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ABSTRACT: In recent years management and business studies have witnessed the emergence of a new 
field of activity, named corporate knowledge management (CKM). The primary goal of this manage­
ment discipline is to enhance and improve the use of lrnowledge as a corporate resource in organizations. 
Theoretical and practical initiatives in this area of management, however, have met with some difficulty 
regarding the conception of lmowledge that should guide these efforts. This paper critically examines the 
contribution of Nonaka (1994) to this conceptual problem. \XThile we support Nonaka's reasons for 
choosing a subjectivist epistemology in this managerial context, we argue that he is seriously misguided 
with regard to the philosophical and managerial ramifications of his choice. Consequently, we doubt whether Nonaka's views 
can serve as a successful paradigm for corporate knowledge management. 

1 .  Introduction: The Emergence of Corporate 
Knowledge Management 

Ever since the rise of the modern market economy 
it has been generally recognized that knowledge and 
information play a vital part in the coordination of 
market exchanges between buyers and sellers. In fact, 
it has been a virtual axiom of classical economic the� 
ory constitutive of the very rationality and moral su� 
periority of the system, that market equilibrium can 
only be reached if and when all parties involved share 
full knowledge of available products, prices and mar­
ket developments. To some extent at least, it has been 
the axiom�like status of this evidently contrary�to-fact 
'full knowledge' -postulate that has prevented the rec­
ognition and emergence of corporate knowledge 
management (CKM) as a management discipline in its 
own right, reflecting the central importance of 
knowledge as an independent production factor next 
to (physical) labor, capital and natural resources. 

On the other hand, the long standing history of 
industrial research, patent law, trade-secret acts and 
the like proves how much managers in the practical 
and day-to-day conduct of business have been aware 
of the strategic advantages to be gained from having a 
distinctive knowledge lead over one's competitors. 
But until recently this awareness never spurred the 
same full�scale and systematic inquiry into the princi� 
pIes of acquiring, maintaining and deploying the intel­
lectual assets of a company, as has been undertaken in 
the fields of financial, production and labor manage� 
ment. In fact, taking a broad view of corporate 
knowledge ranging from high-grade technological ex­
pertise through a variety of organization and man­
agement theories and principles on to the situation­
ally determined and local experiences embodied in 
specific company practices, recent estimates would 
have it that of the available knowledge in an organiza­
tion often no more than one�fifth is effectively used 
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(Stewart, 1994), making knowledge ostensibly the 
WOfst managed corporate resource ever. 

Add to this that in our day and age, mainly as a re­
sult of the information revolution, the explosive 
growth of the service sector and increased innovation­
based competitiveness in a globalizing economy, knowl­
edge accounts for at least three-quarters of value-added 
in the transformation of raw materials into a market­
able product, and it seems obvious that something 
should be done about the mismanagement of this vi­
tal resource. Hence comes Drucker's claim that man­
agement as a profession essentially boils down to noth­
ing less than the responsibility of effectively applying 
and reaping the benefits of knowledge. All but turn­
ing the concept of knowledge management into a tau­
tology I Drucker even announces a new step in the evo­
lution of post-industrial society which he calls the 'ma­
nagerial revolution' and of which the central achieve­
ment will be the application of knowledge to knowledge 
(Drucker, 1993). 

Given this awareness and the somewhat seductive 
rhetoric accompanying it, it is however far from clear 
as yet how this newly recognized and evidently im­
portant corporate resource should be managed. Ob­
viously, if you want to manage something you should 
at least have an idea on the nature of what it is you 
arc managing. Initial conceptions of CKM in this re­
spect have tended to adopt a rather encyclopedic con­
ception of knowledge, in which knowledge is some­
how immediately recognizable as such and can be 
gathered, disseminated, coordinated, deployed and 
even discarded in a consciously controlled and sys­
tematic fashion. Thus knowledge-induced value-added 
in intra- and interorganizational value-chains and 
value-networks presumably could be optimized effi­
ciently: 
• by the development of information networks to 

facilitate communication and knowledge sharing, 
• by education and training to create a <learning 

organization' that is both technologically and or­
ganizationally innovative, and 

• by formalizing expert knowledge into automated 
knowledge systems to reduce dependence on in­
dividuals that might for whatever reason leave an 
organization and thus pose a direct or indirect 
threat to its competitiveness. 

But many of these efforts are not living up to their 
expectations. It seems that knowledge is far more elu­
sive and intangible than the encyclopedic conception 
of it allows. Not only do companies find it hard to 
keep track of the knowledge they have at their dis­
posal, there is also the problem of the determination 
of its quality and practical value. In both contexts 
top-down control of the knowledge resources of an 
organization seems a utopian ideal. Thus, manage-

ment can hardly be expected to control with any 
measure of precision which knowledge and beliefs 
will be operative in the organization at any moment 
in time. What individuals choose to believe as well as 
what they tend to forget, disregard or reject, more­
over, to a large extent depends on historical and prac­
tical circumstances and on the consistency of these be­
liefs with the knowledge already adopted or internal­
ized in individual or organizational practice. Much 
the same holds, finally, for assessing the usefulness or 
practical value of particular knowledge claims. 

Ikujiro Nonaka, who is currently regarded as one 
of the prime scholars of CKM, has challenged the en­
cyclopedic conception of knowledge in this discipline, 
arguing that it takes knowledge too much as some­
thing that is objectively given and that can only be 
acquired passively by an organization from outside, 
the organization itself only being an information and 
knowledge processing but not producing system. To 
cope with the problem of continuous innovation, 
however, organizations need to take a far more active 
attitude towards knowledge creation and develop­
ment which, according to Nonaka, entails a concep­
tion of knowledge that is basically subjective in na­
ture. Furthermore such a subjective conception of 
knowledge allows for a better understanding of its in­
tangibility, as it relates the recognition and validation 
of knowledge to an often tacit commitment to indi­
vidual value systems and wider socio-cultural prac­
tices. This active, subjectivist account of knowledge 
Nonaka has elaborated in his {/ynamic theory of organ­
izational knowledge creation ' (Nonaka, 1994). 

Nonaka's epistemological views, however, are not 
without problems of their own. After having exam­
ined his �heory more closely, we will argue that 
Nonaka in one respect takes his subjectivism too far, 
while in another respect he refuses to take the conse­
quences it implies. As a result, it is doubtful whether 
Nonaka's conception of knowledge will serve as an 
adequate paradigm for CKM. Before reviewing 
Nonaka's theory, however, we will first discuss the 
important distinction between subjective and objec­
tive knowledge underlying it. 

2. Knowledge: Subjective versus Objective 

One of the most important problems a new re­
search area faces, is to devise a clear-cut definition or 
demarcation of its field of activity that allows the 
identification and articulation of relevant problems 
that can consequently be worked at effectively. In the 
context of scientific research generally it was Kuhn 
(1970, p.4-5) who noted in this respect that: 

effective research scarcely begins before a scien­
tific community thinks it has acquired firm an-

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-1997-1-24 - am 13.01.2026, 09:02:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-1997-1-24
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


26 Know!. Org. 24(1997)No.l 
J. Essers, J. Schreinemakers: Nonaka's Subjectivist Conception of Knowledge 

swers to questions like the following: What are 
the fundamental entities of which the universe is 
composed? How do these interact with each 
other and with the senses? What questions may 
legitimately be asked about such entities and 
what techniques employed in seeking solutions? 

Successful sets of answers to questions like these 
constitute what, since Kuhn, is generally being re� 
ferred to as a paradigm. Thus a paradigm provides a 
community of practitioners with a shared perspective 
on its field of expertise, which promotes an efficient 
professional practice by lubricating the communica­
tive and institutional frameworks and arrangements 
underlying it. Of course, in this sense the concept can 
also be applied to professional communities outside 
the field of pure science, be they communities of ac­
countants, lawyers, librarians, managers or whatever. 
Here too, effective professional practice depends on 
the adoption of a taxonomy in which basic problems 
and professional insights are expressed and in line 
with which preferred working methods, operating 
procedures and standards of achievement are estab­
lished. 

For CKM, evidently, the Jimdamental entity' on 
which some of these basic answers need to be ac­
quired is knowledge, of which the nature and quality 
have traditionally been the subject matter of episte­
mology and the philosophy of science. It would seem 
obvious, therefore, to turn to these fields of philo­
sophical inquiry for guidance. But in seeking to clar­
ify the problematic of CKM by consulting these 
branches of philosophy, it is important to realize 
from the start that both fields are to some extent at 
cross-purposes. Where modern philosophy, for in­
stance, has been primarily concerned with the analy­
sis of pure science from an intellectual or cultural per­
spective, and more particularly even with an adequate 
explanation of the success of the natural sciences, 
CKM is primarily directed towards the pragmatic ob­
jective of finding principles that may ensure the suc­
cessful application and utilization of knowledge, an 
objective that has not been at the forefront of modern 
philosophical attention. 

A second difference between the approaches of 
philosophy and CKM to knowledge that is especially 
important here is that the responsibility of CKM 
cannot be restricted to knowledge that is of an incon­
testably scientific nature but must extend as well to 
all alleged knowledge a company accepts consciously 
or unconsciously as a capacity for corporate action. 
Here we have seen Nonaka emphasize the active and 
subjective nature of knowledge - a choice that is 
prompted by the special problematic of CKM as op­
posed to philosophy and that would require therefore 
an alternative paradigmatic conception of knowledge. 

CKM has to work with the actual beliefs and com­
mitments of organization members, whether or not 
they are true or scientifically respectable. 

This difference in orientation is well expressed in 
Karl Popper's much debated distinction between sub­
jective and objective knowledge, which he has elabo­
rated in his three-world ontology (Popper, 1972). In 
order to clarify the fundamental aim and objectives of 
epistemology Popper distinguishes three different 
worlds or universes. The first world is the world of 
physical objects and events. This is the world we are 
familiar with through our senses. Then, there is the 
second world of mental states or states of conscious­
ness. This is the world of the concrete thoughts and 
beliefs that predispose people to act in a certain way 
under particular circumstances. Finally, Popper dis­
tinguishes a third world, a world that is not built up 
out of actual thoughts, but out of their objective con­
tent irrespective of any person actually having or hav­
ing had such a thought. World 3 thus contains theo­
retical systems, problems, hypotheses and critical ar­
guments to support some theoretical claim. Accord­
ing to Popper the difference between world 2 and 
world 3 is of the utmost importance to epistemology. 
It is his claim that epistemology should not be di­
rected at the explanation of how people (scientists or 
professionals in particular) come to adopt certain 
theories or gain certain convictions (which is a world 
2 issue), but on questions relating to the objective 
structures and evolutionary development of theoreti­
cal problems and systems. According to Popper it is 
far more illuminating to study the product of profes­
sional practice than the production methods used in 
this practice, just as for a biologist the study of, for 
instance, a spider's web can tell us much more about 
the spider's behavior than the other way around. 
Popper in this manner, as he has also done in the ex­
position of his falsificationist theory of science, 
stresses the importance of the justification context of 
scientific inquiry as opposed to the context of discov­
ery. 

In CKM, on the other hand, the primary objective 
lies in managing the way people handle knowledge in 
concrete practical situations and for Nonaka espe­
cially in ways of organizing the knowledge production 
process in a company. Obviously, from this perspec­
tive the focus is much more on the context of discov­
ery and presumably the 'context of application' of 
knowledge in practical circumstances. In terms of 
Popper's three-world ontology therefore, CKM does 
not primarily focus on knowledge as the objective, 
propositional content of thought irrespectively of 
persons actually holding those thoughts (world 3) but 
on knowledge as a subjective mental state of persons 
having certain beliefs, which predispose them to act 
in certain ways (world 2). From a practical knowl-
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edge-management point of view this move seems un­
derstandable enough. However, as Tsuchiya (1995, 
p.3) has pointed out, the knowledge creation process 
in an organization needs to be channeled by a number 
of checks and balances to ensure that it does not be­
come too vulnerable to producing 'faddish responses' 
to the needs and challenges with which it is con­
fronted. It seems, therefore, that 'world 3' -elements 
like knowledge-justification criteria and critical argu­
ments inevitably ought to play an important part in 
CKM as well. How Nonaka tries to come to grips 
with these elements, will be examined in the next sec­
tions. 

3. Nonaka's 'Dynamic Theory of Organizational 
Knowledge Creation' 

In his 'dynamic theory of organizational knowl� 
edge creation' Nonaka adopts a subjectivist approach 
to corporate knowledge to cope with the problem of 
technological and organizational innovation, with 
which business organizations around the world are 
increasingly confronted. Nonaka takes innovation in 
both of these areas as a prime example of corporate 
knowledge creation on which companies have be· 
come more and more dependent for their survival in 
the global competitive environment. In this environ· 
ment the last couple of decades have shown how the 
economic life·cycle and the required time· to-market 
of new products have rapidly shortened to the point 
where R&D- and innovation departments can hardly 
keep up with the pace of change. This is one of the 
main reasons why organizational knowledge creation 
requires active management efforts to ensure in· 
creased efficiencies of the innovation cycle. 

To describe the process of innovation Nonaka in­
troduces a spiral model of organizational knowledge 
creation that is anchored on a theoretical distinction 
of two basic dimensions of knowledge management. 
Firstly, Nonaka defines an epistemological dimension 
of CKM, in which he adopts the distinction of the 
Hungarian philosopher Polanyi between explicit and 
tacit knowledge as the two basic forms in which 
knowledge can be operative in an organization. Next 
to this an 'ontological' dimension is proposed, in 
which Nonaka subsequently tries to capture the 
communicative interaction requirements between in­
dividuals and groups of people, which are needed to 
develop new knowledge and generate new ideas. To 
actively promote and manage the knowledge creation 
process in organizations both dimensions have to be 
taken into account. In general, Nonaka takes specific 
organizational practices and dominant perspectives on 
its environment to be determined largely by the tacit 
convictions and commitments of organization mem-

bers (epistemological dimension). New ideas and con­
cepts that emerge within an organization to a signifi­
cant extent will be rooted in these tacit commitments. 
The development and articulation of these ideas, how­
ever, require constant dialogue and communicative in­
teraction between individuals and groups within and 
around the organization (ontological dimension). Suc­
cessful innovation requires active management of this 
interaction. 

More specifically, Nonaka's model presumes that 
innovative knowledge creation can be described as a 
cyclical process in which knowledge creation is a 
process involving four conversion/transmission 
modes: from explicit to explicit (combination), from 
explicit to tacit (mternalization), from tacit to tacit 
(socialization), and from tacit to explicit (externali­
zation). Thus knowledge combination, which in itself 
can lead to the development of new products, work 
procedures or organizational structures by bringing 
knowledge from different parts of an organization to· 
get her, takes place at the explicit level. Combination 
is based on the exchange of articulated (usually docu­
mented) knowledge that can be reconfigured to pro­
duce new insight. On the other hand, socializing peo­
ple into a new organizational culture generally takes 
place at the tacit level. Moreover, organizational and 
strategic innovation as a rule require the resocializa­
tion of employees into new work routines, operating 
procedures and organizational structures. What makes 
these kinds of innovation and change so difficult is 
that socialization is typically based on the sharing of 
experiences that are often only tacitly acknowledged 
as part of organizational practice. Usually they are 
only transmitted and communicated subconsciously 
or informaVy, which makes them notoriously hard to 
manage. 

Internalization and externalization are inverse 
modes of interaction between tacit and explicit knowl­
edge. Thus internalization according to Nonaka bears 
a strong resemblance to traditional notions of indi­
vidual or collective learning that have been elaborated 
in management development and organizational learn­
ing theories. Internalization is needed for knowledge 
to take hold in the working practices of organization 
members. Nonaka claims that in management litera­
ture in particular the process of externalization as a 
means to organizational knowledge creation has not 
received enough attention, while it is critical to the 
organizational innovation process and the ability of a 
company to proactively interact with its environ­
ment. These four modes of knowledge creation and 
transmission and their spiral interaction can be visual­
ized as follows: 
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Nonaka's central message in expounding this theo­
retical framework is that for organizations to be in­
novative they need to actively tap and mobilize the 
tacit knowledge resources of their members by exter­
nalizing them. This process of externalizatioll, accord­
ing to Nonaka, requires the commitment of individu­
als to share their experiences and confront their in­
terpretive frameworks (mental models or paradigms) 
with one another in multi-functional 'self-organizing 
teams'. Within these teams new ideas arising out of 
this con-frontation of mental models can be concep­
tualized into a model by use of metaphor and anal­
ogy. These ideas can then be acted out and developed 
in a process of 'crystallization', through which new 
products or organization concepts are refined and 
tested on their material realizability and applicability 
by various departments in the company. Crystalliza­
tion thus constitutes an important aspect of the onto­
logical dimension in the management of organiza­
tional knowledge creation. 

The concept of crystallization is especially interest­
ing as well, however, because it comprises the func­
tion of 'knowledge justification'. This function 
Nonaka (1994, p.26) conceives of as "the process of 
final convergence and screening, which determines 
the extent to which [new] knowledge . . .  is truly 
worthwhile for the organization and society. II Most 
significantly, Nonaka claims that the quality stan­
dards used to test knowledge in organizations 
"generally include cost, efficiency, profit margin and 
the like II as well as more aesthetic and II romantic" cri­
teria related to a company's vision of the future and 
its own development (p.24). Nonaka considers the de­
termination of these standards lIa highly strategic task 
of company leaders", ultimately enabling lIa truly 
'humanistic' knowledge society beyond the limita­
tions of mere 'economic rationality' ... II (p.34). 

Skipping over the rather overstrung ideological 
promise of CKM that Nonab offers us in these con­
siderations, it is here that we start to wonder about 
the practical significance and theoretical value of 
Nonaka's model. Two questions specifically come to 
mind. Firstly, while the commitment and willingness 
of organization members to share their experiences 
and confront their mental models with one another 
may be a necessary condition for generating new 
ideas, it hardly seems a sufficient condition. What will 
happen in these 'self-organizing teams' if and when 
some members are committed more to some of their 
own (tacit) convictions than to finding consensus on 
new product or organization concepts? This possibil­
ity of conflict seems hardly far-fetched and actually 
occurs quite regularly when people from different 
professional or cultural backgrounds are required to 
solve complex (organizational) problems. Secondly, in 
the context of knowledge justification it is surprising 
that no mention at all is made by Nonab of any of 
the usual criteria adopted in science to establish the 
truth or validity of knowledge claims Oike consis­
tency, scope, explanatory power, empirical testabil­
ity, etc.). Has he simply taken these for granted or are 
we to believe that these criteria do not matter as 
much to corporate knowledge creation as they do in 
scientific knowledge production? How then do these 
scientific criteria relate to the ones Nonaka has men­
tioned? Can they be overruled by criteria like profit­
ability or return on investment? Given the day-to-day 
conduct of business this does not seem an overly 
skeptical question. 

In the next two sections. therefore, we will focus 
on these problems more closely. As we will argue, 
they are linked to two central issues that are directly 
related to Nonaka's subjectivist conception of knowl­
edge, to wit the problems of incommensurability and 
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of cognitive relativism. The attraction of subjectivism 
for CKM, as mentioned above, undoubtedly resides 
in its recognition of the active and concrete involve� 
ment of persons in the constitution of their convic­
tions, with which managers will have to deal in their 
organizations. Philosophically this is emphasized in 
the conventionalist view of knowledge, when it states 
that it is both practically impossible and logically in­
coherent to want to shift the responsibility for the 
truth of our knowledge entirely to the object of in­
quiry (d. Kunncmao, 1986), as our impressions and 
experience of the outside world arc necessarily prefig­
ured by the conceptual schemes we use to articulate 
them. This entails, however, the relativity of knowl­
edge to particular practices or forms of life (Wittgen­
stein, 1953) and the concomitant possibility of the in­
commensurability of interpretative frameworks or 
paradigms (Kuhn, 1970). Knowledge justification and 
the standards involved in it arc affected as well by this 
relativity, but as we shall argue, this is no excuse for 
arbitrariness. 

4. Knowledge Management and the Problem of 
Incommensurability 

Contrary to popular belief Kuhn's major contribu­
tion to the philosophy of science was not the intro­
duction of his notion of a paradigm or conceptual 
scheme, which was already recognized as an impor­
tant element of scientific structures and of knowledge 
development by philosophers like Carnap and Quine 
in the beginning of the fifties. What made Kuhn's 
elaboration of the concept so important and revolu­
tionary, was his claim that different paradigms by 
their very nature are incommensurable. Kuhn intro­
duced the concept of incommensurability into the 
philosophy of science to denote the special relation­
ship between rivaling paradigms. Literally the con­
cept refers to a lack of common standards of meas­
urement. In this sense the concept was originally used 
in classical Greek mathematics to designate the mu­
tual immeasurability of the lengths of the side and the 
diagonal of a square, there being no unit of measure 
in which both lengths can be fully expressed. Ever 
since Kuhn transferred the concept to the context of 
the philosophy of science, it has been one of the hot­
test and most debated issues in the field. In its applica­
tion to paradigms or interpretative frameworks, ac­
cording to Kuhn, the notion involves three related 
dimensions. 

Firstly, there is a perceptual dimension. As Kuhn 
has noted regularly and with strong emphasis, adher­
ents of rivaling paradigms or interpretative frame­
works act as if they are living in different worlds. 
When looking from the same point in space to the 
same objects they seem to be seeing different things. 

And scientists who in their professional careers at 
some time have experienced a major break-through in 
their field of expertise, for all practical purposes seem 
to practice their trade in a different world after such a 
'scientific revolution' has occurred. Their outlook on 
reality has changed so dramatically that they cannot 
but conclude that the world is not longer as it once 
was (Kuhn, 1970, p. 149f.). Secondly, from a linguistic 
perspective, adherents of different paradigms when 
debating their differences of opinion, do not seem to 
be able to communicate fully what their differences 
are. While often using the same words, it seems as if 
they are speaking different languages and are conse­
quently talking through one another (Kuhn 1974, 
2311.). This aspect, and especially the logical presup­
positions of translation between conceptual schemes 
have received much attention in philosophical debate. 
Thirdly, there is an axiological dimension. I-Iere the 
concept of incommensurability in its most literal 
meaning indicates that the scientific values (criteria or 
standards of assessment) involved in paradigmatic 
constellations may differ significantly in their applica­
tion and priority (ef. Kuhn, 1977). Between rivaling 
paradigms, that is, there is a lack of common stand­
ards or a lack of consensus on the exact application or 
priority of such standards to judge the relative cogni­
tive and practical merits of these paradigms. 

In this axiological context Kuhn specifically men­
tions the inadequacy of a criterion like 'empirical 
testability' to decide which of two rivaling paradigms 
is to be preferred (Kuhn, 1974, 260f.). According to 
Kuhn there 'are' no neutral or objective 'facts' or 
paradigm-independent observations on which such a 
decision could be founded and that could be deter­
mined without the adoption of a language that in its 
semantic structure by definition carries specific theo­
retical commitments. More generally, while there 
may be wide agreement in science on the relevance 
and legitimacy of scientific standards like testability, 
precision, scope, elegance and the like, there are 
bound to be differences between paradigms in the 
way these standards are applied in concrete cases or 
are set in a ranking order of importance. Therefore 
Kuhn (1974, p.262) insists that in this sense scientific 
assessment standards inevitably function as values and 
that each paradigm tends to define its own self-serving 
set of such standards. Thus, as Kuhn (1970, p.94) ob­
serves: lIWhen paradigms enter, as they must, into a 
debate about paradigm choice, their role is necessarily 
circular. Each group uses its own paradigm to argue 
in that paradigm's defense. /I 

This self-serving paradigmatic bias which is inher­
ent to the problem of incommensurability is not 
caused by ill will or irrational stubbornness on the 
part of those defending their convictions. As Kuhn 
has noted, sticking to one's deeply held convictions 
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when the majority of a professional community has 
been 'converted to a new creed' does not ipso facto 
make YOll unprofessional. While adopting a new 
paradigm or interpretative framework may have dis­
tinct advantages, inevitably there will be disadvan­
tages as well. There will be good reasons to adopt a 
new conceptual scheme, but there will also be good 
reasons to stick to what you know. The problem of 
incommensurability therefore does not so much im­
ply a lack of good reasons, but an over-abundance of 
them. In this sense incommensurability is not the 
product of irrationality, but of rationality itself. 

Given Nonaka's subjectivist approach to knowl­
edge in which he regularly refers to Kuhnian consid­
erations and concepts, it is surprising that he com­
pletely ignores the issue of incommensurability be­
tween paradigms or mental models. This is especially 
regrettable for two reasons. Firstly, as Kuhn (1970) 
has pointed out, viewed diachronically, fundamental 
break-throughs in science by their very nature in­
volve incommensurable conceptual frameworks. In 
fields like R&D-management, human resource man­
agement, management learning and theories of organ­
izational change, moreover, this is generally recog­
nized. Concepts like double-loop learning, the play­
game distinction, first- and second-order change and 
the distinction between innovation versus improve­
ment are all derivative of and pay tribute to Kuhn's 
conception of revolutionary shifts from one incom­
mensurable paradigm to another. Secondly and more 
importantly, viewed synchronically, Nonaka com­
pletely overlooks the possibility of communication 
breakdowns and conflict between the members of an 
organization due to the clash of incommensurable 
paradigms or frames of reference. As such incommen­
surability is not just an interesting philosophical 
problem, but constitutes a serious practical problem 
for organizations and for CKM in particular. 

Thus, for instance, incommensurability can mani­
fest itself forcefully when individuals from different 
professional backgrounds within an organization 
prove to have diverging views on opportunities for 
innovation, on the solution of organizational prob­
lems or even on the nature of organizations as such. 
As an example we only mention the traditional areas 
of conflict in business organizations between produc­
tion and sales departments or between finance and lo­
gistics. Likewise, the previous decades have shown 
deep disagreements within organization theory itself 
on the nature of organizations and of organizational 
development and change. The point we want to make 
here is that there arc no prima facie reasons to sup­
pose that such disagreements would remain within 
the boundaries of academic debate never to surface in 
the practice of organizational reality. Finally, in our 
ever expanding global economy, multinational or-

ganizations in particular are confronted on a daily ba­
sis with potentially schismatic cultural differences 
that need to be responded to. 

Each and every one of these problems can be seen 
as real manifestations of incommensurable paradig­
matic backgrounds, and it is disappointing, to say the 
least, that Nonaka docs not consider them in his 
theoretical framework for knowledge management. 
Given these problems it seems obvious that organiza� 
tions cannot, as Nonaka tends to think, be conceived 
of from a unitary cultural perspective. Problems and 
conflicts in the mediation of interpretative frame� 
works are bound to occur in the practice of knowl­
edge management and organizational knowledge crea­
tion and Nonaka does not give us any clue on how 
these problems should be addressed. 

5. Relativism and Knowledge Justification in 
Organizations 

Our second point of criticism regarding Nonaka's 
model focuses on the problem of knowledge justifica­
tion and cognitive relativism. Again we take issue 
with two aspects of this problem that we encounter 
in Nonaka's exposition. 

Firstly, by introducing the justification standards 
mentioned earlier, Nonaka seems to adopt an extreme 
form of cognitive relativism on the validation of 
knowledge claims in CKM. And as we indicated al­
ready, Nonaka does not even bother to mention the 
criteria that are normally used to test the truth of a 
scientific statement. Now it is possible and even very 
likely, of course, that Nonaka took these standards of 
scientific respectability for granted and that he just 
wanted to emphasize some additional criteria that are 
of manifest importance as well to organizations that 
depend on profit and cost efficiencies for their sur� 
viva!. But still, Nonaka (1994) is not very clear on the 
subject, especially when he notes that: 

In developing [new] products and identifying 
[new] markets, Japanese firms encourage the use 
of judgment and knowledge formed through in­
teraction with customers - and by bodily experi� 
ence rather than by lIobjective," scientific con� 
ceptualization (p.22). 

If we are to understand this statement as an en­
dorsement of a radical form of cognitive relativism 
that dismisses all criteria of scientific respectability) 
then it should be noted that this has never been the 
aim of subjectivist or conventionalist epistemologies. 
Surely, allegations of relativism in this sense have 
regularly been uttered against these epistemological 
positions. But there is a marked difference between 
the adoption of relativism on the one hand and the 
admission of the relativity of the acceptability of 
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knowledge claims in science to a specific culturally 
determined and timc*bound tradition (a paradigm or 
conceptual framework) on the other. The last posi­
tion at least would surely deny that we could believe 
what we like, based on the promise of, for instance, a 
bright (financial) future. Thus Kuhn has always em­
phatically dismissed the claims of hard-headed positiv­
ists that his paradigm theory entailed an irrational and 
self-referential incoherent kind of relativism. Kuhn 
never intended to deny that there can be very good 
reasons to prefer one paradigm or theory over an­
other. As we said earlier, there are good reasons in 
abundance. The only thing Kuhn claimed was that 
none of these could definitely dictate a choice and, 
more specifically, that there is no recourse or privi­
leged access for any person to an objective array of 
facts to resolve interparadigmatic disagreement. 
Kuhn's intentions in this respect are perhaps best ex­
pressed in a theory of truth that has been developed 
by the German philosopher Jiirgen Habermas, in 
which the truth of a statement or theory is equated 
with the rational acceptability of adopting it as such 
(Habermas, 1972). If this means that more can be true 
than can be definitely and unequivocally determined 
at a certain moment, then this should rationally leave 
us with the option of agreeing to disagree until fur­
ther arguments become available. However, this only 
implies the relativity of knowledge, not relativism or 
arbitrariness. 

But assuming for the moment that Nonaka does 
not opt for an extreme relativism and that he does 
recognize the validity of scientific standards for 
knowledge justification, then the problem of the pos­
sibility of conflict and disagreement on the applica­
tion or priority of these standards still remains. In es­
sence, this boils down to the question we were left 
with in the previous section, of how interparadig­
matic disagreement should be handled in practical cir­
cumstances. Thus, it is not inconceivable, for in­
stance, that in an organization a choice between rival­
ing innovation policies might be forced, wherc there 
is something to be said for either one based on a dif­
ferent priority or application of the assessment stan­
dards available. This situation, of course, is similar to 
the problem of the choice between incommensurable 
theories, of which Kuhn has claimed that such choices 
are ultimately based on value judgments. In the con­
text of organizational and industrial innovation, how­
ever, this opens up important ethical-political ramifi­
cations for CKM. For, given that the choice between 
incommensurable interpretative frameworks is ra­
tionally and objectively undecidable and that people 
are often strongly committed emotionally to their 
tacit convictions, the question becomes how far one is 
prepared to go in order to 'win' the battle for para­
digmatic prominence. This practical issue has been 

elaborated by the American philosopher Richard 
Bernstein in an analysis of the special relevance of 
Kuhn's incommensurability thesis for the social sci­
ences and humanities. Bernstein (1991) stresses among 
others that although there are always possibilities for 
mediation between rivaling paradigms: 

We can never escape the real possibility that we 
may fail to understand 'alien' [interpretative 
frameworks] and the ways in which they are in­
commensurable with [our own J. But the re­
sponse to the threat of this practical failure -
which can sometimes be tragic - should be an 
ethical one, i.e. to assume the responsibility to 
listen carefully, to use our linguistic, emotional, 
and cognitive imagination to grasp what is being 
expressed . . .  (and especially to) . . .  resist the dual 
temptations of eithcr facily assimilating what 
others are saying to our own categories and lan­
guage without doing justice to what is genuinc1y 
different and may be incommensurable or sim­
ply dismissing what the 'other' IS saymg as lll­
coherent nonsense (p.65f.) . 

Therefore, Bernstein concludes, learning to live 
with rivaling interpretative frameworks is always 'a 
precarious and fragile affair', something he calls a diffi­
cult but at the same time crucial Au/gabe for the ever 
globalizing civilization of our time. 

Nonab, on the other hand, apparently 'solves' 
these issues by authoritarian means, when he speaks 
of the 'highly strategic task of company leadership', or 
by implicit self-censorship on the part of organization 
members through their 'commitment' and loyalty to 
the company. Given the nature of the pressures of 
economic and business practice this is to some extent 
understandable. On the other hand, however, we fear 
that from the point of view of stimulating real inno­
vation and organizational learning Nonaka's ap­
proach may prove rather stifling, as some potentially 
important new product and organization concepts 
could be suppressed by not being in accordance with 
the vision of a CEO or with the mission, goals and 
strategies a company at some point in time has 
adopted. Here Nonaka seems to run into some tacit 
assumptions of his own, which may be  warranted 
within the context of Japanese business culture but 
which are at the same time not in and by themselves 
conducive to fundamental innovation. This point 
may well serve here to illustrate how difficult it can 
be to open up and confront the deep commitments 
out of which rivaling interpretative frameworks are 
composed. Tolerating, accepting and even stimulating 
difference and 'otherness' has historically proven a 
difficult task for many cultures and civilizations. In 
business culture specifically it even runs counter to 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-1997-1-24 - am 13.01.2026, 09:02:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-1997-1-24
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


32 Know!. Org. 24(1997)No.l 
J. Essers,]. Schreinemakers: Nonaka's Subjectivist Conception of Knowledge 

the often strongly held values of uniformity and inte­
gration. At the same time, however, to achieve real 
innovation it seems a necessary prerequisite for or­
ganizations to allow the potentially usurious seeds of 
difference to grow in their own gardens and even to 
consciously cultivate them. 

6. Conclusion 

As business organizations around the world have 
become more and more dependent on their intellec­
tual assets for their continued survival, it seems that 
corporate knowledge management is a vitally impor­
tant new discipline in management research and prac­
tice. The success of the discipline, however, will de­
pend strongly on its ability to develop a realistic and 
robust set of fundamental principles regarding its sub­
ject matter. 

In this paper we have examined Nonaka's efforts 
to develop such a paradigm for CKM. In general we 
consider Nonaka's choice for a subjectivist or conven­
tionalist conception of knowledge as an important 
step in the right direction, as business organizations 
inevitably will have to work with the actual com­
mitments and beliefs that organizations members wit­
tingly or unwittingly adopt as a capacity for corpo­
rate action, whether these convictions are 'objective­
ly' true or not. In order to manage both industrial 
and organizational innovation Nonaka in this respect 
expects a lot from the mobilization and externaliza­
tion of the deeply held tacit commitments of organi­
zation members. However, to achieve this, Nonaka 
on the one hand takes his subjectivism too far, while 
on the other he does not go far enough. On the first 
point, Nonaka threatens to run into a dangerous 
form of relativism and arbitrariness in the context of 
knowledge justification, when the assessment stand­
ards he proclaims for knowledge creation are limited 
to purely economic or financial performance criteria. 
On the latter point, as we have shown, Nonaka com­
pletely ignores the insight that rivaling mental models 
or interpretative schemes often are mutually incom­
mensurable, as a consequence of which a choice be­
tween them is rationally and objectively undecidable, 
not because there are not enough standards to decide, 
but because there are too many. The solution Nonaka 
seems to propose for this problem, namely to take 
the mission, goals and strategies of the organization as 
an a priori guideline for managerial choice, might eas­
ily be counterproductive from the point of view of 
stimulating innovation and organizational flexibility. 
If this is indeed the case, we believe Nonaka in this 
respect is not helping the cause of corporate knowl­
edge management and his proposal for a general para­
digm for CKM is questionable. 
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