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Abstract
Organizational researchers have institutional power in shaping what kinds of understandings are prevalent in the interpretations of organizational reality. In this article it is argued that organizational research is not a neutral and value-free activity but instead stems always from certain knowledge interests, commitments and values. Employing an understanding of organizational research derived from philosophical tradition of pragmatism the main thesis is that organizational research should always in the end – and often indirectly – attempt to serve some practical purposes. But instead of one purpose there is a plurality of different potential purposes that organizational research can serve. From this it follows that conducting research is an ethical activity and the researchers must always be reflective and explicit about what values and whose interests they are serving through the understanding that their research process brings forth.

Introduction

The knowledge created by organizational research matters. Organization studies is a growing field of scientific inquiry (see for example Tsoukas, Garud, and Hardy 2003) while “management literature has become part of popular culture” (Gabriel 2002, 136). The scientific community around organizational research plays a key role in spreading and institutionalizing new knowledge about organizational phenomena. It has the power to give certain perspectives and forms of understanding the authorization of scientific knowledge. Through this it has a strong influence in organizational discourses: scientific knowledge is used by the organizational agents to legitimize certain decisions, policies and structures (Gabriel 2002). This makes it essential to ask the question: What does organizational research as a field see as its purpose? 
The question is seemingly simple and organizational research as a field can be characterized as reflective (Weick 1999; see also Antonacopoulou and Tsoukas 2002; Rhodes 2009); considerable space in the top journals is devoted to discussions over the underlying ontology, correct methodology, standards of valid knowledge and the nature of the research itself. Nevertheless the question over purpose is seldom explicitly asked or answered. The purpose of this article is to address this gap; to offer guidelines towards possible answers to the question. This is done by employing an understanding of organizational research inspired by pragmatic philosophy. The aim is to convince the reader that the question over purpose should be made explicit in organizational research and that discussing and attempting to answer the question is of utmost importance for everyone conducting research in this field. I will argue that in the end it is the moral responsibility of the researchers to be aware of what purposes and values they are advancing through their research.
Knowledge interests behind organizational research

Although the question over purpose of organizational research is not often directly addressed we should not think that this makes the knowledge produced by organizational research interest-free. The “positivistic self-understanding of science” with its ideal of “value freedom” (Habermas 1978, 302-303) has dominated organizational research as much as it has dominated other domains of social science but in recent times it has come to be challenged from many directions, notably by interpretivism, postmodernism and critical management studies (see e.g. Burrell and Morgan 1979; Tsoukas, Garud, and Hardy 2003). Importantly, Habermas (1978, 308) has argued that behind every knowledge-constitutive activity is a "knowledge-constitutive interest." This could be generalized by saying that every human institution exists for a reason – and science is no exception. Individual researchers do science for some reason. And science as a field is tolerated, valued, financed and supported because society as a whole understands that what it does is something valuable. As I will explain later, this understanding of science comes close to pragmatism. Provided that the analysis of Habermas and the pragmatists is right and there indeed are some interests behind scientific inquiry, it becomes essential to become more reflective about the interests that are behind current academic organizational research.
Explicating the knowledge interests behind organizational research is complicated by the fact that the field of organizational research can be described as multiparadigmatic, there is no single overarching theoretical framework to which all researchers can describe to (Tsoukas and Knudsen 2003). To cope with the wide variety of different views it is commonplace to make a distinction between two major background paradigms, namely positivism and interpretivism,
 that differ in their orientation towards research and usually also in their ontology, epistemology and methodology
 (Tsoukas and Knudsen 2003; Wicks and Freeman 1998; Hatch and Yanow 2003). This reduction of the field to two paradigms is of course a very robust polarization and doesn’t do justice to the manifold of different perspectives. Although certain ontological, epistemological and methodological choices tend to exist together it must be remembered that they are logically independent of each other. Nevertheless this distinction is drawn in this article for reasons of necessity. I will deal with some alternative paradigms – critical theory, design sciences – that don’t seem to fit into this map later on in the article. Therefore it is positivism and interpretivism that are next examined in more detail. It must be noted that in dealing with them I attempt to extract an idealized answer to the question of purpose out of them. In both paradigms there has been an ongoing tension between the idealized answer I find in them and the more pragmatic answer that I am offering as an alternative. In a way the field has always had strong pragmatic tendencies within it and my intention is not to downplay them. Nevertheless, I feel that we need to examine the alternatives that positivism and interpretivism at least could offer to the question of purpose before turning to the discussion of organizational research as a field oriented towards pragmatic outcomes. If not other, this serves the purpose of making the tension more explicit between positivist and interpretivist research ideals on the one hand and pragmatic ideal on the other hand. As the question over purpose is seldom addressed explicitly this tension is not always recognized as wide-rangingly as it should.
The positivist research paradigm

Historically, research done under the positivist research paradigm has been most privileged in organizational research. According to Lex Donaldson (2003, 41), one of the most prominent contemporary defenders of positivist research paradigm in organizational theory ”positivism in organizational science seeks to create general theories about organizations and their members, which are reminiscent of the powerful universal laws found in the natural sciences.” Impressed by the great advances of knowledge in natural sciences, the positivist researchers believe that the same rigid approach should be applied to social sciences (Scherer 2003). Accordingly, positivists maintain that the results of science should not be dependent on the qualities of the researcher; two different researchers conducting the same research should arrive at the same results (Wicks and Freeman 1998). Through careful use of rigorous scientific methods the subjective shortcomings of the researcher are overcome so that the reality as it is can shine through
.
A central ideal of positivism is that research should be value-free. Positivists maintain that a meaningful distinction can be made between positive science, which makes “positive statements that describe the actual world and its causation”, and normative science, that is value-laden and prescriptive (Donaldson 2003, 42). In conducting positive science, the researchers should leave all their personal values behind, the quest for truth should be the only value governing their conducting of research. 
What then is the purpose of organizational research under the positivist research paradigm? From the general description of positivism we can derive that the aim of positivist research is to “describe, explain and possibly predict observable phenomena” (Van Aken 2004, 224), to “reveal causal regularities that underlie surface reality” (Donaldson 2003, 41). In other words, to find law-like generalizations that can be empirically verified or falsified. This quest for general laws can be understood in two ways. Some see that positivism aims to find laws with predictive power in order to enable people to increase their ability to control the world. As this already connects positivism deeply with practical purposes it will be discussed later on in the article. The version of positivism I will discuss now is the one that connects scientific success with its ability to describe the underlying reality of organizational phenomena as objectively and truthfully as possible. In here the value of scientific contribution is measured by the accuracy by which it is able to describe the underlying objective reality.
The ideal is thus a true description of the world although most contemporary positivist researchers are willing to admit that this ideal will most probably never be reached. Still, such “neo-positivism may soften the edges of positivism, but the basic features and underlying distinctions of the positivist world-view are retained” (Wicks and Freeman 1998, 125; see also Astley 1985). Objective truth might be unreachable but it still serves as the regulative ideal. This is seen for example in the discussion of case studies by Eisenhardt and Graebner’s (2007). Although their approach partly relies on the subjective interpretation of the cases by the researchers they maintain that “well-done theory-building from cases can be surprisingly ‘objective,’ because its close adherence to the data keeps researchers ‘honest’” (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007, 25). One way to define this brand of positivism would therefore be to say that as long as objectivism serves as the regulative ideal of certain type of research it should be categorized as positivism.

Problems of positivism
In natural sciences the positivist research paradigm has been a success story but despite decades of organizational research not anything comparable to the Newtonian laws of mechanics has emerged. Instead the field is scattered with competing perspectives on the same phenomena that stem from different styles of research and even “incommensurate paradigms” (Tsoukas 1993, 323; Burrell and Morgan 1979; Weick 1999). The ‘laws’ found are usually able to predict just a small amount of variance (see Starbuck 2006). On the practical level, positivism has been unable to deliver on its promises.

There are a number of theoretical problems in applying positivist research paradigm in organizational research that might explain its limited success. Firstly, it is argued that underlying positivist research paradigm is a fundamental assumption of “ideally isolated systems” (Chia 1995, 585) which is untenable in the case of social systems such as organizations and markets that are by their nature very open for influences from outside (Baert 2003, 97-98). Another problem concerns the fact that “unobservable constructs lie at the core of” most – if not all – influential organizational theories (Godfrey and Charles 1995, 519) thus operating on an abstract level removed from the ‘brute facts’ of organizational reality that positivism is more equipped to find. Thirdly, the recursive nature of social sciences compromises their predictive power. The theories about human behaviour influences human behaviour. “The very act of understanding or making sense of what is being investigated potentially affects the very same presuppositions that made possible the investigation in the first place.” (Baert 2003, 100). Finally, the positivist self-understanding “eliminates from consideration the interpreter’s pre-understanding” (Habermas 1978, 309) and thus makes the dubious assumption that social phenomenon could be understood without involvement of the researcher’s particular way of understanding the social.
These and related concerns have led many to question the suitability of a positivist research paradigm in a context where the subject under the study is comprised of intentional human actors. Many see a foundational difference between natural and human sciences because “unlike rocks and atoms, humans make meaning” (Hatch and Yanow 2003, 65-66) and we must take into account the “fundamental uncontrollability of meaning” (Parker 1992, 3). From this it follows that the observable regularities found in organizational phenomena “do not rest upon invariable social laws, but upon the stability of the beliefs and expectations of the actors involved” (Tsoukas and Knudsen 2003, 15). Another way to state this is to say that “positivist accounts are insensitive to the concept-dependency and reflexivity of the social, and therefore fail to be isomorphic with the social world they seek to explain” (Baert 2003, 99). Therefore an increasing number of researchers have concluded that the hope that we can understand human behavior from an impartial outsider perspective alone is unwarranted idealism in social sciences.
The interpretive research paradigm

Taking into account the threads of criticism laid upon positivism in the last paragraph a rather strong argument could be made to defend the thesis that when the phenomenon under study is “the reality enacted by human beings” the research must be of a more interpretive nature (Scherer 2003, 319). This is the rationale for interpretive research paradigm in organizational research. To understand human behaviour we must assess “the meanings of actions and expressions” and they “cannot be opened up” through the perspective of objective, neutral, outside observer (Scherer 2003, 319). During the last couple of decades organizational research has experienced what might be called an ‘interpretive revolution’. It is not a single movement but rather a wave of approaches stemming from different philosophical and sociological backgrounds. Generalizing them all under the label interpretivism does not do justice to the fundamental differences and the multitude of these perspectives but as there are important similarities on the aspects relevant to the present discussion this has nevertheless been done. Applied to organizational research they all aim to find ways “in which the practitioners’ lived experiences may be incorporated, rather than ignored as ‘unscientific’” (Tsoukas and Knudsen 2003, 11). 
The need for interpretation challenges the possibility of research that is not dependent on the subjective qualities of the researcher. No matter what research methods are used, when interpretation is involved, “there will always be an uncodifiable step that relies on the insight and imagination of the researcher” (Langley 1999, 707; Weick 1989). The role of the researcher is therefore changed to a more active one. The “insight and imagination” (Langley 1999, 707) of the researchers and his or her “a priori knowledge [- -] that shapes or filters what she apprehends” (Hatch and Yanow 2003, 66) are seen as vital parts of the creation of scientific knowledge. But if we accept that the researchers a priori knowledge has a role in the interpretation “the knowledge process cannot be said to be objective, as positivist philosopher-scientists had argued, and knowing cannot be said to proceed through direct, unmediated observation alone” (Hatch and Yanow 2003, 66).
Accepting the role of the subjective qualities of the researcher leads to the acceptance of a plurality of possible interpretations. There is a “growing realization that models and theories purporting to account for organizational phenomena are not so much reflections of an objective reality as subjective constructions built from a variety of symbolic constructs” (Tsoukas 1993, 323). Different organizational actors and researchers view the same phenomenon through different set of previous symbolic constructs, therefore their interpretation of it will also differ. The perspective on organization created by the theorist is simply one more perspective on it in addition to all the perspectives held by different members of the organization. It might be more illuminating in some aspects than some other perspectives, but has no more claim to being the one ‘true’ perspective than any other.
In actual terms the shift from positivist accounts that aim at one impartial understanding of the organizational phenomenon to a postmodernist account that celebrates the multitude of perspectives and denies the possibility of impartiality and of one privileged perspective is gradual. For example the case study approach of Eisenhardt (1989) and the grounded theory approach of Glaser and Strauss (1967; Strauss and Corbin 1998) both take meanings as their raw material and make use of interpretation in their method. Therefore it could be said that they are interpretive rather than positivist. On the other hand, both of these approaches develop sophisticated methods the aim of which is to minimize the impact of the researcher and to maximize the impartiality of the research results. The understanding of the aim of organizational research is thus closer to positivism. In interpretive research we find all shades between these two schools from consensus-seeking research with clearly positivistic orientations to strictly and explicitly postmodern research that is hostile to the whole idea of consensus as it is viewed as “an unjustified suppression of the pluralism of interpretations and forms of life” (Scherer 2003, 325). This has led some to draw a line between more conservative interpretivist and more radical post-modernist background paradigm (e.g. Hatch and Cunliffe 2006). However, an exact separation between positivism and interpretivism on the one hand and the separation of interpetivism in two schools on the other hand are not necessary for the argument made in this paper. Wherever certain researchers lie on this continuum, they must either face the previously stated charges against positivism or face charges of relativism that more radical forms of interpretivism are accused of and which will be discussed soon
.
What is then the purpose of organizational research under the interpretive paradigm? It is commonplace to state that the aim of natural sciences is to explain, while the purpose of human sciences is to understand (Hatch and Yanow 2003). Interpretive research is usually positioned against positivist research paradigm and the researchers see as their purpose to challenge and ‘deprivilege’ the dominant forms of knowledge (see for example Chia 1995). The emphasis thus shifts from aiming to find the ‘right’ interpretation to finding new and different interpretations (Wicks and Freeman 1998). The “variety of alternative perspectives” is welcomed as a positive development (Astley 1985, 497) and the line between scientific knowledge and more metaphorical and narrative forms of knowledge is downplayed (e.g. Tsoukas 1993; Phillips 1995). The purpose of interpretive research is not to discover broad law-like generalizations but in gaining new insights and challenging the existing ways of thinking.
Through this ideal the interpretive research paradigm has done a task of tremendous value in showing that organizations must be approached from a perspective that acknowledges the multitude of possible interpretations rather than aims to build a monolithic dominant interpretation. As Hatch and Yanow put it: “There is no external authority – no king, no religious leader, no deity, no universal and independent set of rules – to which one can appeal for verification. There is only the collective sense-making of the interpretive community – whether scholars or citizens – observing, interpreting, theorizing, and reporting about these observations in the rhetorical style developed and accepted by that community” (Hatch and Yanow 2003, 69).
The primary problem of the interpretive perspective as a research paradigm for organizational research is that it seems to lack the standards to evaluate these different interpretations – standards to distinguish good interpretations from bad ones. Interpretive paradigm seems to lead to a situation where every researcher is able to pick his or her perspective at will and ground it on “intra-paradigmatic metaphorical lines of reasoning” (Tsoukas 1993, 323). Many proponents of interpretive research paradigm seem to be quite satisfied with this multitude of perspectives. Astley (1985, 497) argues that “in contrast to the conventional model, this paper represents administrative science as a fundamentally subjective enterprise. Because researchers adhere to different world views, they generate a variety of alternative perspectives as they impose different meaning and interpretations upon data.” Another example is David Boje (1995) who in his article challenges the dominant story of the Disney Company and gives voice to alternative and subsumed stories about Disney. This is a valuable insight as it demonstrates the inevitable existence of conflicting perspectives on the same social phenomena. But what is lacking is an assessment of the relative merits of the differing stories or perspectives. After it is understood that there really are as many stories about the company as there are people employed by that company it remains to be solved what to do with this multitude. The message of these researchers seems to be that acknowledging this multitude of perspectives is enough.
There is some value in novelty, in creating a new interpretation to an existing phenomenon as it has the potential to deepen our understanding considerably. But simply creating new perspectives for the sake of novelty seems inadequate as a guiding purpose for organizational research. The novel perspectives must have something in them that makes them a valuable contribution to the ongoing discussion about a certain organizational phenomenon. Caught up in the subjectivity of perspectives without spelling out any standard to choose between these perspectives, interpretivism leans towards relativism. Every perspective seems to be of the same value without any overarching standards that could be used to evaluate their individual merits. Two researchers can arrive at completely incommensurable perspectives on the same phenomena without there being any means to interpret which of the perspectives is better or more accurate. Every researcher seems to be able to pick his or her perspective at will. This is not a healthy situation as it makes meaningful dialogue among different perspectives difficult, if not impossible. To qualify as a unified paradigm for organizational research interpretivist ideal would need to be complemented with some standards through which the viability of different perspectives could be compared. This is what interpretive research ideal seems to be lacking on its own. Therefore one can conclude that in its inability to provide a standard to assess the relative merits of different perspectives interpretivism proofs to be inadequate as a research paradigm on its own right.
Organizational research as pragmatic activity
Despite their fundamental differences, what is common for both positivist and interpretivist research paradigms is that they see science as an activity that aims to deepen our understanding of the phenomenon under scrutiny (Scherer 2003). Although positivism and interpretivism differ considerably in what they understand by explanation they both could agree with Danemark et al. (2002, 74) in stating that: “an overall aim in social science research is to explain events and processes.” Both are based on the notion that “the mission of all science is to understand” (Van Aken 2004, 220). The positivist aims to understand the phenomena by gaining as objective as possible knowledge about it, while for the interpretive researcher the creation of new interpretation is the aim. In a way, both perspectives are thus interested in gaining understanding from the past; the notion of practical usability of their results is not part of their self-understanding. Pragmatism challenges this by exclaiming that ultimately science should be interested in the future, in creating knowledge that is useful for future organizational actors. The validity of knowledge is thus not measured by how well it explains or widens our understanding of past events. Instead what is more important is whether the understanding is successful; whether it is able to aid people in accomplishing what they want to accomplish (Baert 2003, 95).
In the heart of pragmatism is the belief that all our beliefs are in the final analysis only “rules for action” (James 1991, 23; Peirce 1878). For pragmatism, the human condition is the inescapable starting point; as human beings we never simply observe the world, we are always already involved in it. Knowledge itself is seen as one special from of action, which “like any other action, brings about changes to the world” (Baert 2003, 97). Accordingly, any idea or theoretical construct is judged by its practical usefulness in advancing the particular projects and goals human beings have in their life. In the words of William James (James 1991, 88): “Grant an idea or belief to be true [- -] what concrete difference will its being true make in any one's actual life? [- -] What experiences will be different from those which would obtain if the belief were false? What, in short, is the truth's cash-value in experiential terms?” Pragmatists thus insist on the “practical, social value of knowledge” (Baert 2003, 89). 
Applying this general pragmatist attitude to sciences means that scientific theories should not be judged based on their coherence with some abstract notion of truth but with their bearing on the pragmatic challenges of our everyday life. John Dewey wanted to unseat “the notion, [- -] that the office of knowledge is to uncover the antecedently real, rather than, as is the case with our practical judgments, to gain the kind of understanding which is necessary to deal with problems as they arise” (Dewey 1988, 14). The key question for pragmatists is “whether or not information (scientific data, a novel, a treatise on ethics) is useful – useful in the sense of helping people to better cope with the world or to create better organizations” (Wicks and Freeman 1998, 129). No transcendental status is granted for the scientific inquiry, it is a form of action among others that human beings can engage them into. Science as a practice has evolved because it has been considered useful by the society tolerating and supporting it and by the individuals participating in it. This holds true also for organizational research as a science. In the bottom line it is an instrument of society that serves the purpose of guiding organizational actors and other stakeholders to develop better and more flourishing organizations.
Accordingly, pragmatism sees theories as instruments (James 1991, 26). Organizational theories are not in the business of providing a disinterested and value-free description of an objective world. Instead they are instruments, useful models of the world that are more or less able to further the goals human beings are aiming at. Therefore the ultimate goal of all organizational research should be the practical usefulness of its results. Rather than representing organization as a ‘reality-out-there’ organizational science should aim to increase the range of human possibilities for organizational actors (Baert 2003, 103). In other words, the purpose of organizational research should be the creation of understanding that is useful for people wanting to operate successfully in and with organizations.  
Although the pragmatist tradition itself has had surprisingly little direct influence in social sciences (see Baert 2003, 89) the pragmatic attitude of inquiry has been well-presented in organizational research. Antonacopoulou and Tsoukas (2002, 858), without referring explicitly to any pragmatic thinker, come to exclaim very pragmatist ideas in stating that “even theoretical thinking of the kind generated by science is a form of action” and “far from being separate, thinking and acting, theory and practice are mutually constituted.” More generally, there has always existed a tension between the more positivist, disinterested view of organizational science and the view that sees it more closely connected to serving practitioners. For example Bradbury & Lichtenstein (2000, 561) deemphasize generalizability as the criteria for scientific value and offer other criteria “such as the generation of usable knowledge or the facilitation of a better life.” Several organizational researchers have also voiced their concern for the lack of pragmatic usability of organizational research; it has for example been a repeated topic in the presidential addresses of the Academy of Management (e.g Pearce 2004; Hambrick 1994). Already in 1982 Beyer and Trice (1982, 591) noticed how large numbers of scholars expressed their concern “about why organizational research is not more widely used” and more recently van Aken (2004, 219) concluded that there is a “serious utilization problem” facing today’s academic management research. 

Many organizational researchers thus see pragmatic utilization of the research as an important consideration that needs to be taken seriously. Taking pragmatism as the outspoken purpose of organizational research, however, involves a couple of important points about institutionalism, pluralism of purposes and ethics that need to be explored further and to which I turn to next.
Organizational research as institution

Associating the value of scientific contributions to their practical usefulness raises few important questions. Firstly, if the purpose of organizational research is the creation of useful understanding on organizational topics, what sets it apart from other forms of inquiry that seek to improve our organizational practices, say consultancy work or managers’ self-reflective thoughts? Secondly, does pragmatism imply that only work that deal directly with practical problems is acceptable? Is pragmatism to be understood as a plea for only action research (e.g. Eden and Huxham 1996) or design science (e.g. Simon 1969) approaches to organizational research? These questions might lead one to worry that pragmatism aims to devalue the whole basis of organizational science, making it stand on the same level with any form of consultancy work or other forms of inquiry dealing with organizations.
The answer to these considerations is to view organizational research as an institution. Therefore the pragmatic utility of organizational research should not be measured by single research pieces but rather with the success of the field as a whole. The pragmatic outlook outlined here means that science does not differ from other practical forms of human inquiry on the level of purpose. They all aim in the bottom line for the creation of practical knowledge. What sets science apart from other forms of inquiry are the rigid standards that the scientific community has set for itself for what is accepted as a part of the scientific corpus. The institution of science has gained such a prominent place in our societies during the last couple of centuries just because it has proofed to be a source of knowledge one can trust and depend on more than alternative sources of knowledge. In the field of different forms of inquiry science has occupied an ecological niche that is reserved for slowly progressing but cumulative and relatively certain knowledge. There are other forms of inquiry that take care of the more immediately practical considerations. 
Therefore the pragmatic outlook on organizational research does not at all imply that only work that deal with practical problems is acceptable. The society already has many forms of inquiry that are specialized in dealing with practical problems. Science is useful for the society precisely for the reason that it doesn’t have to look for short-term economical usefulness but can take a longer and wider perspective on the matter at hand. For the organizational research as a field to be useful for the wider society it needs to maintain its focus on the high standards it sets for knowledge and for developing novel ways of understanding and discussing novel topics that may not seem immediately relevant to the ‘end-users’ of knowledge. Therefore a large part of the field should be dedicated to the kind of research that doesn’t have to be directly useful for actual organizational actors. To maximize its social utility organizational research needs to focus on its niche – on doing interesting and ground-breaking basic research on organizational topics. 

Thus pragmatic view on organizational research is inherently paradoxical. Organizational research is most useful for the common good by not caring too much about being directly useful. There are other institutions that sure enough will take care of research that is of immediate value. What pragmatism would call for is a strengthening of the interface between pure science and practice. Pragmatism welcomes the development of knowledge of the sort that Gibbons (1994) calls mode II. It means the creation of knowledge that is transdisciplinary, produced in the context of application and can involve the close interaction of many actors some of which are more inclined towards strict science and some towards practice. Although there is indeed great practical potential in this “new production of knowledge”, it should by no means replace traditional science but rather complement it by providing a way of bridging scientific knowledge with the knowledge that practitioners possess. The same applies for design sciences where the ultimate objective is “to develop valid and reliable knowledge to be used in designing solutions to problems” (Van Aken 2004, 225; Simon 1969). When one is able to meet both the criteria of “scholarly quality and managerial relevance” (Van Aken 2004, 223) within a single research process, one should definitely do it. But for the organizational research as a field to realize its full practical potential the majority of research have to be conducted without too much consideration for its immediate practical value. Interfaces between science and practice are needed but they should not be seen as able to replace the essence of pure science.
Science should thus be viewed as an institution that has its core – its institutional logic (Townley 1997) - in the production of high-standard knowledge. Around this core there should be a group of different procedures through which this knowledge is gradually transformed into improved practices within organizations. By remaining truthful to this core but by opening itself out to the wider world organizational research as an institution has the potential to maximize its usefulness and positive impact on the society around it.
Purposes of organizational research
Pragmatism argues that organizational research should aim to be useful but a deeper examination is needed to understand what is meant by usefulness in this context. Especially important it is to emphasize that usefulness by no means is restricted to short-sighted economic usefulness of the research results. On the contrary, the way pragmatism is understood here implies that there does not exist a single right perspective on what is useful and what is not. The same theoretical construct can proof to be useful for one agent of the organization while another theoretical conceptualization of the same situation might be more useful for another. Different and incommensurable conceptions of the same organizational phenomenon can therefore both be of practical use in certain contexts and therefore of value according to pragmatism. Usefulness should therefore not be understood as a once-and-for-all judgment. Instead usefulness is always usefulness for someone – for certain organizational actors in certain organizational contexts. The researchers should be aware of the plurality of different ways through which organizational research can be useful to different actors. In a similar vain it is misleading to talk about the purpose of organizational research. Instead we should talk about the purposes of organizational research. Organizational research can further different practical goals of different practical agents – what follows from pragmatism is that researchers should be aware of what and whose purposes it aims to further. “To take the pragmatist view seriously therefore implies reflection upon the various objectives or cognitive interests that knowledge may bring about, and not to accept the primacy of one of them” (Baert 2003, 97). I will provide a short discussion of some possible purposes of organizational research to illustrate this point.

Habermas distinguishes three different knowledge interests. The technical cognitive interest aims for the deduction of “lawlike hypotheses with empirical content” that lead to “technical control over objectified processes” (Habermas 1978, 308-309). This kind of cognitive interest is in line with the position of instrumental positivists who see science as the production of law-like generalizations and connect the value of these generalizations not in their adherence to reality but with their predictive power. This is also the position famously adopted by Milton Friedman (1953) in his essay ‘The Methodology of Positive Economics’. In Burrell & Morgan’s (1979) analysis of sociological paradigms behind organizational analysis this cognitive interest seems to underlie what they call the ‘functionalist paradigm.’ In natural sciences – and to a limited extent in economics – this connection between law-like generalizations and their practical usefulness has indeed been successful. By aiming to provide law-like, ‘objective’ generalizations about physical and chemical processes natural sciences has equipped human societies with enormous powers to control the natural environment. But in organizational research the success has been more limited although attempts such as Evidence-based management (e.g. Pfeffer and Sutton 2006) exist. It must also be noted that this perspective is usually quite unreflective about the potential uses and users of the generalizations created by them.
In contrast, emancipatory cognitive interest is concerned with the fact that theories in social sciences might not grasp “invariant regularities of social action as such” but might express “ideologically frozen relations of dependence that can in principle be transformed” (Habermas 1978, 310). The critical social science that emancipatory cognitive interest is connected to aims in these situations to release “those whom the laws are about” from their “dependence on hypostatized powers” by furthering their capacity for self-reflection over their situation (Habermas 1978, 310). This indeed is what critical theory and critical management research has much been about (e.g. Alvesson and Deetz 2000) and the same interest is also behind the radical paradigms suggested by Burrell & Morgan (1979). The aim of organizational research is here the creation of knowledge with emancipatory potential; knowledge that makes visible the existing power relations and that has the potential to transform the frozen relations of power to empower the oppressed.
The third cognitive interest is named – in my opinion misleadingly – the practical cognitive interest. For Habermas it means a hermeneutical process in which the interpreter’s own way of understanding the world is expanded and clarified to establish a communication between the world of the interpreter and the world of the interpreted. It is practical because it involves a "constitutive interest in the preservation and expansion of the intersubjectivity of possible action-orienting mutual understanding" (Habermas 1978, 310). The attainment of consensus among the actors would thus enable them to better act together. Through research we can expand our own way of seeing the world and “by virtue of confrontation with difference” we can re-conceptualize and re-assess our presuppositions (Baert 2003, 100). Among Burrell & Morgan’s (1979) four paradigms this one is closest to what they call the ‘interpretive paradigm’ although they don’t seem to put as much emphasis on the transformation of the interpreter as does Habermas. By understanding each other more we are better able to live together. This I see as the essence of this third cognitive interest.
Besides these, there might be a number of other cognitive interests behind scientific inquiry. Some see that the attainment of greater knowledge about the universe around us is valuable and elevating by itself. For example, Huff (2000, 288) argues that the ideal of ‘knowledge for knowledge’s sake’ has been prominent in U.S. business schools since the 50s. Then there are movements with more narrow focus such as positive organizational behavior with the stated purpose of studying and applying “positively oriented human resource strengths and psychological capacities [- -] for performance improvement in today’s workplace” (Luthans 2002, 59). On the darker side, science has been used by many powers to legitimize their interests and ways of seeing the world. Too many examples exist of research that is financed by institutions or corporations that are willing to use science to further their private aims – often against the aims of other institutions and people.
In the end pragmatism does not imply the primacy of any single one of the cognitive interests. A researcher with pragmatist self-understanding can do research that aims at technical, emancipatory, practical or other cognitive interest. What pragmatism is about is the acknowledgment that some such interest always underlies research and therefore it should be made explicit. Hiding these interests from view compromises the value of a certain scientific contribution while being explicit about them enables observers to understand better from what perspective the research done is stemming from. Pragmatism thus calls for research that is knowledgeable about these different interests and aware of what interest certain research activity is promoting.
organizational research as ethical activity
The understanding of different interests and purposes that research can further leads us to an understanding of organizational research as an ethical activity. Recently organizational researchers have increasingly come to realize that writing “is always already an ethical practice in that it entails an active rendering of reality, rather than a passive reporting of it” (Rhodes 2009, 654). Pragmatism strongly endorses this perspective by putting an end to the illusion of a value-free science
 (Wicks and Freeman 1998). Organizational research should aim to be useful; its results should aim to further the particular values of some particular human beings. This means that conducting research involves an inescapable ethical commitment. Whether they acknowledge it or not, by doing certain kind of research the researchers are already in practice committed to the furthering of the values that the particular research activity is in fact furthering. Being ignorant about this is not a sustainable option. This means that the researchers need to make a conscious choice about what values and whose purposes are they aiming to further through their particular research activity. 

Researchers thus need “to engage in discussion about which purposes are advanced and why” (Wicks and Freeman 1998, 129). Does certain way of doing research, for example, provide insights that primarily advance the viewpoints and interests of the shareholders, of the top-managers, middle-managers or of the workers? Organizational phenomena “do not rest upon invariable social laws, but upon the stability of the beliefs and expectations of the actors involved” (Tsoukas and Knudsen 2003, 15) and as experts on beliefs and expectations of organizational reality the researchers have a great potential to influence and change those beliefs. From this a heavy responsibility follows to reflect on the potential beneficiaries of the knowledge created and to be transparent about the values advanced. 
The idealized and disinterested picture of science can be seen as a clever political rhetoric from the part of the research community. By announcing that they serve ‘the truth and nothing but the truth’ they might be able to detain their freedom from particular interests of governments, corporations, religious and military leaders or other bodies of interests that might try to intervene on their practice. Still, this picture does not do justice to the actual practice of organizational research. Academic researchers are caught up in a web of economic realities, scientific politicizing, academic prestige and pursuit of personal interests. Certain research perspectives are privileged in the academy, pursuit of certain questions are funded by the government and corporations while some others are not. In real life science is much further from the ideal than it likes to picture itself. Downplaying and right-out denying the commitments, knowledge interests and social impact of the research is not a plausible solution.
Instead of non-concern transparency is seen as the best guarantee of the rigid standards that good organizational research should be about. Pragmatism forces us to see that conducting research is an ethical activity that can serve many different purposes and interests. The best we can do is to be as reflective and as transparent as possible about these interests. Pragmatism thus means an approach to organizational research that is knowledgeable, reflective and as explicit as possible about the interests behind the research conducted and the ways it might be used. The ethical awareness should be part of the whole research process from the choice of research questions, through the choice of methods to the publication of the results.
Conclusion

This article had two purposes: to bring out the question of what is the purpose of organizational research and to demonstrate why pragmatism might be a viable background paradigm to answer this question. It is suggested that pragmatism is able to overcome the problems inherent in both positivist and interpretive research paradigms. It sides with interpretivism in acknowledging the multitude of possible perspectives and in criticizing positivism for its belief in one privileged perspective of a certain organizational phenomenon. It acknowledges that there are potentially as many perspectives on an organizational phenomenon as there are participants involved with it. Unlike interpretivism, however, it provides a standard through which different perspectives can be validated; the practical difference they can make in the lives of human beings. Through the adoption of a pragmatic background paradigm organization studies can in the best case become “a way of connecting the insightfulness and skill of the intellectual with the needs and challenges of those engaged in the practice of business in a given socio-political context” (Wicks and Freeman 1998, 130). This commitment to the betterment of human lives also brings forth the ethical responsibility of the researcher to reflect whose interests the knowledge their work creates is serving.
On a practical level the pragmatist perspective means that in conducting research the researchers should always be reflective about what interest their research is furthering. Through the whole process one needs to maintain the awareness that one is not contributing to an abstract and disinterested body of scientific knowledge but that one is more fundamentally contributing to the enhancement of particular human lives. Therefore, in making choices about the research, one should always think about whose lives and values one is furthering. In reporting research, the pragmatist perspective means that an explicit statement about the interests and values guiding the research should be a standard part of any research paper. The paper should also include a reflection about what consequences the publishing of that special research paper could have on different organizational stakeholders and actors. Through these procedures more honesty and transparency can be created about the interests and values that inescapably already influence the way researchers conduct their research.
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� Alternatively these positions have been called positivist and anti-positivist � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"prefix":"e.g. ","uri":["http://zotero.org/users/local/bkI4AmAg/items/T5KESARQ"]}]} �(e.g. Wicks and Freeman 1998)�. 


� 


� From this it follows that positivist researchers are usually committed to realism – the existence of some form of organizational reality that is independent of the researcher conducting the research. Therefore the researcher is in the business of describing an already existing reality rather than creating one � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"position":2,"uri":["http://zotero.org/users/local/bkI4AmAg/items/T5KESARQ"]}]} �(Wicks and Freeman 1998)�.


� Additionally, the interpretivist research with more positivist leanings can be accused of ontological asymmetry: "The ontology assumed for the researched or observed clashes with the ontology attributed to the researcher or observer" � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"locator":"100","position":1,"uri":["http://zotero.org/users/local/bkI4AmAg/items/8T65KR79"]}]} �(Baert 2003, 100)�. In other words, the observed people are seen as interpretive and entrapped in their own interpretation of reality but the researcher is somehow warranted to overcome this entrapment. 


� To put it more philosophically, in pragmatism ethics – understood broadly � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"prefix":"see ","uri":["http://zotero.org/users/local/bkI4AmAg/items/6N9QP388"]}]} �(see Williams 1985)� – precedes both epistemology and ontology.





PAGE  
22

