditional 
way of understanding organizing). One should rather see it as an openness to the fundamental 
relationality of existence and to the immanent processuality that produces multiple and ever 
transient, chance-based order. This ordered chance, which we might call organizing, following 
Cage’s lead.

Figure 3. A page of the lecture 45’ for a speaker, in Cage (1961, p. 151)

The emphasis on processuality is essentially experimental and contemplates error as its 
inalienable and constitutive moment. John Cage’s philosophy on error follows the idea that 
every error is a step forward toward discovery and innovation.



DOI: 10.7206/tamara.1532-5555.19 Vol. 22, No. 1/2024

18 Luigi Maria Sicca, Davide Bizjak, Domenico Napolitano

What is the nature of an experimental action? It is simply an action the outcome of 
which is not foreseen (Cage, 1961, p. 69).

Cage’s courage to experiment and embrace failure not only redefined the boundaries of con-
temporary music but also provides inspiration for how organizations and individuals can 
approach uncertainty and error. This proactive and positive stance toward failure continues 
to influence both the artistic and organizational fields, fostering an environment of continuous 
learning and innovation.

Such a perspective aligns with contemporary theories on learning and innovation, for 
instance those of Thomke (2003), who emphasizes that experimentation and the acceptance of 
failure are essential for technological and creative advancement. In the organizational realm, 
various scholars support the idea of embracing failure as a source of learning. Argyris and 
Schön (1978) highlight the importance of feedback and reflection for organizational learning, 
stressing how negative experiences can be leveraged to continuously improve processes. Further-
more, Edmondson (2011) introduces the concept of “psychological safety” within teams, where 
accepting risk and failure proves crucial for collective innovation and growth.

The approach that values the creative process and active participation resonates deeply with 
organizational theories that prioritize continuous improvement and collective commitment. 
Both contexts underscore the importance of deep collaborative engagement as a key to achieving 
innovative and sustainable results. For John Cage, the value of art lies not only in the finished 
product but also in the journey that leads to its creation. Notably, this approach finds a parallel 
in the theories of W. Edwards Deming (1986), who promotes the idea that improving processes 
is essential for the long-term sustainability of organizations. Deming argues that focusing on 
the continuous improvement of processes rather than on immediate results alone enables 
organizations to achieve higher quality and efficiency levels over time.

This drive for experimentation in music recalls the principle that innovation is a continuous 
process of exploration, where unconventional and out-of-the-box ideas can lead to significant 
advancements (Sawyer, 2012). Just as Cage encouraged active listening to the soundscape, 
organizations can foster an environment where individuals feel free to explore new ideas without 
fear of failure. Similarly to Cage’s musical experimentation, organizations can implement rapid 
prototyping processes and iteratively test new ideas. An approach that values innovation and 
creativity, much like Cage valued sounds previously unrecognized as music, offers a powerful 
metaphor for innovation within organizations.

Active Involvement and Feedback

Cage’s works frequently require the active participation of performers and the audience, break-
ing down the traditional barrier between the performer and the spectator. Moreover, they often 
depend on immediate feedback from performers and environmental conditions. Music for two 
pianos requires each pianist to respond to the other by following instructions on the score 
determined through the combinatorial method. Each pianist can freely choose the duration of 
their interventions, influenced both by environmental factors and the other pianist’s behavior. 
Variations III (1962) is intended “for one or any number of people performing any actions.” It 
constitutes the first piece in the series that does not refer to music, musical instruments, or sounds. 
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The score consists of two sheets of transparent plastic, one blank and the other marked with 
42 identical circles. Cage instructs performers to cut the sheet with circles into 42 smaller 
sheets, each with a single circle. These are then dropped onto a sheet of paper. Isolated circles 
are removed, and the remaining ones are interpreted according to rules outlined in the score. 
The resulting information includes the number of actions and the number of variables that 
characterize an action. Cage does not specify the performers’ actions but notes that they can 
involve noticing or responding to “environmental changes.” He also states that while some 
aspects of the performance may be planned in advance, performers should “leave room for 
unforeseen eventualities” and that “any other activities happening at the same time” as the work 
is performed form part of the experience.

Cage’s collaboration with pianist and electronic experimenter David Tudor (1926–1996) 
proved crucial for the former’s research. Tudor performed many of Cage’s compositions and 
served as a source of inspiration, especially in terms of studying electro-acoustic feedback and 
the use of electronic instruments. Cage and Tudor frequently experimented with these instru-
ments in the context of dance, creating sound environments that interacted with dancers. 
Cartridge music (1960), used in Merce Cunningham’s choreographed piece titled Changing 
steps, involves phonographic pick-up cartridges with needles fitted into the apertures. Performers 
are instructed to insert various small, unspecified objects into the cartridge; previous perfor-
mances have used items such as pipe cleaners, matches, feathers, and wires. Furniture may also 
be used, amplified via contact microphones. Controlled by the performer(s), all sounds are to 
be amplified. In this piece, the feedback between loudspeakers and the performance space 
plays a significant role; the space itself shapes the sounds emitted by the loudspeakers, with 
strategically placed speakers turning them into instruments in their own right, each with 
a unique voice which extends beyond mere reproduction.

In these compositions, the “event of sound” (Di Scipio, 2014) results from specific ways of 
organizing space, people, and instruments. The principle of electro-acoustic feedback, in which 
electronic sounds interact with and are modified by the space, becomes a device for organizing 
the conditions of the sound event, upon which the indeterminate composition’s fate depends. 
According to the radical organizational premise of this approach, the compositional idea does 
not determine ex ante the organization of sounds and space in which they are meant to occur; 
rather, it is the organization of space, bodies, and devices that determines the compositional 
idea ex post.

This way of organizing sounds, starting from chance and indeterminacy and allowing room 
for complex interactions between people and the environment – including reciprocal influences 
and feedback – opens up interesting perspectives on organizing. In the tradition of organiza-
tional aesthetics, the importance of space has often been discussed in terms of identity (Strati, 
1999), atmosphere (De Molli, Mengis, & van Marrewijk, 2019), agency, and resistance (Sicca, 
2017b). Dale and Burrell (2008) define three modes for organizing spaces: enchantment, emplace-
ment, and enactment. Enchantment refers to how materials are arranged within spaces to 
produce effects of power, such as generating a sense of awe, appreciating the skill involved in 
construction, or projecting a preferred sense of aspiration and consumption through an aesthetic 
feature. Emplacement involves spatial design that provides order, incorporating a model of 
positioning, classifying, and monitoring the associated elements (e.g., bodies). Enactment 
addresses how actors develop habits and routines within social spaces.
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Compared to these perspectives, Cage’s work poses the challenge of creating spaces that do 
not conform to standard modes of musical consumption. This never-simple challenge depends 
on the ability to integrate such arrangements with existing codes of perception, making them 
familiar enough to avoid discomfort while also leaving them open enough to accommodate the 
indeterminacy of sound as an event. When the integration of artistic content and spatial arrange-
ment is complete and organic, a kind of “enchantment” becomes produced (Dale & Burrell, 
2008). At the same time, the indeterminate nature of the sound event makes any unidimensional 
approach problematic, emphasizing the relational and sociomaterial dimension (Orlikowski, 
2008) where technology itself proves a decisive actor.

The principles of collaboration and active involvement have also gained significant ground 
within organizational studies. For instance, Hackman (2002) claims that collaboration and 
cohesion within a group improve significantly when all members actively engage in decision- 
-making and operational processes. This participation not only facilitates greater collaboration 
but also fosters a sense of belonging and shared responsibility.

Argyris and Schön’s (1978) work on Organizational Learning highlights feedback as a funda-
mental factor, providing valuable insights into the dynamics of learning within organizations 
and underlining the need for continuous adaptation and a willingness to rethink assumptions. 
Their seminal ideas revolve around the notion that learning is both an individual pursuit and 
a collective process involving the entire organization. They argue that for organizations to be 
effective and sustainable, they must be capable of continuous learning to address the changing 
environment and complex problems that they encounter. The practical implications of their 
work suggest that for an organization to foster a learning culture, it must create an environment 
where employees can openly question norms and practices without fear of retribution. This 
includes leadership that encourages experimentation, values feedback, and is willing to acknow-
ledge and learn from failure. Developing such a culture helps organizations navigate change 
more effectively, innovate, and sustain competitive advantage.

Relative to these approaches, Cage’s work stands out as an exploration of ways of organizing 
that engage deeply with relationality and sociomateriality, giving a precise sonic materiality 
to the ideas of collaboration, active involvement, feedback, and learning. This materiality mani-
fests in the aesthetic form – an aesthetic that is neither pandering nor easily consumable, often 
provocative and challenging, yet capable of dismantling assumptions and confronting us with 
the essential groundlessness of any ready-made precept or formula.

Open Mic on Organizational Studies

The four Cagean themes examined in this article introduce a series of implications for organi-
zational theory. Drawing on Cage’s teachings, this section structures our theoretical insights 
and the textual material through which they are conveyed based on the principle of indeter-
minacy, allowing our reflections to unfold through four parallel, intersecting texts. This approach 
treats organizational theory-making as an “open mic” situated in the time and space of the 
present world, while also envisioning the future in continuity with Cage’s legacy.
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The role of listening – 
not as a metaphor but as 
a substantive element – 
highlights the need for 
organizational studies to 
engage with the socioma‑
terial dimension of lis‑
ten ing. This enables the 
exploration of how listen‑
ing regimes and silence 
conditions are construct‑
ed and intrinsically linked 
to power relations and 
systems of representation. 
We attempt to conduct re‑
search on this subject 
using acoustemology (Feld, 
2014), an approach that 
combines acoustics and 
epistemology to investi‑
gate how sound both pro‑
duces and translates 
know ledge and value sys‑
tems. For acoustemology, 
sound opens up a perspecti‑
ve of knowing‑in‑action 
with and through sound. 
In this sense, sound is not 
merely an object of re‑
search but also a method of 
research, leading to a dif‑
ferent way of questioning 
and understanding the so‑
cial world (Kostera, 2022). 
Cage’s work proves seminal 
here for new approaches in 
organizational studies 
that are emerging along‑
side more mainstream per‑
spectives.

On the one hand, we 
consider studies on multi‑
modality (Warren, 2008; 
Giovannoni & Napier, 2022) 
and sensory ethnography 
(Pink, 2009), where embodied 
sensory experience – and 
thus the researcher’s posi‑
tionality – are central. 
Since, as Feld notes, lis‑
tening leads to a type of 
knowledge that is neces‑
sarily experiential and 
embodied, acoustemology 
demands a re‑evaluation 
of qualitative research’s 
epistemological assump‑
tions, especially in light 
of an oculocentric tradi‑
tion in social research, 
where observation is as‑
sumed to be the privileged 
channel for acquiring pre‑

John Cage’s work pre‑
sents a series of questions 
for ma nagement scholars. 
The first one concerns 
the sources of organiza‑
tional know ledge. Can we 
include music and philosop‑
hy among these sources? 
To delve into this ques‑
tion, we should ask our‑
selves about the role of 
orga nizational studies. In 
response to potentially 
more precise and function‑
al questions, Cage offers 
us a profound ref lection 
on the very possibili ty of 
finding answers – that is, 
of proceeding in a direction 
with a pre‑determined pur‑
pose, not significantly 
shaped by chance. Thus, in 
examining with Cage an es‑
sen tially organizational 
dimension of music and phi‑
losop hy, we find ourselves 
questioning the hypothe‑
sis that music and philoso‑
phy have an organizational 
dimension and that we can 
draw from the sound that 
makes itself music, as well 
as from the logos that 
be comes philosophy, as 
sour ces of organizational 
know ledge. These age‑old 
constructs (music and phi‑
losophy) and the material 
dimension that underpins 
them (sound and logos) ad‑
dress something that re‑
la tes to organizational 
studies beyond the epiphe‑
nomenon of “good manage‑
ment,” the typical con‑
structs of the much more 
recent American business 
schools.

The discussion on so‑
urces of managerial know‑
ledge sees the opposition 
between normative and 
positive theories (Simon, 
1947; Friedman, 1953), where 
the former esta blish a prio‑
ri what behaviors should be 
adopted in organi za tions, 
and the latter explo re ob‑
servable phenomena in an 
attempt to systematize 
their functioning. In this 
debate, Cage confronts and 
fills the spaces left open 
between these two ways of 

Cage highlights the 
rela tion ship between music 
and other disciplines and 
areas of expertise. The ex‑
perience of making music 
is no longer seen as an 
interesting “object” of 
scientific observation or 
a phenomenon to be ex‑
plained or characterized 
in scientifically reliable 
terms. Freed from this bur‑
den, making music can be 
considered as one of var‑
ious perspectives in poten‑
tially fruitful research 
topics that are not neces‑
sarily linked to the musi‑
cal experience in a direct 
or obvious way. In fact, 
the processuality of the 
compositional process and 
its expe rimental dimension 
are organizational proces‑
ses that reveal profound 
aspects of the human rela‑
tionship with spaces, times, 
and objects.

We believe that Cage’s 
work proves seminal in 
this field, as it prompts 
reflections of considerab‑
le interest for organiza‑
tional scholars who ex‑
plore the themes of space 
and time (Dale & Burrel, 
2008). A research area sig‑
ni ficantly impacted by 
these reflections is that 
of impro visation in orga‑
nizations (Lasala, Ripet‑
ta, & Napolitano, 2023). 
While the idea of improvi‑
sation has been recognized 
as fundamen tal to under‑
standing organiza tional 
processes since Weick (1998), 
only recently has it been 
linked to the dimensions of 
spatiality and temporali‑
ty. Improvisation does not 
constitute merely a crea‑
tive process (Fisher & Am‑
abile, 2009), nor simply  
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sumed objective knowledge 
(Wheeler, 2012).

This consideration leads 
us to a second line of stu‑
dies that is beginning to 
emerge significantly in 
organizational research, 
namely that which addres‑
ses diversity and disabili‑
ty (Beatty et al., 2019; 
Dobusch, 2021; Jammaers & 
Zanoni, 2021; Napo litano 
et al., 2024a; Siebers, 2008). 
In our opinion, the chal‑
lenges that knowing with 
and through sound poses 
for social research episte‑
mologies align closely 
with recognizing diverse 
subjectivities and senso‑
ry experiences, which gen‑
erate differing perspectives 
precisely through their 
embodiment. In disabi lity 
studies, scholars have high‑
lighted that disabled bod‑
ies and minds produce an 
epistemology distinct from 
histo rically established 
norms grounded in able‑ 
‑bodiedness. Rosemarie 
Garland‑Tho mson (2017) 
refers to disabi lity as an 
epistemic resource, stat ‑ 
ing that “our bodily form, 
func tion, behavior, percep‑
tion, and way of thinking 
shape our understanding 
of the world” (p. 56). As 
a per spec tive that opens up 
alter na tive epistemolo‑
gies, acous temology can 
therefore serve as a tool 
to promote the inclu sion 
of people with disabilities, 
influencing both research 
and organizing.

In a very material way, 
silent organizing, beyond 
any metaphorical sense, 
can sup port accessibility 
for deaf individuals, em‑
phasizing the importance 
of tactile, non‑co chlear, 
or vibrational dimen sions 
(Kim‑Cohen, 2009) as chan‑
nels for gathering and 
coordinating people (in 
this regard, see the work 
of artist Wendy Jacob). On 
the other hand, a sounding 
organizing that values 
sound for sense‑making 
and agency can foster 
participation by blind and 
visually impaired people 
(Napolitano et al., 2024a; 

However, whether or 
not one agrees with this 
as sertion, another ques‑
tion remains: can we hypo‑
thesize that sources of 
organizatio nal knowledge 
lie not only in the mate‑
riality of the world but 
also in the world of ideas, 
without a purpose oriented 
toward facts? In other 
words, could the construct 
of organizational studies 
itself, as a construct of 
ideas (like any other con‑
struct), manifest the ur‑
gency of finding answers 
to archaic and intimate 
questions, not necessarily 
in response to this or that 
specific and contingent 
state of the world in a gi‑
ven historical moment? 
Attempts in this vein still 
seem margi nal and often 
provocative, though they 
stimulate the cu riosity of 
scholars who ques tion the 
very nature of their studi‑
es, for example in the deba‑
te continued over the past 
five years within the Euro‑
pean Academy of Manage‑
ment (EURAM).

Within EURAM, the track 
Arts & philosophy for busi‑
ness and society interro‑
gates the sources of or‑
ganizational knowledge, 
encouraging the internatio‑
nal academic community 
to confront such a topic 
in an open‑ended process. 
The track’s presentation 
reads as follows: “Mana ge‑
ment scholars can learn 
from millennial know‑
ledge of music and philoso‑
phy. The dominance of the 
North‑American business 
school model within the 
broader context of the es‑
tablishment of management 
as an acade mic discipline, 
in the aftermath of WWII, 
has often con cealed the 
dependence of this discipline 
on much older knowledge 
and practices. Phi losophy 
and arts have been among 
these millennial sources 
of knowledge, as they led 
to the very archetypes of 

understand ing organiza‑
tional theories, which are 
themselves based on a jun‑
gle of theories of va rious 
origins (Grandori, 1999).

Industrial Organiza‑
tion con stitutes one of 
the main bran ches of such 
theories. It focuses on the 
relationship be tween hier‑
archy and the market 
(Coase, 1937).

Oliver Williamson (1975, 
1981, 1985) significantly 
contributed to this debate. 
His transaction cost 
theory analyzes the con‑
tractual relationships 
that govern the existence 
and functioning of firms. 
In 2009, Williamson re‑ 
ce ived a Nobel Prize for his 
work.

Another important 
branch is the Human Rela‑
tions Mo vement (Mayo, 
1933), born as a reaction 
to Frederick Taylor’s sci‑
entific management, which 
focuses on the mechanical 
optimization of work. This 
movement revolutionized 
the way in which employees 
were considered, emphasiz‑
ing social dynamics, com‑
munication, and interperso‑
nal relationships within 
organizations.

In subsequent develop‑
ments, the work of Abra‑
ham Maslow (1940–1950) 
further influenced this 
branch with his hierarchy 
of needs theory, introduc‑
ing a holistic approach to 
employee well‑being.

In the 1960s, Douglas 
McGregor (1960) proposed 
The ories X and Y, outlining 
two opposing views of hu‑
man nature at work. Theo‑
ry X assumes that workers 
are inhe rently lazy and 
require strict supervision, 
while Theory Y suggests 
that workers are natural‑
ly motivated and can find 
satisfaction in work if 
appropriately incentivized. 
These theories led managers 
to consider more partici‑
pative management styles 
or iented toward intrinsic 
motivation.

Within the American 
tra dition of organizatio‑
nal studies, Daniel A. Wren’s 

a learning process (Ven‑
delø, 2009) that leads to 
innovation (Kamo che & 
Cunha, 2001). Rather, it 
functions as a process of 
experimentation that acti‑
vely engages with chance 
and indeterminacy. In im‑
provisation, the outcome 
is not pre de termined but 
instead emer ges through 
the act itself. This dimen‑
sion of “doing” and spon‑
taneity (McCloskey, 2023) 
demonstrates a fundamen‑
tal tension with tempora‑
lity, wherein the time of 
action is continuous with 
the time of decision‑mak‑
ing. The compositional 
processes used by Cage of‑
fer valuable insights into 
ways of organizing time, 
es pecially as they high‑
light the role of chance 
underlying each decision, 
even the most purpose‑or‑ 
iented ones. In this sense, 
improvisa tion haunts any 
organizatio nal action like 
a ghost, preci sely because 
it unfolds over time. Here, 
the I Ching coin toss be‑
comes a highly signi ficant 
gesture, embodying the ten‑
sion between chan ‑ce and 
purpose – a gesture whose 
pur pose is, indeed, to embra‑
ce chance.

The spatiotemporal 
condi tions in which an 
event occurs generate feed‑
back – reactions that in‑
fluence the event itself 
and expose it to indetermi‑
nacy, even when it has been 
perfectly planned. The re‑
fore, improvisation is not 
merely a practice but a con‑
stitutive feature of or‑
ganizational action that 
unfolds in space and time. 
This gives rise to the en‑
during tension in organi‑
zational studies between 
the immediacy of the event 
and the epiphenome nal repe‑
tition of the object.
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Stock, 2024) and neurodi‑
verse individuals (Drever 
& Hugill, 2022). In fact, 
aural diversity (Drever  
& Hugill, 2022) is increa‑
singly recognized as a de‑
termining factor in peo‑
ple’s behavior and identity, 
and as such, needs to be 
taken into account in 
inclusive organizing.

our social cohabitation and 
our sense‑making of the 
world: the thought that 
becomes philosophy, the 
matter that becomes art, 
the sound makes itself mu‑
sic. That is confirmed also 
by the etymological mea‑
ing of ‘art,’ which deri ves 
from the Latin word Ar‑tem 
(the practice of giving val‑
ue to the human action, 
managing the own inte‑
rest) and formerly from 
the Aryan root Ar (mov‑
ing onwards, innovating). 
In the Greek world, art was 
meant as téch ne (τέχνη, 
craft) that nowadays evo‑
lves into téchne‑lo gos 
(λόγος, discourse), hence 
technology. 

Therefore, while the arts 
have long been considered 
as objects of management 
knowledge and business 
practices, we invite schol‑
ars to consider them as 
also sources from which 
ma nagement could learn. 
Such approaches resonate 
also with process‑orient‑
ed, new materialist and 
posthuman knowledge, 
theory and methodology, 
which adopt rhizomatic ap‑
proaches within organiza‑
tion studies” (Napolitano 
et al., 2024b).

studies examine how man‑
agement theories and prac‑
tices emer ged and developed 
in respon se to practical 
challenges and economic, 
social, and cultu ral chang‑
es (Wren, 1994). Wren links 
the development of manage‑
ment ideas to key histori‑
cal events, such as the 
Industrial Revolution, 
the Great Depression, and 
the world wars, highlight‑
ing how these influences 
shaped mo dern management.

Wren’s contribution 
draws on Frederick Taylor 
with his scientific mana‑
gement, Henri Fayol with 
his administrative princi‑
ples, and Max Weber with 
his theory of bureaucracy. 
He emphasizes how these 
theories laid the founda‑
tions for modern manage‑
ment but also notes the 
transition toward subse‑
quent theories, such as 
Mayo’s (1933) human rela‑
tions movement and con‑
tingency theory, which 
introduces the idea that 
there is no single best way 
to manage, but rather that 
effecti veness depends on 
the specific context.

If all these cases sug‑
gest a way of construct‑
ing research that stems 
from the analysis of obser‑
vable reali ty (macroeco‑
nomic and insti tutional 
contexts, internatio nal 
competition dynamics, po‑
litical and social move‑
ments, etc.), one might 
think that the construct 
of orga nizational studies 
exists in a supporting 
role to the chan ges in the 
world. Following this per‑
spective, organizational 
studies would be an expres‑
sion of a discipline that 
is structurally normative 
and hardly speculative or 
positive, if only because 
it is driven to shape its 
nature in response to some‑
thing that tears or occurs 
in the world.
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Conclusion
In this article, we have shown how Cage’s music serves as an epistemological lens, offering 
insights into the complex processes of organizational studies. By adopting Cage’s approach, we 
have demonstrated how social science can engage with concepts such as silent organizing, 
indeterminacy, process orientation, active involvement, and feedback in innovative and collabo-
rative ways. This approach enables the examination and questioning of organizational realities, 
challenging linear thinking and fostering interdisciplinary dialogue on organizational prac-
tices. This, in turn, leads to innovative ideas of emergence and ecology.

As outlined above, organizational studies have long examined the role of music within 
organizations and the application of diverse musical approaches. This exploration takes place 
both in the development of organizing theories and through social practices that embody “natu-
ral” experiences, for instance the transformation of sound into music.

A particularly noteworthy example of this exploration is Fluxus1 – a Cage-inspired move-
ment that seamlessly integrates theoretical approaches with social practices. However, Fluxus 
represents only one of many possible examples. Looking further afield, even within organiza-
tions seemingly distant from the realms of art and music, one can discern the contributions of 
sound, silence, and indeterminacy to the shaping of theories and social practices.

Broadening the scope to encompass productive organizations – those that may initially seem 
disconnected from artistic ones – while retaining the theoretical perspective outlined in this 
article offers a distinctly traditional and “old-fashioned” approach. Paradoxically, it is perhaps 
this very traditionality that makes it “beautiful,” fostering dialogue between theory and prac-
tice, between ideas and sociomateriality. Rooted in “natural gestures,” this approach challenges 
the intergenerational rhetoric, false conflicts, and an uncritical pursuit of “neophilia.” Instead, 
it prioritizes a thoughtful and grounded perspective. We call for less rhetoric and more substance.

We hope that this orientation will support the creation and growth of a reflective and engaged 
community – one that comprises individual researchers who are capable of balancing critical 
reflection with active commitment. In our view, such a community represents perhaps the only 
intellectually authentic form of active resistance to the status quo.

The authors wish to emphasize the crucial work carried out by the puntOorg International Research Network 
as a daily source of inspiration for the ever-open discussion about the sources of organizational knowledge.
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