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Organizing and the construction of alterities  
 

 

 

Alterity is part of the structure of being-in-the-
world – an elementary structure of existence. 
(Csordas, 2004: 164) 

 

This paper focuses on the anthropological concept of alterity – a relationship of difference – 
and how it is constructed in organizations. Organizing can be seen as ‘constructing and 
maintaining identities to facilitate collective action’ as Kärreman and Alvesson (2001: 80) 
proposed and organizational scholars have focused extensively on exploring how ‘self-
constructions become powerful players in organizing processes and outcomes’ (Alvesson et 
al., 2008: 7). However, identity is relational with respect to various dimensions of alterity 
(Gingrich, 2004; Hastings and Manning, 2004). There is no ‘identity free of alterity’ and 
organizing involves the constant co-presence of alterity (Czarniaswska, 2008: 8). Yet, the 
construction of alterities as part of organizing has received less attention. The aim of the 
present paper, therefore, is to advance our understanding of how acts of alterity are intrinsic 
to organizing, and with what implications.  

The human condition of existence is to be in relation to others (Csordas, 2004). As De 
Beauvoir (1949/1997: 17) argued, ‘otherness is a fundamental category of human thought’. In 
the words of Bourdieu (1998: 31), ‘individuals and groups exist and subsist in and through 
difference; that is they occupy relative positions in a space of relations’. These relative 
positions are not fixed or given, but socially constituted through processes of differentiation. 
‘Alterity is every inch a relationship, not a thing in itself’ as Taussig (1993: 130) reminds us. 
Relational alterity construction defines social categories, identities, status positions and roles 
to accomplish collective activity. At the level of everyday interaction, social actors are 
reciprocally ‘othering’ and ‘being othered’ within the constraints of specific structural 
contexts, which are simultaneously being constituted through these processes (Skovgaard-
Smith et al., 2020). Resources for such ‘acts of alterity’ include prevailing classification 
systems and hierarchies along with established discursive repertoires and ‘social 
heteroglossia’ of stereotyped, essentialised ‘exemplary others’ or figures of alterity (Hastings 
and Manning, 2004: 300-301).  

The relational production of difference, division, and separation between categories of 
persons and groups, and the staging of differences necessary to sustain the drama of alterity, 
represent a significant social achievement (Goffman, 1961) central to the accomplishment of 
social order. As differences are maintained over time, they attain an objective quality as 
social boundaries that separate actors and define ‘who’s who’ to enable interaction and 
collective activity. Social boundaries form the basis for inequalities, structural disadvantages, 
barriers and conflicts, but they can also be rich in affordances and opportunities for all 
manner of social and cultural production, work and enterprise (Barth, 2000). Crossing 
imagined lines, breaching boundaries, performing attributed difference, encountering the 
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Other, and ‘slipping into Otherness, trying it out for size’ (Taussig, 1993: 33) represent a 
constant field of emerging opportunities. The perceived character and power of an Other, 
whether feared or revered, can be subsumed and otherness encompassed, imitated, played 
with and appropriated for all manner of purposes (Taussig, 1993).  

The production and maintenance of difference intrinsic to organizing, constitute certain 
categories of persons as superior or extraordinary. Figures of alterity such as heroic, 
charismatic leaders (Jones, 2001) or deified consultants (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003) are 
attributed with extraordinary abilities, special powers or other symbolic significance by virtue 
of separateness; created as beings ‘set apart’ endowed with magical powers (Mauss (2001 
[1950]: 29). As Bourdieu (1987: 203) argued building on Marcel Mauss, differentiation 
constitutes the authority of the leader or the expert and make the artist an artist, ‘not a 
craftsman or a Sunday painter’.  

At the same time, the production of difference and separation intrinsic to organizing also 
constitute certain categories of persons and groups as inferior, invisible, delegitimised, 
degraded, or dehumanised. Spivak (1985) who coined the concept of othering, focused on the 
processes through which European colonizers created and sustained the colonialized as an 
inferior Other. Similar processes are demonstrated in studies of societal discrimination, 
racialization and inequality (Hall and Du Gay, 1996; Schwalbe et al., 2000) and in studies of 
othering based on gender, age, disability, ethnicity and sexual orientation in organizational 
contexts (e.g. Ainsworth and Hardy, 2007, 2008; Mik- Meyer, 2016; Pullen and Simpson, 
2009; Riach, 2007).  

Large-scale organizing however produces a much broader range of invisible and 
dehumanised alterities, from exploited workers in complex supply chains to faceless users 
and other groups impacted or harmed by organisational activities, products and services. 
Bureaucratisation and digitisation depersonalise social relations and organising increasingly 
involves the production of many different categories of persons as faceless numbers divested 
of humanness and thus unworthy of consideration, such as the victims of damaging financial 
products ruthlessly exploited for profit (Bandura, 2016).  

Organizing involves the continuous construction and maintenance of alterities, ranging from 
superhuman Others, such as star CEOs and other organisational elites, to inferior, invisible or 
dehumanised Others, such as people exploited, harmed or otherwise negatively impacted by 
organisations and their activities. Focusing on organising as alterity construction contributes 
to illuminating the implications and consequences of organised activity, including rising 
inequality and other societal harm. It re-emphasizes calls for an ethics of and for the other 
understood in the Levinasian sense (Rhodes, 2012) as responsibility, care and concern for 
other people as fellow human beings.  
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