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INTRODUCTION: A CHANGE OF
PARADIGM

The growth in importance of communities within
organisational settings is a sign of a change in
paradigm. When management and organisational
theory introduce the critical notion of communities,
in parallel to the concepts of collaborative work and
of knowledge sharing, there is an internal revolution
going on. Therefore, communities of practice theory
(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1999; Wenger,
McDermott & Snyder, 2002; Brown & Duguid,
1991) has a critical role to play in today’s develop-
ment of management and organisation theory.

At a broader level, there is an ongoing metamor-
phosis that is highly visible through the vertiginous
development of technology, the globalisation of mar-
kets, and the acceleration of the increase in com-
plexity. Equally important are the less visible, and
thus harder to acknowledge, changes in the way we
think, reason, communicate, and construct our image
of ourselves and of the world.

The changes brought by the knowledge society
of the information age (Kearmally, 1999) triggered
the development of theoretical approaches to man-
agement. Among these, knowledge management
and organisational learning have developed. These
theories have acknowledged the importance of in-
formation and communication technology within
organisations, and have explored alternative insights
into mainstream management approaches. The
knowledge management and organisational learning
sub-disciplines represent an innovation effort that
affect areas of organisational life which had been
marginalised or ignored under traditional manage-
ment theory. Communities of practice is the single
most important example. Therefore, communities of
practice represent a critical aspect of the present
understanding of the complexity of organisational
life.

Within the broad and varied development of
organisational theories, semiotic learning emerges
as a particular approach to organisational learning.
Semiotic learning may be described as a dynamic
practice. It incorporates theoretical contributions from
social philosophy and adapts them to a specific ap-
proach to facilitate learning at the organisational level.
It is a learning and development tool for action at the
organisational level. The central aspect of the semiotic
learning approach is the focus on the quality of
community life at the organisational level.

Through a semiotic learning approach to
organisational learning and development, it is pos-
sible to intensify and to unleash the true potential of
current challenges at personal, organisational, and
societal levels. By focusing on the social practices,
structures, and processes which underlay human
interaction, and by calling attention to the way we
construct ourselves and our image of the world
through those interactions, it enables the develop-
ment of a rationale that supports collaborative as
well as transformative forms of work and learning.

BACKGROUND: SUBTLE AND
HIDDEN NEEDS

The contribution of the semiotic learning approach to
the fields of organisational learning, knowledge man-
agement, and communities of practice is that it
offers an integrative theoretical approach. The
organisational learning, knowledge management, and
communities of practice theories deal with issues
which they cannot themselves explain, or rather with
issues which they cannot yet explain. The call for a
greater depth and breadth in terms of theoretical
grounding may be achieved by the semiotic learning
perspective. This approach consists of an
organisational design and organisational develop-
ment instrument to be implemented in parallel with
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other existing initiatives. The rationale is simple and
direct: it aims at recovering the balance between the
necessary functionalistic efforts, and the subtle and
hidden needs of the organisation’s community life. It
is the projection of powerful insights arising from
philosophy mediated, translated, and adapted to
organisational reality. It is based on both theory and
practice, as it is through its application that it be-
comes reified. The theory, the description, the nar-
rative is just a means to an end, an end which is an
action-based and action-led organisation.

The semiotic learning approach rests on three
broad groups of theories: social semiotics, critical
realism, and action theory. The semiotic learning
approach works as a cascade, so that within social
semiotics, it includes Bakhtin Circle’s social theory
of discourse; within critical realism, it takes a prag-
matic perspective; and within action theory, it ques-
tions current epistemological positions and recovers
an ontological and hermeneutic perspective. The
breadth of theory is directed at informing and illus-
trating how rich and diverse the universe of options
is in terms of approaches that directly answer to the
‘subtle and hidden’ needs of organisational life. This
diversity could even be extended, never reduced. It
is this diversity which expands our thought horizons
so that it becomes a kind of didactic or pedagogic
process, thus the word “learning” in semiotic learning.
This corresponds to the “thought-possibilities” and
“action-possibilities” that Jaspers explored.

Heidegger’s disciple, Karl Jaspers, explored
thought-possibilities and action-possibilities follow-
ing the guide of Max Weber’s approach as an
historian:

…in order to grasp reality, we must see the
possibilities…Weber employs the category of
‘objective possibility’ in his historical appraisal
of past situations. The historian considers a
situation. His knowledge enables him to construct
the possibilities of the day. By these constructions
he first measures the possibilities of which
protagonists were aware. And then, by the
possibilities, he measures what really happened,
in order to ask: for what specific reason did a
particular possibility among several materialise?
(Young-Bruehl, 1981)

Theoretical approaches such as critical realism
(Archer, Bhaskar, Collier, Lawson & Norrie, 1998),
complex systems theory (Chekland, 1999), social
semiotics (Halliday, 1978; Lemke, 1984, 1995), or
hermeneutics (Ricoeur, 1998) did not develop as an
answer to today’s virtual, fast-paced, and often
chaotic communication forms. However, their in-
sights represent a powerful tool in order to under-
stand, cope with, and enable one to profit from the
opportunities that are being opened by the knowl-
edge society. Similar to the implicit unity between
the individual and the social, there is a close connec-
tion between theory and practice. All these theoreti-
cal approaches have an intrinsic pragmatic nature
and therefore do not separate the individual from the
social or the theory from the practice.

It is within communities that organisations con-
tinually create and redefine meaning, and it is this
meaning-making capacity that conditions the
organisational identity, degree of cohesion, and po-
tential to innovate. Meaning-making is part of the
action- and thought-possibilities, part of the horizon
of possibilities that is open through the practices and
processes of organisational community life. Semiotic
theory is unavoidably related to meaning—and there-
fore the importance of the term “semiotic” in semiotic
learning.

MAIN FOCUS: MEANING-MAKING
AND SOCIAL SEMIOTICS

Social semiotics developed out of the work of soci-
ologists interested in language issues and of linguis-
tics interested in the social influences within lan-
guage use. Under this perspective, human develop-
ment is as much the development of individuals as
that of the social communities to which they belong,
and language is the working tool and enabler of this
process. Semiotics is commonly related to language,
though it covers all forms of communication or
rather ‘characterisation’ of a practice so that dress-
ing, teenage gear, wrestling, or cooking have a
semiotic content. Barthes (1996) developed this
approach, including studies of advertising, media,
and cinema. From another perspective and ac-
cording to Umberto Eco, the implicit domain of
semiotics is the whole history. Sebeok (1994) and
other authors study semiotics in all life forms,



 

 

6 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may be

purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage: www.igi-

global.com/chapter/facilitating-improving-organisational-community-life/10487

Related Content

INSIDE: Using a Cubic Multisensory Controller for Interaction With a Mixed Reality Environment
Ioannis Gianniosand Dimitrios G. Margounakis (2021). International Journal of Virtual and Augmented Reality (pp. 40-

56).

www.irma-international.org/article/inside/298985

Virtual Communities of Practice in Immersive Virtual Worlds: An Empirical Study on Participants’

Involvement, Motives, and Behaviour
Grzegorz Majewskiand Abel Usoro (2012). Virtual Community Participation and Motivation: Cross-Disciplinary

Theories  (pp. 347-374).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/virtual-communities-practice-immersive-virtual/66910

Structural Model to Evaluate the Remote Work in the Software Industry
K. Laxmi Narayanamma, Amandeep Nagpal, S. Ahmed, Gottipati Venkata Rambabuand S. Govinda Rao (2025).

Optimizing Virtual Reality and Metaverse for Remote Work and Virtual Team Collaboration (pp. 225-244).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/structural-model-to-evaluate-the-remote-work-in-the-software-industry/356801

From Lackey to Leader: The Evolution of the Librarian in the Age of the Internet
Jennifer Croud, Michael Manningand Janine Schmidt (2002). Modern Organizations in Virtual Communities (pp. 159-

170).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/lackey-leader-evolution-librarian-age/26867

Preparing for the Forthcoming Industrial Revolution: Beyond Virtual Worlds Technologies for Competence

Development and Learning
Albena Antonova (2017). International Journal of Virtual and Augmented Reality (pp. 16-28).

www.irma-international.org/article/preparing-for-the-forthcoming-industrial-revolution/169932

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/facilitating-improving-organisational-community-life/10487
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/facilitating-improving-organisational-community-life/10487
http://www.irma-international.org/article/inside/298985
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/virtual-communities-practice-immersive-virtual/66910
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/structural-model-to-evaluate-the-remote-work-in-the-software-industry/356801
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/lackey-leader-evolution-librarian-age/26867
http://www.irma-international.org/article/preparing-for-the-forthcoming-industrial-revolution/169932

