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Abstract

The main purpose of this paper is to explore the utility of
metaphors in organizational analysis. Many of the scientific
breakthroughs in organizational studies have emerged from in-
sights reSulting from the use of a new metaphor. Organization
theory has advanced as a result of borrowing the open systems
metaphor from biology, the social contract metaphor from politi-
cal science, the transactions cost metaphor from economics, and
the force field metaphor from engineering, to name a few. Each
time a new metaphor is used, certain aspects of organizational
phenomena are uncovered that were not evident with other
metaphors. The logic of metaphors has important “implications
for organization theory, for it suggests that no one metaphor can
capture the total nature of organizational life. A conscious and
wide-ranging theoretical pluralism rather than an attempt to
forge a synthesis upon narrow ground emerges as an appropriate
aim. Different metaphors can constitute and capture the nature
of organizational life in different ways, each generating powerful,
distinctive, but essentially partial kinds of insight.  The logic
suggests that new metaphors may be used to create new ways of
viewing organizations which overcome the weaknesses and
blindspots of traditional metaphors, offering supplementary or
even contradictory approaches to organizational analysis.

However, the role of metaphors in theory'development has
been a controversial issue in organizational sciences. For some
organizational theorists, the virtue in having so many metaphors
is that they add to understanding by calling attention to other-
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wise unapparent aspects of the organization. But some organiza-
tional theorists believe to the contrary that metaphors are mis-
leading and counterproductive. Consequently, ~ the —use of
metaphors in organizational scientific discourse is either overem-
phasized or underplayed. One of main purposes of this paper is
to survey the history of non-cultural metaphors of organization
in order to develop 2 basis for appreciating the unique qualities
of the cultural metaphor. This paper, in an attempt to reconcile
both perspectives, begins with the examination of the functions
of metaphors in scientific theory, and, secondly, surveys the
metaphors employed in organizational discourses. Four influen-
tial groups of metaphors are reviewed. Three of them are non-
cultural groupings: the non-human classical metaphors, - the human-
istic metaphors, and the positivistic, systems metaphors. One of
them is culture metaphors in organization studies.  Thirdly, it
discusses the problems associated with the use of metaphors, ad-
vantages as well as disadvantages, and finally draws a conclusion
accordingly.
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