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There is a tension in management and organiza-
tion studies (MOS) between the global and the 
local, and between the “North” and the “South,” 
that is, between perspectives and interests of 
mainstream researchers in the former colonial 
powers associated with “Northern” (or 
“Western”) modernity, especially in Europe and 
North America, and those in the “Southern” 
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periphery, the former colonies in Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America (Alcadipani, Khan, Gantman, 
& Nkomo, 2012; Westwood, Jack, Khan, & 
Frenkel, 2014). On the one hand, scholarly asso-
ciations like the Academy of Management 
increasingly purport to foster and represent a 
global network of scholars and ideas. 
International accreditations seek to “raise the 
standard of management education worldwide” 
(EFMD, 2018). Global expansion is also de 
rigeur for the field’s prestigious journals. For 
example, the Academy of Management Journal 
editors argue, “As management scholarship 
expands its geographical interest from Western 
and Eastern developed economies to the rest of 
the world, it is time to bring Africa in to our 
mainstream research and theories” (George, 
Corbishley, Khayesi, Haas, & Tihanyi, 2016,  
p. 379). As MOS scholars based (mostly) in 
African contexts, we appreciate this invitation. 
But we—and many of our students and col-
leagues—are also vexed by the somewhat one-
sided nature of “bringing Africa in” 
(Abrahamsen, 2017; George et al., 2016) as long 
as we “learn the language and rules of the game” 
(George, 2012, p. 1026) and adopt basic assump-
tions of the established mainstream journals.

On the other hand, there is vocal resistance to 
this globalization of management education and 
research as an expression of “hegemonic ethno-
centrism” (Alcadipani et al., 2012, p. 133). This 
Southern critique views elite journals and busi-
ness school accreditations as perpetuating “epis-
temic colonialism” (Ibarra-Colado, 2006), 
imposing “a discussion of Western managerial 
theories which may not apply in the African con-
text” (Darley & Luethge, 2019, p. 104). 
Accepting this imposition, as scholars based in 
African or other Southern contexts, may force us 
to “deny our own identity” (Ibarra-Colado, 2006, 
p. 471), or even to become “local intermediaries, 
who enable foreign domination by promoting the 
interests of Western autonomous/dominant pole 
within their postcolonial business schools” 
(Pederzini & Barraza, 2019). Instead, these 
authors argue that we should rather focus on 

“indigenous management practices” and theories 
(Darley & Luethge, 2019, p. 104).

We think it is odd to suggest that our options 
are so dichotomized. We are given the choice 
of either becoming a colony of the Northern 
mainstream or retreating into a Southern 
“indigenous” enclave. But this dichotomy is 
not only salient to us as scholars based in 
Southern contexts. The conflicting perspec-
tives between the Northern mainstream and the 
Southern critique have become political con-
troversies in the field. More importantly, for 
the purpose of this paper, we argue that the 
dichotomy between colony and enclave is 
underpinned by problematic biases in the theo-
rizing process. Both the Northern mainstream 
and the Southern critique essentialize the nexus 
between scholars’ context and identities, privi-
leging and instrumentalizing their own  
contextual assumptions uncritically. Thus, the 
Northern mainstream tends to trivialize 
Southern contexts, while the Southern critique 
risks overemphasizing and valorizing them. To 
move beyond this impasse, we propose a dia-
logical approach to fostering contextual reflex-
ivity in organizational theorizing.

Our argument develops as follows. First, we 
explain our unease with both the invitations for 
inclusion in the Northern mainstream, and with 
the retreat into indigenous enclaves recom-
mended by the Southern critique. Then, to better 
understand the underpinnings of this two-sided 
unease, we consider the role of social-cultural 
context in shaping researchers’ assumptions in 
the theorizing process. This allows us to show 
how essentializing this context—that is, uncriti-
cally assuming contextual similarities or  
differences in a way that suits our scholarly 
ambitions—can lead to systematic biases in both 
the Northern mainstream and the Southern cri-
tique. Our recommended response to this risk of 
essentializing context is to complement the pre-
dominant dialectic approach to scholarship with 
greater dialogical engagement across contexts to 
foster contextual reflexivity in the theorizing 
process. We call this dialogical contextualism.
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Against Becoming Colonies

Why might we pause at invitations to join the 
Northern mainstream? For a start, it often seems 
a one-sided affair. The invitation for “interna-
tional submissions” is issued because “the schol-
arly field of management needs it” (George, 
2012, p. 1026), presumably to better encompass 
and represent the diversity and plurality of global 
scholarly perspectives. Implicitly recognized in 
this invitation is the “Anglo-American domina-
tion and the exclusion of many developing 
regions” in mainstream organizational scholar-
ship (Murphy & Zhu, 2012, p. 915), an exclusion 
that is particularly pronounced for the African 
continent. However, the terms of engagement are 
predetermined by those doing the inviting: “The 
process of getting into well-established conver-
sations requires that the non-U.S. authors learn 
the language and rules of the game” (George, 
2012, p. 1026). We are not denying the depth and 
importance of the theoretical traditions and 
methodological rigor built up over decades in 
well-established, elite journals, nor the hard 
work that is necessary to become conversant in 
these traditions and capable of such rigor. Yet it 
seems problematic that invitees are told at the 
outset how to think and behave if they want to sit 
at the table. This is not least because such assimi-
lation may well undermine the plurality of global 
perspectives sought through the invitation. 
“Those not of the North are obliged to either con-
form and play the game or not be given entry and 
voice” (Ul-Haq & Westwood, 2012, p. 243). 
This challenge is also highlighted by authors 
well-established in the mainstream: “Given the 
worldwide dominance of U.S. journals, research-
ers from other countries seeking publications in 
these journals often have to adopt similar episte-
mological and ontological views to that of much 
U.S. scholarship—overlooking the idiosyncratic 
qualities of their own research contexts” (Bruton, 
Zahra, & Cai, 2018, p. 352).

This is all the more relevant given the power 
relations at play. “Inviting Africa in” may per-
petuate a colonial posture, in which the hosts 
display their graciousness in helping the invited, 
while ignoring their problematic historical and 

continuing enmeshment. The African continent 
is still treated as a kind of tabula rasa (or blank 
slate) that can be analyzed, manipulated, and 
inserted into the mainstream at the behest of 
Northern guardians, without its own agency or 
knowledge. This emptiness or lack relative to a 
Northern standard is explicit from the get-go: 
“The greatest challenge to business in Africa 
stems from the persistence of institutional 
voids” (George et al., 2016, p. 377), that is, an 
absence of the kind of institutions assumed in 
the United States and other developed countries 
of the North (Bothello, Nason, & Schnyder, 
2019). It implies there are no institutions in 
African contexts worthy of consideration on 
their own terms. It accepts as its point of depar-
ture a one-dimensional view of the African con-
tinent as a land of bland suffering by ostensibly 
reminding us that “there is a great deal more to 
learn from Africa than social development” 
(George et al., 2016, p. 389). Relatedly, it is 
striking how often it still seems necessary to 
point out that Africa is not a country and that 
there is much diversity between and within its 
54 countries. For instance, a recent newsletter 
of the AOM’s Organization and Management 
Theory division proudly described a workshop 
discussing “organizational research using data 
from around the world, including Africa, China, 
India, Israel, and Russia.”

This unease resonates with and builds upon a 
flourishing conversation in the humanities and 
social sciences around the need for and mean-
ing of “decolonizing knowledge” (e.g., 
Chakrabarty, 2000; Comaroff & Comaroff, 
2012; Connell, 2007; Connell, Maia, & Morrell, 
2017; Mufti, 2005; Said, 1978), a conversation 
that is gaining traction also in MOS (e.g., 
Alcadipani et al., 2012; Bothello et al., 2019; 
Jack, Westwood, Srinivas, & Sardar, 2011; 
Khan & Naguib, 2019; Nkomo, 2011; Ul-Haq 
& Westwood, 2012; Westwood et al., 2014). 
Colonialism is not just a historical phenomenon 
in this conversation, but more broadly “a sys-
tem of naturalizing differences in such a way 
that the hierarchies that justify domination, 
oppression, and so on are considered the prod-
uct of the inferiority of certain peoples and not 
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the cause of their so-called inferiority” (Santos, 
2014, p. 18). Decolonizing knowledge arguably 
has special pertinence in MOS because of the 
way management as an academic discipline 
grew on the back of intentional, strategic efforts 
to proliferate American conceptions of business 
and management (Alcadipani & Rosa, 2011; 
Frenkel & Shenhav, 2006; Westwood & Jack, 
2008), spreading an “instrumental rationality” 
(Ibarra-Colado, 2006) focused on market com-
petition, private property norms, an extractive 
view of nature, and corporate forms of organi-
zation, while excluding and denigrating pre-
existing or alternative forms of organizing 
based on, for instance, communal, cooperative, 
and nature-reverent norms.

Postcolonial and decolonial theorists’ con-
cern is that this continuing proliferation and 
globalization “implies that management knowl-
edge and practices generated and developed in 
Western countries, especially in the US, can be 
seamlessly transferred to other contexts” 
(Alcadipani & Rosa, 2011, p. 454). Concepts 
and theories “emanating primarily from the 
United States . . . are largely represented as 
universal . . . [even though] the ‘universal’ is 
indeed specific” (Nkomo, 2011, p. 371). This is 
problematic not only because of contextual 
mismatches, but because it replicates colonial 
patterns that disregard or trivialize knowledge 
and practices of the former colonies in the 
Global South: “the colonial meeting between 
Northern and Southern knowledge has created a 
naturalized view that useful, intelligible, and 
visible ways to manage an organization are nec-
essarily found in the knowledge produced in the 
North” (Alcadipani & Rosa, 2011, p. 454). The 
globalization of management knowledge is thus 
seen as building upon and perpetuating “hegem-
onic ethnocentricism” (Alcadipani et al., 2012, 
p. 133) or even “epistemic colonialism . . . 
[through which] knowledge is used as a form of 
control to hide the colonial condition” (Ibarra-
Colado, 2006, pp. 4464, 468).

We are cautious about some of the directions 
that this postcolonial theoretical critique might 
take us, as we will discuss below. But it helps 
contextualize and explain the often-visceral 

response from many of our Southern colleagues 
and students to Northern invitations. We are 
invited to contribute as long as we accept as a 
point of departure the established assumptions, 
language, theories, and rules of the Northern 
mainstream. Yet an authentic invitation to a 
scholarly conversation probably ought to 
include at least some openness to reconsidering 
the content, focus, and temperament of the 
scholarly conversation. Is it a conversation if we 
specify who can say what in what kind of way?

As noted by one of our students (based in 
South Africa but originally from the United 
States), because such invitations see “Africa 
only as a context in which to study our current 
understanding of management, we miss the 
opportunity to see how organizational life has 
variations that we haven’t even yet conceived 
of because we have been stuck in a Northern-
based worldview” (Rayner, personal communi-
cation; see also Bothello et al., 2019; Jack et al., 
2011; Khan & Naguib, 2019). Similar senti-
ments are expressed by an Indian Professor 
Dipankar, cited by Kothiyal, Bell, and Clarke 
(2018, p. 145): “American journals only look 
for concepts familiar to them. Creative concep-
tual contribution from India is hardly wel-
come.” Moreover, it is problematic to invite 
African (or other Southern) contexts into main-
stream scholarship and to highlight its “institu-
tional voids” while entirely disregarding the 
complex history, in which African knowledge 
systems and institutions were proactively deni-
grated, exterminated, or exploited by main-
stream Northern coalitions of academics, 
businesses, and governments during and after 
colonialism.

Beyond this disregard for history, the notion 
of “institutional voids” exemplifies much of 
mainstream MOS’ tendency to interpret 
Southern organizational dynamics in teleologi-
cal terms as trying to “catch up” with what we 
see in Europe or North America. This not only 
ignores historical enmeshments and the possi-
bility of diverse developmental trajectories, or 
the possibility that “nations that comprise what 
today is the Global South have demonstrated 
the possession of relevant [management 
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knowledge] throughout history” (Alcadipani 
et al., 2012, p. 133; Hountondji, 1997). It also 
disregards important trends, in which the Global 
South expresses portents of broader, global 
developments. “What if,” ask Comaroff and 
Comaroff (2012, p. 114), “we invert that Order 
of Things . . . [if] it is the so-called ‘Global 
South’ that affords privileged insight into the 
workings of the world at large?” It is worth 
quoting them at more length:

Contrary to the received Euromodernist narrative 
of the past two centuries—which has the so-called 
Global South tracking behind the curve of 
Universal History, always in deficit, always 
playing catch up—there is good reason to think 
the opposite: that, in the here-and-now, it is 
regions in the South that tend first to feel the 
concrete effects of world-historical processes as 
they play themselves out, thus to prefigure the 
future of the former metropole . . . Put another 
way: while Euro-America and its antipodes are 
caught up in the same all-embracing world-
historical processes, old margins are becoming 
new frontiers, places where mobile, globally-
competitive capital finds minimally regulated 
zones in which to vest its operations; where 
industrial manufacture opens up ever more cost-
efficient sites for itself; where highly flexible, 
informal economies—of the kind now expanding 
everywhere—have long thrived; where those 
performing outsourced services for the North 
develop cutting edge info-tech empires of their 
own, both legitimate and illicit; where new idioms 
of work, time, and value take root, thus to alter 
planetary practices. Which is why the Global 
North appears to be “evolving” southward. In 
many respects, Africa, South Asia, and Latin 
America seem to be running ahead of the 
Euromodern world, harbingers of its history-in-
the-making. (Comaroff & Comaroff, 2012, p. 121)

These are clearly vital trends that are receiv-
ing attention from some management and 
organization scholars. For example, there is a 
growing conversation in MOS on informality in 
labor markets and entrepreneurship (e.g., 
Barley, Bechky, & Milliken, 2017; Webb, 
Tihanyi, Ireland, & Sirmon, 2009), even if the 
recurring tone of describing informality as 

“shadowy” (Bruton, Ireland, & Ketchen, 2012) 
may seem a bit odd to the many entrepreneurs 
and scholars in Africa for whom it is a very 
overt, legitimate, and normal part of life. More 
generally, the Global South is largely seen in 
mainstream MOS as an intriguing context to 
study stuff that is different to “home.” As a 
global community of scholars, we are thus 
potentially missing an important opportunity to 
recognize and study phenomena in the Global 
South, such as growing informality and alterna-
tive forms of organizing, as portents of broader, 
global developments.

Against Becoming Enclaves

If we and many of our Southern colleagues 
share some indignation at being invited by 
gatekeepers of mainstream MOS journals in a 
somewhat one-sided manner, there is yet a 
diverse array of options for our responses. 
Some authors, like Darley and Luethge (2019), 
argue that we should focus on “indigenous 
management practices” and that we develop 
and focus on our own journals and ignore 
international accreditations. We agree that 
focusing on context-embedded, endogenous 
management practices has value, and fostering 
regional journals can help (Kiggundu & 
Lamont, 2015). Both strategies can begin to 
address a possibly unhelpful “extraversion” of 
Southern scholars (Hountondji, 1997), that is, 
a tendency to prioritize and valorize Northern 
mainstream theories and practices even if their 
applicability in local contexts is limited. But 
we are concerned that taking an inward- 
looking approach too far can create Southern 
enclaves that become isolated from broader 
scholarly conversation. Such isolation would 
hamper the exchange and spread of theoretical 
ideas, as well as methodological advances and 
understanding. It would deprive both those in 
the enclaves and those in the mainstream of 
the plurality and diversity of voices and per-
spectives that should foster theoretical 
advances and profounder responses to com-
plex social and ecological challenges.
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We are not advocating here for a wholesale 
ambition for Southern scholars to uncritically 
join the Northern mainstream. There may be 
important benefits to be gained by Southern 
scholars strengthening their material and intel-
lectual positions by collaborating among them-
selves in the development of “indigenous 
theory” (Bruton et al., 2018; Van de Ven, Meyer, 
& Jing, 2018). There may even be cause for 
some “strategic essentialism” (Spivak, 1998) 
among Southern scholars in developing meth-
odological and conceptual repertoires distinct 
from the Northern mainstream. But in our view, 
this should be a pragmatic, political strategy in 
order to gain a position of strength, from which 
to then engage again in broader scholarly con-
versations, also with the Northern mainstream. 
We worry about an inward focus becoming a 
default epistemological posture, which would 
result in enclaves becoming not a refuge and 
bastion for independent thought, but isolated 
and intellectually starved islands.

One of the reasons for this is that an overly 
inward-looking approach may foster a romanti-
cized or misplaced emphasis on indigeneity. 
There is a risk that Southern scholars respond to 
epistemic colonialism with essentialized 
notions of indigenous knowledge, which “can 
suggest stasis and romanticism, encouraging 
idealization and confirming prejudice” 
(Alcadipani et al., 2012, p. 133). We will return 
to the risk of idealizing indigenous knowledge 
in more detail later, but here we want to empha-
size the dangers of contrasting indigenous 
knowledge in opposition to “Western” or “sci-
entific” knowledge. Such oppositional 
approaches can have harmful political and prac-
tical effects, as evidenced in the “devastating 
mistake” (Connell, 2014, p. 212) of denying 
scientific explanations and treatment of HIV/
AIDS by South Africa’s government under for-
mer President Thabo Mbeki.

Mbeki questioned the link between HIV and 
AIDS, arguing that to accept this link would be 
to uncritically accept a Western “orthodox edu-
cation” and interpretation of medicine, which is 
furthermore shaped unduly by the interests of 
multinational pharmaceutical companies. He 

also argued that AIDS needed to be understood 
in the context of the broader challenges of pov-
erty and malnutrition in Africa, and that indig-
enous medicine may fit better with these 
contexts. When asked in 2001 whether he 
would take an HIV/AIDS test, he firmly 
responded in the negative and stated: “It would 
be setting an example within the context of a 
particular paradigm” (Gevisser, 2007, p. 727). 
Mbeki’s arguments seem to align with a postco-
lonial theoretical critique, outlined above, but 
in our view he took this too far and thus disre-
garded the vital benefits of the emerging 
insights developed in mainstream science. As 
argued by Green (2012, p. 3): “The conceptual 
opposition generated a deadly ‘either-or’—
either African medicine or Western science—
that undergirded the South African state’s 
failure to provide antiretrovirals . . . [and] con-
tributed massively to an AIDS mortality figure 
of well over 3 million.” Our worry about retreat-
ing into enclaves is that it may perpetuate such 
oppositional, binary approaches between indig-
enous knowledge and broader scholarly and 
policy-related conversations, including but also 
going beyond the Northern mainstream.

Hybridity As a Way Forward?

Scholars have suggested the notion of hybridity 
as an antidote to an exclusive, ostensibly pure 
emphasis on some or other form of indigeneity 
that perpetuates a binary, dichotomizing logic. 
Nkomo (2011, p. 378) notes, “Juxtaposing 
African culture and Western culture or the past 
greatness/present backwardness dichotomy 
reinforces the very binary which colonial and 
imperial discourse uses to keep the marginal-
ized in subjection.” An emphasis on hybridity, 
on the other hand, takes “into consideration the 
fusion and the mutual effects of colonizers and 
the colonized” (Frenkel & Shenhav, 2006,  
p. 855). Contrasting the binary logic of Said’s 
(1978) Orientalism with Bhabha’s (1994) 
emphasis on hybridity, Frenkel and Shenhav 
(2006, p. 856) argue that “while management 
theory needs to recognize the Orientalist 
assumptions embedded in its [canonical] texts, 
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at the same time it needs to acknowledge the 
hybrid nature of the colonial encounter, the 
fusion between colonizers and the colonized, 
and the mutual effects between them.” While 
such hybridity breaks down or makes permea-
ble the boundaries between North and South, 
between colonizer and colonized, it obviously 
does not suggest a comfortable mixing or fusion 
among equals, but is laced with power asym-
metries and is “replete with resistance and 
opposition” (Frenkel & Shenhav, 2006, p. 869).

This notion of hybridity was developed with 
regard to the encounter between Northern and 
Southern, between the cultures of the colonizers 
and colonized (Bhabha, 1994), and fruitfully 
applied to MOS (Frenkel & Shenhav, 2006; 
Kothiyal et al., 2018; Yousfi, 2014). It also points 
to the enmeshment of North and South at the 
level of “world-historical processes” (Comaroff 
& Comaroff, 2012, p. 114), as noted above, as 
well as within individual identities (Kothiyal 
et al., 2018; Nkomo, 2011). As authors, we rec-
ognize that we represent relatively privileged 
situations within Southern and specifically 
African scholarly networks, with the financial 
means to participate in international conferences 
and so on. Two of us are white South Africans, 
which comes with its own baggage of unjust 
privilege, no matter our work during or after 
apartheid. At the same time, we identify as 
Africans working to reverse historical and ongo-
ing injustices perpetuated by global colonialism 
and its “internal” variants within, for instance, 
South Africa or the United States (Nkomo, 1992; 
Wolpe, 1975). We thus struggle daily with the 
enmeshment of Northern and Southern dimen-
sions and experiences within our own identities, 
though we also recognize that we are in a rela-
tively comfortable position to engage in such 
“struggle,” and to make use of hybridity’s poten-
tial to produce ambivalence, to disrupt asym-
metrical power relations, and to “encourage a 
multiplicity of voices and possibilities, which 
might challenge the assumptions upon which our 
perspective of the world is built” (Frenkel & 
Shenhav, 2006, p. 872). This is especially so if 
compared with the psychological trauma experi-
enced by some of our black colleagues who have 

had more direct, racialized exposure to the colo-
nial and postcolonial experience (see, e.g., 
Fanon, 2008; Nkomo, 1992, 2011).

Hybridity thus emerges or manifests itself in 
different ways in different contexts (Yousfi, 
2014). Srinivas (2013) explores how an Indian 
manager adopts the habitus of the colonizer in 
his quest to “get ahead.” Such mimicry creates 
an often awkward admixture of local and for-
eign elements, often for the purpose of main-
taining a legitimating front (Alcadipani et al., 
2012; Caldas & Wood, 1997). Similar hybridi-
zation practices and outcomes are described in 
studies of academics (Kothiyal et al., 2018). 
One Indian professor is quoted as saying, “We 
do whatever the West is doing . . . we have been 
trained to ‘toe the line’” (Kothiyal et al., 2018, 
p. 144). Even so, this mimicry can trigger resist-
ance and produce ambiguity, thus giving rise 
not to (necessarily imperfect) replicas of the 
ostensibly ideal scholar, but diverse forms of 
hybridity.

Whereas many forms of mimicry have a pas-
sive or reactive character, hybridity may also 
emerge from a more self-conscious, assertive, 
and reflexive posture. Islam (2012, p. 163) uses 
the Brazilian metaphor of “anthropophagy” as 
marking “moments of intercultural contact, 
where devouring the other at once acknowl-
edges an appetitive desire for appropriation and 
an aggressive process of deconstruction.” The 
implication for managers and scholars in the 
Global South is to go beyond “selective appro-
priation” or grudging mimicry of Northern 
management knowledge, and towards con-
sciously, proactively, and reflexively fostering 
“a sense of historical irony and ambivalence” 
(Islam, 2012, p. 168).

Such an assertive, reflexive approach to 
hybridity represents an important challenge and 
opportunity for Southern scholars weary of 
invitations by the Northern mainstream and of 
retreats into Southern enclaves. Yet it still 
leaves unexamined the underlying problems 
with both of these invitations. Second, the exist-
ing work on hybridity largely focuses on the 
challenges and opportunities of Southern actors 
and scholars, so the implications for those in the 
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Northern mainstream remain underexposed. 
Finally, it remains unclear what an assertive and 
reflexive hybridity might look like in more 
practical terms. Thus, to develop an agreed 
point of departure for a critique of both the 
Northern mainstream and of Southern enclaves, 
and to identify resulting implications for MOS 
across the board, we need to reconsider the role 
of context in the theorizing process.

Theorizing the Role of 
Context in Theorizing

The relationship between theory and context, 
that is, “the surroundings associated with phe-
nomena which help to illuminate [those] phe-
nomena” (Cappelli & Sherer, 1991, p. 56), and 
the corresponding relationship between the 
general and the specific, are at the heart of 
scholarship in the humanities and social sci-
ences (Allport, 1962; Baker & Welter, 2018; 
Chomsky & Schützenberger, 1963; Dilthey, 
1991; Mills, 1959; Thorngate, 1976; Weber, 
1978; Weick, 1979). There are longstanding 
tensions between “nomothetic” generalization 
across contexts and “idiographic” emphases of 
contextual and historical specificity, even 
though the author of these labels, Wilhelm 
Windelwand, highlighted in 1894 that “both 
forms of knowledge are equally justifiable” 
(Windelwand, 1980, p. 180).

Mainstream MOS has traditionally prior-
itized nomothetic generalization. Blair and 
Hunt (1986, p. 155) suggest that MOS research-
ers seeking “context-free . . . general truths” 
have more prestige because their “research is 
viewed as more consistent with fundamental 
values in science.” Corley and Gioia (2011,  
p. 20) state, “good theory emphasizes generali-
ties.” Indeed, the editors of mainstream MOS 
journals frequently complain that submissions 
from Southern contexts place too much empha-
sis on context and often fail to explicate the 
general, theoretical argument. In his advice to 
“non-US authors,” George (2012, p. 1023) 
notes: “Though there could be prescriptive 
value in understanding how [for example] 
organizational identity as a construct operates 

in Brazil, this value does not automatically 
translate to a framing that is meaningful to 
AMJ’s global readership because the underlying 
theory and hypotheses are the same as they 
have been in research in other settings; only the 
context has changed” (see also Crane, 
Henriques, Husted, & Matten, 2016).

On the other hand, there is a growing chorus 
in mainstream journals that context has been 
insufficiently considered in MOS. Johns (2006, 
p. 389) bemoans that contextual “influence is 
often unrecognized or underappreciated,” 
though he identifies significant progress in this 
regard ten years later (Johns, 2017). Such pro-
gress is also noted in Baker and Welter’s (2018) 
interdisciplinary overview of the role of con-
text in entrepreneurship research. But they 
point to an important difference between 
attending to context to clarify “the functional 
relationship between variables” (Baker & 
Welter, 2018, p. 362) in order to enhance theo-
retical validity, as is emphasized by Johns 
(2006), and a more foundational approach to 
theorizing context, its meaning for actors, and 
its socially constructed nature:

It is one thing to contextualize our theories by 
adding this or that control variable, or adding 
even rich descriptions of research sites. It is quite 
another to begin to develop theory about 
contextual elements previously largely taken for 
granted and to develop theory about them . . . that 
is: to theorize contexts . . . to discover new 
insights that are based not just on filling random 
oversights and gaps in prior work, but also on 
addressing patterns and voices that have been 
systematically downplayed. (Baker & Welter, 
2018, p. 369)

Such theorizing of context should address 
researchers’ tendency to “still assume that 
entrepreneurship [or by extension, organizing 
effort] is the same all over the world, regard-
less of cultural, institutional, social and spatial 
contexts” (Baker & Welter, 2018, p. 380). At 
the same time, it must avoid the other extreme, 
“in which consideration of the massively com-
plex multidimensionality of context and result-
ing proliferation of unique standpoints renders 
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each individual opaque and ultimately unintel-
ligible to every other (Scharfstein, 1989)” 
(Baker & Welter, 2018, p. 364). They suggest 
a pragmatic approach to finding a middle way 
between “the Scylla of contextual relativism 
and the Charybdis of ‘extreme sameness and 
objectivity’” (Dilley, 1999, p. 9). Building on 
Locke and Golden-Biddle (1997) and Alvesson 
and Sandberg (2011), they recommend “con-
textualizing as a means of ‘problematizing’ 
existing work: any delineation of contexts 
functions as a set of heuristics for decentering 
taken for granted facts and assumptions and 
most particularly for challenging specific 
forms of intellectual complacency” (Baker & 
Welter, 2018, p. 398).

It may be tempting to interpret this as another 
invitation to bring different contexts, perhaps 
even exotic contexts, into mainstream theoriz-
ing. But the call to “decenter” assumptions has 
a deeper and broader resonance. It suggests a 
humbler, more context-sensitive posture for all 
scholars working anywhere, in any context. 
That is, we need to complement increasing and 
more sophisticated attention to the context of 
our research subjects with similar attention to 
our own context, as researchers, recognizing 
that we are shaped by our contexts and also 
continuously construct and enact our contexts 
(much like our research subjects: Garud, 
Gehman, & Giuliani, 2014; Tsoukas, 2017). 
That is, as researchers “we ‘do contexts’” 
(Baker & Welter, 2018, p. 388) and must con-
tinuously reflect on and account for this. Of 
course, this is not a novel suggestion, given the 
extensive literature on reflexivity (Alvesson, 
Hardy, & Harley, 2008; Bourdieu, 1990; 
Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Timmermans & 
Tavory, 2012). Yet the opportunity remains to 
carefully consider why and how problematizing 
our contextual assumptions may apply to and 
help in addressing the tension between the 
Northern mainstream and the Southern critique 
in MOS, and how we might go about this.

To do so, it helps to consider more explicitly 
the role of our assumptions in the theorizing 
process. Cornelissen and Durand (2014,  
pp. 999, 1013) consider “the thinking processes 

associated with theoretical contribution” and 
argue that in such processes, “incipient empiri-
cal observations . . . triggered the analogical 
transfer of assumptions, concepts, and explana-
tory principles from other literatures and fields 
that, in essence, formed a basis or stepping 
stone to flesh out a new theory.” In this analysis, 
the primary source of the assumptions and con-
cepts that provide the raw resources for novel 
theoretical connections is “other literatures.” 
That is, a vital aspect of a researcher’s context 
is her or his theoretical training and points of 
departure (Baker & Welter, 2018; Cornelissen 
& Durand, 2014, p. 1000; Timmermans & 
Tavory, 2012). However, a researcher’s entire 
life-world (Sandberg & Dall’Alba, 2009; 
Schuetz & Luckmann, 1973) provides her or 
him with the symbols, analogies, concepts, and 
counterfactuals that may provide resources in 
the theorizing process. Timmermans and Tavory 
(2012, p. 173) note, “The disposition to per-
ceive the world and its surprises—including the 
very reflection on one’s positions in this 
world—is predicated on the researcher’s biog-
raphy as well as on an affinity and familiarity 
with broader theoretical fields,” and this biogra-
phy is perforce interwoven with the historical, 
social, political, and ecological aspects of her or 
his context.

We offer an amusing example of how per-
sonal life-worlds shape assumptions and analo-
gies that influence theorizing. A prominent and 
much-respected American academic gave a 
seminar at the University of Cape Town. One of 
his points was that culture plays a much smaller 
role than sometimes assumed in shaping entre-
preneurship around the world. To illustrate rel-
evant cultural commonalities, he described his 
experiences at a recent Thanksgiving Dinner at 
his home, only to be told some while later that 
seminar participants had no idea what he was 
talking about because we have no such thing as 
a Thanksgiving Dinner in South Africa.

The opportunity is thus to consider how 
researchers’ context—encompassing their theo-
retical resources and their contextualized life-
worlds—shape not just the theories they help 
develop, but also the way they consider context 
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in this theorizing process. We argue that the 
North–South tension in organizational scholar-
ship is underpinned by systematic patterns in 
how context is approached in theorizing, cogni-
tively and normatively. The Northern main-
stream exhibits a tendency to systematically 
undervalue and underappreciate Southern con-
texts, while the Southern critique risks overem-
phasizing and valorizing these contexts. These 
tendencies contradict each other, but they both 
essentialize context. Both tend to subvert con-
text to a higher-order, instrumental objective: 
for the Northern mainstream, it is to make 
ostensibly universal, global knowledge claims; 
and for the Southern reaction, it is to emphasize 
difference and structural disadvantage. We map 
these systematic biases in the Northern main-
stream and the Southern critique in turn.

Northern Mainstream Biases: 
Erasing and Imposing

We have already expressed our unease with the 
phrase “institutional voids,” highlighted as a 
condition in Southern contexts by gatekeepers 
in the Northern mainstream. The phrase reflects 
what we call an erasing bias, that is, a tendency 
for scholars in the Northern mainstream to 
emphasize absences in Southern contexts rela-
tive to theoretical and personal assumptions and 
concepts originating in and premised upon 
Northern contexts. As noted by the originators 
of the term, institutional voids refer to the 
“absence in emerging markets of things we take 
for granted in our backyard in Boston” (Khanna 
& Palepu, 2010, p. xi). In a compelling critique, 
Bothello and colleagues (2019, p. 2) describe 
how “the burgeoning literature on institutional 
voids is driven by rote application of the con-
cept by researchers who are too often separated 
from the contexts about which they theorize,” 
resulting “intentionally or not, into a pejorative 
and counterproductive portrayal of non-Western 
economies as institutionally inferior.”

The development and increasingly indis-
criminate use of the concept has relied on ana-
logical reasoning (Cornelissen & Durand, 
2014), which highlighted what is not present 

relative to the expected existence of formal 
institutions established by a Westphalian state, 
or more accurately the ideal of a Westphalian 
state, which is capable of establishing and 
enforcing commonly binding rules (Börzel & 
Risse, 2010). When organization scholars in the 
Northern mainstream started exploring man-
agement and organization in Southern contexts, 
they emphasized the absence of this baseline 
expectation. The notion of “institutional voids” 
highlights this absence and thus erases any con-
sideration of what other institutions may, in 
fact, be present. This has some semblance to 
early European explorers describing the discov-
ered lands as “tabula rasa” (Singh, 2003) when 
they encountered indigenous people, who they 
considered negligible and even exterminable.

To be clear, we are not accusing the authors 
who originated or have used the phrase “institu-
tional voids” of intentional colonial nastiness. 
Indeed, some of us have used the term ourselves 
to analyze corruption (Luiz & Stewart, 2014) or 
to point to the vulnerability of many entrepre-
neurs in Malawi and Zambia, for example, who 
“struggle to connect with formal institutions that 
may be necessary for scale in the marketplace” 
(Luiz, Kachika, & Kudzurunga, 2019). In other 
words, we see where the notion of “voids” is 
coming from. But we have become increasingly 
concerned with the epistemic erasure that the 
phrase implies and may perpetuate. Others who 
have also used the term have in effect undermined 
its premises: “Whereas many studies view insti-
tutional voids as ‘empty’ of specific institutions, 
our findings suggest that voids occur amidst insti-
tutional plurality and are the intermediate out-
come of conflict and contradiction among local 
political, community, and religious spheres” 
(Mair, Martí, & Ventresca, 2012, p. 820).

This erasing bias that assumes a sort of emp-
tiness becomes clearer and more pronounced 
when we consider other scholarship that takes a 
more contextually reflexive approach, that is, 
which does not take as point of departure for 
analogical reasoning assumptions or expecta-
tions from a Northern context, but rather focuses 
attention on the historical and political circum-
stances of the context under consideration. For 
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example, Mamdani (1996) describes in rich, his-
torical detail the colonial practices of establish-
ing puppet traditional authorities as a form of 
“decentralized despotism,” and how these insti-
tutions were perpetuated and re-invented in 
post-colonial times, creating almost impossible 
circumstances for the ideal of a Westphalian 
state to be manifested. In other words, far from 
being devoid of institutions, postcolonial 
African contexts have been characterized by an 
overwhelming institutional complexity. This is a 
complexity that MOS scholarship has only 
begun exploring, including for instance the 
important nascent work on traditional govern-
ance structures (such as chieftainships), com-
munal orientation, and norms of collectivism 
(such as Ubuntu) that distinguish management 
and organizing in many African contexts (e.g., 
Amoako & Lyon, 2014; Khavul, Bruton, & 
Wood, 2009; Khayesi & George, 2011; Slade 
Shantz, Kistruck, & Zietsma, 2018; Zoogah, 
Peng, & Woldu, 2015). Against this backdrop, 
the notion of “institutional voids” has arguably 
been an obstacle, as scholars are in some ways 
compelled to use this accepted term even though 
they are in fact explicating a more important and 
interesting institutional complexity than merely 
the absence of institutions expected from a 
straightforward Northern perspective (Bothello 
et al., 2019; Kistruck, Webb, Sutter, & Bailey, 
2015; Luiz & Stewart, 2014; Mair et al., 2012).

Additionally, the erasing bias has arguably 
contributed to organization scholars missing 
opportunities to reflect upon how institutional 
complexity in Southern contexts may be  
“harbingers of . . . history-in-the-making” 
(Comaroff & Comaroff, 2012, p. 121) also in 
Northern contexts. It has been largely left to 
political scientists to show how “limited state-
hood” is not only a condition in Southern con-
texts, but is also increasingly associated with 
Northern states’ difficulties in responding to 
complex problems such as migration, pop-
ulism, and climate change in their jurisdic-
tions, despite the ostensible absence of 
institutional voids (Börzel, Risse, & Draude, 
2018). In other words, “the things we take for 
granted in our backyards in Boston” (Khanna 

& Palepu, 2010, p. xi) probably should not be 
taken for granted that much.

While the erasing bias creates an artificial 
absence of phenomena because they do not con-
form to expectations from researchers’ home 
contexts and associated assumptions, the 
imposing bias uses home assumptions to falsely 
or superficially interpret local phenomena. 
They go hand in hand, as the erasing bias cre-
ates a kind of vacuum that must then be filled 
with the conceptual substance imposed from 
established theories and expectations of the 
Northern mainstream. In the case of institu-
tional voids, for instance, the erasing bias cre-
ates the empty space that is then filled by 
imposing ontological assumptions of the pri-
macy of the market and corresponding formal 
institutions that reduce transaction costs: “In 
setting the US as a baseline, scholars also tend 
to bias their analyses to favor Western market-
enabling institutions,” thereby reducing “the 
range of legitimate institutional arrangements 
to a narrow subset of Western-style institutions 
in the liberal tradition” (Bothello et al., 2019,  
p. 7; see also Bruton et al., 2018).

We may further illustrate this with reference 
to scholarly work on corporate responsibility. 
Attention to this theme grew in the mainstream 
MOS literature with the prominent debate 
between arguments for and against managers’ 
responsibilities for social issues and corporate 
stakeholders (Carroll, 1999; Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995; Freeman & Liedtka, 1991; 
Friedman, 1970; McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). 
Given that this debate was raging primarily 
among management scholars situated in North 
America and the United Kingdom, that is, coun-
tries characterized by “Western-style institu-
tions in the liberal tradition” (Bothello et al., 
2019, p. 7), the baseline assumption underlying 
this debate was that governments had little role 
in shaping or even defining corporate responsi-
bilities. This assumption was problematic even 
across Northern contexts, giving rise to the 
influential distinction between “explicit” and 
“implicit” corporate responsibility (Matten & 
Moon, 2008). It is more so in many Southern 
contexts, given that governments have sought 
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to grapple with colonial legacies and have thus 
tried, often unsuccessfully, to direct business 
practices in pursuit of postcolonial transforma-
tion objectives to address social inequalities, 
including for instance diverse indigenization 
policies in many African countries. In this con-
text, analyzing corporate responsibility as 
purely a matter of managers’ voluntary discre-
tion misses the mark (Reddy & Hamann, 2018). 
The mainstream MOS literature has started 
only quite recently to give the role of govern-
ments in shaping corporate responsibility more 
systematic attention (Kourula, Moon, Salles-
Djelic, & Wickert, 2019).1

Relatedly, the defenders of the corporate 
responsibility notion in the Northern main-
stream have largely assumed that managers 
enacting corporate responsibility policies and 
practices is generally a “good thing.” They have 
thus overlooked the possibility that such mana-
gerial policies and practices may be blind to 
historical, social, and political contexts, with 
the result that they may have negative unin-
tended consequences. Khan and colleagues 
(Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 2011; Khan, Munir, 
& Willmott, 2007) show how corporate manag-
ers imposed a global set of assumptions around 
corporate responsibility and human rights with-
out consideration of local contexts in Pakistan. 
They also failed to consider their position of 
power in relating to these contexts, with prob-
lematic consequences even for the disadvan-
taged members of society they were trying to 
help. The implication is not just that managers 
enacted “CSR as imperialism” (Khan & Lund-
Thomsen, 2011), but that much of the main-
stream CSR scholarship has been complicit in 
such imperialism, too.

Southern Critique Biases: 
Scapegoating and Valorizing

We also identify systematic biases in the theo-
rizing processes among those objecting to the 
colonial tendencies of the Northern mainstream. 
In reaction to the erasing and imposing biases of 
the Northern mainstream, Southern critics may 
too easily revert to the opposite, that is, to 

relying disproportionately on colonial history to 
explain Southern phenomena and to valorizing 
historical or contemporary social aspects of their 
Southern contexts. While the Northern main-
stream often neglects the depth and significance 
of colonial history and ongoing colonial power 
relations in shaping Southern contexts, scholars 
in these latter contexts may overemphasize such 
history and relations as an overbearing or even 
only factor in their explanations, and in so doing 
underexpose other dimensions. This is a ten-
dency in some Southern nations’ political dis-
courses. For instance, Zimbabwe’s former 
president, Robert Mugabe, routinely blamed the 
colonial history of Zimbabwe, as well as con-
temporary colonial or imperial strategies of 
Northern countries, to explain his country’s mis-
fortunes, to blatantly distract from the serious 
abuses by his government.

A similar risk, though less obvious and egre-
gious, is possible in organizational scholarship 
and specifically in arguments about decoloniz-
ing MOS. For example, while we agree with 
parts of Darley and Luethge’s (2019) and 
Pederzini and Barraza’s (2019) critiques of 
global accreditations in Southern contexts, we 
worry that some of their arguments come close 
to scapegoating because they underexpose 
endogenous reasons for Southern business 
schools’ challenges. They identify a number of 
“stumbling blocks” in Southern business 
schools, such as research and teaching quality, 
and they emphasize that such “stumbling blocks 
are magnified in the African context due to the 
impact of colonialism both as it influenced edu-
cation in the past and as it continues to have 
lasting implications today” (Darley & Luethge, 
2019). We have no problem with this analysis, 
except that it should be complemented by a 
careful analysis of additional, endogenous rea-
sons for such challenges in enhancing research 
and teaching quality. Pederzini and Barraza 
(2019, p. 13) argue furthermore that “the doxa 
of continuous improvement” is imposed by the 
Northern mainstream and is to blame for 
Southern business schools’ challenges. We 
struggle to see how the notion of “continuous 
improvement” represents colonial oppression 
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and worry that such arguments may distract 
from the tangible measures Southern business 
schools can and should take to better serve their 
students and communities.

A second risk of systematic bias lies in 
Southern researchers reacting to Northern 
scholars’ dismissal of Southern contexts by val-
orizing such contexts. This risk was already 
mentioned above in connection with postcolo-
nial theorists’ warning about the dangers of 
romanticizing and essentializing indigenous 
culture and knowledge (Alcadipani et al., 2012), 
and the practical manifestation of this danger in 
South Africa’s HIV/AIDS policies (Connell, 
2014; Green, 2012). This risk may be seen man-
ifest in organization theory when, for example, 
African leadership structures or styles are val-
orized uncritically. For example, Mangaliso 
(2011, p. 24) bemoans the Northern main-
stream’s assumption “that self-interest is the 
ultimate determinant of behavior” and offers 
the (South) African philosophy of Ubuntu—“a 
pervasive spirit of caring and community, har-
mony and hospitality, respect and responsive-
ness”—as an antidote not only on normative 
grounds, but also as a means to enhance com-
petitive advantage.

Setting aside for a moment the tension 
between Ubuntu and competitiveness, we are 
concerned about some of the assumptions 
involved in arguing the benefits of Ubuntu. For 
instance, Mangaliso (2011, p. 25) argues as fol-
lows with regard to Ubuntu’s link to kinship 
relations:

Kinship ties also play an important part in hiring. 
Modern organizations usually frown on the hiring 
of relatives because of the negative stereotypes 
associated with nepotism. However, the opposite 
is true under ubuntu, which considers kinship ties 
within the organization to be a plus. After all, who 
can be trusted more than one’s own relatives? 
Kinship is also formed with people who graduated 
from the same school, and with people whose 
origins can be traced to the same home town or 
village, commonly known as the “homeys.” The 
presence of these kinship ties in the workplace 
provides a layer of emotional and psychological 
support to workers.

This is clearly a profound challenge to received 
wisdom and normative assumptions in the 
Northern mainstream. What makes it problem-
atic, however, is that no empirical analysis is 
offered to support this view, relying instead on 
an assumed inherent value of a “philosophy of 
traditional cultures” (Lutz, 2009, p. 313). The 
risks posed to entrepreneurial and organizational 
effectiveness by constraining social relations 
(Kiggundu, 2002), by communal orientation 
(Khayesi & George, 2011), and by tribalism and 
nepotism (Zoogah et al., 2015) are thus left 
underexposed. More broadly, instead of contrib-
uting to South Africa having “turned the corner” 
(Mangaliso, 2011, p. 24), the explicit references 
to traditional belief systems by former President 
Jacob Zuma and others belie how such notions 
have been misapplied in the egregious structures 
of nepotism and corruption that have worsened 
South Africa’s political and economic fortunes 
in the last decade (Chipkin et al., 2018; Meyer & 
Luiz, 2018). Similar trends have been analyzed 
by economists in other “transition” countries 
(Hellman, Jones, & Kaufmann, 2003).

Dialogical Contextualism

The above sections have suggested that scholars 
in both the Northern mainstream and the 
Southern critique are prone to systematic biases 
based on the assumptions they bring to their 
theorizing, and these assumptions come from 
both their theoretical points of departure and 
their personal life-worlds. The systematic biases 
have opposite forms, with the Northern main-
stream erasing the significance of Southern con-
texts and instead imposing assumptions and 
concepts from its own context, and the Southern 
response reacting by devaluing ostensibly colo-
nial notions such as “continuous improvement” 
and instead valorizing uncritically their own, 
such as Ubuntu. Despite these contradictory 
characteristics, these systematic biases have in 
common that they essentialize context—it is 
either disregarded or overbearing, and in both 
instances uncritically. The problem is thus not 
only that particular phenomena are essentialized 
because contexts are underappreciated, such as 
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women in leadership (Jackson, Helfen, Kaplan, 
Kirsch, & Lohmeyer, 2019), but contexts them-
selves are essentialized in binary terms as either 
Northern ideal vs. Southern inferior, or Northern 
colonial vs. Southern valor.

We agree with Baker’s and Welter’s (2018,  
p. 398) recommendation that the “ontological 
assumptions” (Bothello et al., 2019) linked to 
essentialized context offer opportunities for 
“challenging specific forms of intellectual com-
placency.” Indeed, “the sort of problematizing 
that contextualizing processes can achieve is an 
important part of what . . . scholars do every day 
when they convince reviewers and editors that 
their research makes an interesting contribu-
tion” (Baker & Welter, 2018, p. 399). In other 
words, the dialectical process of identifying 
context-based assumptions and then systemati-
cally offering a critique (Alvesson & Sandberg, 
2011) is a vital part of “scientific progress” 
(Baker & Welter, 2018, p. 398). The articles we 
have mentioned above that have offered impor-
tant, contextually reflexive counterpoints to 
essentialist approaches to context (e.g., Green, 
2012; Khan et al., 2007; Khan & Lund-Thomsen, 
2011; Matten & Moon, 2008) have all emerged 
as antithetical responses to such essentialist the-
ses. This dialectic will continue to be vital in the 
theorizing process (Cornelissen & Durand, 
2014) and in “systematically questioning our 
deeply embedded assumptions and seeking to 
break free of these entrenched bonds”— 
especially for “the Western scholar . . . studying 
other parts of the world” (Bothello et al., 2019, 
p. 10), but also for Southern scholars seeking to 
avoid scapegoating or valorizing biases.

However, we also point to some of the 
important constraints or downsides of this dia-
lectic mode of scholarly engagement in chal-
lenging each other’s “embedded assumptions.” 
For a start, the dialectic approach contributes to 
the formation and concentration of group iden-
tities associated with the Northern mainstream 
and the Southern critique, at the risk of these 
conversations becoming totem poles with little 
fruitful interaction, “sequestering themselves 
into closed loops of scholarship and dismissing 
the work of outsiders” (Gulati, 2007, p. 775). 

As we have outlined above, some of the system-
atic biases especially in the Southern critique at 
least in part emanate because of an aggrieved 
reaction to erasing and imposing biases in the 
Northern mainstream. Second, the dialectic 
scholarly process and the opportunities or con-
straints it creates are shaped by important gate-
keepers, especially the reviewers and editors of 
mainstream journals, who are of course also 
embedded in their situational contexts and 
scholarly group identities. There is hence a par-
ticular need and challenge for these key actors 
to avoid contextualized assumptions and com-
placency (Bruton et al., 2018). This is also 
because Southern scholars often argue that their 
perspectives are diluted or contorted in the pro-
cess of dialectically defending their arrival “on 
the shores of Global North journals . . . suffer-
ing severe deficiency, which reinforces per-
versely the Global North prejudices that the 
Global South is quite thin and shallow, lacking 
rigor and depth” (Khan & Naguib, 2019, p. 91).

We thus suggest that dialectic scholarly 
engagement may benefit from being comple-
mented by dialogic engagement, which we pro-
pose in contradistinction to the predominant 
dialectic mode. The epistemic orientation in dia-
lectic engagement is categorical. That is, actors 
engaging dialectically understand and pursue 
their interests by defining and controlling cate-
gorical boundaries (Nilsson, 2015), using 
“binary cultural codes” (Weber, Heinze, & 
Desoucey, 2008, p. 538) to create sharp distinc-
tions between legitimate and illegitimate pat-
terns of who gets to do what where (Lawrence, 
1999), and what knowledge is valid and scien-
tific, or not (Gieryn, 1983). In dialectic contests, 
scholars engage in advocacy much like incum-
bents and challengers in social conflicts, in 
which actors “articulate, sponsor, and defend” 
practices and knowledge claims that serve their 
institutional positions (Lawrence, 1999, p. 163) 
using social, political, and cultural skill 
(Fligstein, 2001) to frame issues and mobilize 
resources accordingly (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 
2006; Nilsson, 2015; Seo & Creed, 2002).

In contrast, dialogical engagement is focused 
not primarily in advancing a particular position, 



Hamann et al. 15

but on the intersubjective relationship (Buber, 
1958): how can we meet as person to person, 
subject to subject, rather than as subject to 
object? To better understand dialogue in prac-
tice, we draw on Freire’s (2005) notion of 
praxis—the participatory, dialogic interplay of 
action and reflection in the pursuit of social 
transformation. Dialogic agency in this tradi-
tion is not enacted through interest- or knowl-
edge-based contests. In fact, it problematizes 
the notion of sectarian interests and superior 
knowledge by not taking the seemingly clear 
delineation between self and other for granted 
(see also Khan & Naguib, 2019). Rather than 
championing specific theories or beliefs, par-
ticipants in dialogue work to reflect upon and 
suspend their own assumptions in order to co-
create new ways of seeing and new expressions 
of meaning (Bohm, 1996; Buber, 1958).

Part of dialogue’s generative power for our 
purposes is thus its ability to disturb taken-for-
granted categories and to suggest new combina-
tions (Isaacs, 1999). Dialogue disrupts the 
categories by revealing that social experience is 
both infinitely variegated (thus resistant to cate-
gorical reduction) and also unitary in that founda-
tional interests related to human dignity and 
freedom are presumed to be universal goods, 
applicable to everyone (Freire, 2005). In other 
words, a dialogical approach to contextual reflex-
ivity may allow for a constructive scholarly con-
versation about different contexts and our 
associated “embedded assumptions” because 
such differences are placed within an overarching 
and inclusive whole. It would also allow espe-
cially the custodians of the Northern mainstream 
to create greater openings for “epistemic rupture 
(Bachelard, 1938) to explicitly and fundamen-
tally rethink the position of the Western scholar 
when studying other parts of the world” (Bothello 
et al., 2019, p. 10), as well as “epistemic healing,” 
which “starts with identifying and calling back 
into the knowledge spaces of the Global North 
those diverse knowledge traditions and resources 
of the other from the Global South that have been 
cast aside and ignored” (Khan & Naguib, 2019,  
p. 92). Consequently, the capacity to deconstruct 
and then recombine elements of knowledge 

across diverse contexts is strengthened in a brico-
lage process: “Knowledge emerges only through 
invention and re-invention, through the restless, 
impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human 
beings pursue in the world, with the world, and 
with each other” (Freire, 2005, p. 72).

Such dialogical interaction between scholars 
from different contexts can provide alternative 
spaces for collaborative questioning of contex-
tual assumptions, bringing to the surface not 
only their cognitive dimensions but also their 
sometimes painful, personal, and experiential 
aspects associated with legacies of colonialism 
and exclusion. This philosophical re-orientation 
has practical implications and manifestations. 
We suspect that most opportunities for scholars 
to interact dialogically to question each other’s 
contextual assumptions occur in informal con-
versations or in seminars facilitated in a condu-
cive manner. There is much to be said, therefore, 
for face-to-face interaction between scholars 
from across Northern and Southern contexts, in 
circumstances that reflect the complementary 
benefits of dialogical engagement over and 
above dialectic interaction. Some such spaces 
for interaction are increasingly provided, for 
instance, in the main conferences in our field. 
For example, the AOM Organization and 
Management Theory division has begun host-
ing a regular Professional Development 
Workshop as part of the AOM Annual Meeting 
focused on bringing together scholars from dif-
ferent contexts.

However, the kind of dialogue we have in 
mind cannot blossom in a morning-long ses-
sion, however well facilitated it might be. We 
are calling here for longer-term, more intensive 
interactions, such as those that are possible in 
co-authorship teams (such as this one) or in 
joint PhD programs that combine faculty and 
students from Northern and Southern contexts. 
It is the kind of intensive discussion involved 
in co-authorship that can bring contextualized 
assumptions to the fore in generative ways. For 
instance, one of us was writing on the egre-
gious, institutionalized systems of exploitation 
in the South African mining industry and strug-
gled to recognize their broader, transferable 
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implications. It required repeated prodding and 
coaxing by his Canadian co-author, as well as 
her knowledge of different contexts, to expli-
cate them (Hamann & Bertels, 2018). 
Thankfully such collaboration across conti-
nents is becoming easier with videoconferenc-
ing and other communication technologies.

Yet these relational opportunities for direct 
dialogue are not the only manifestations of dia-
logical contextualism. Dialogue across con-
texts can also be supported in the more formal 
aspects of scholarship, including the journal 
review process, as long as reviewers and edi-
tors remain alert to the importance of context 
and the need for epistemic rupture and healing, 
as well as the possibility of dialogically engag-
ing toward this collective transformation ambi-
tion (Freire, 2005).

Conclusion

We commenced this article by expressing our 
unease with what we described as one-sided 
invitations into the Northern mainstream, as 
well as Southern critics’ invitation into indige-
nous enclaves. We used this dichotomy to theo-
rize the role of context in theorizing, by linking 
conversations on theorizing context (Baker & 
Welter, 2018), analogical reasoning (Cornelissen 
& Durand, 2014), and problematizing assump-
tions (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). This recog-
nizes the opportunity to more carefully consider 
how researchers’ theoretical backgrounds, as 
well as their personal life-worlds, provide the 
assumptions and analogies they bring into their 
theorizing. We used this platform to consider in 
more detail systematic biases in both the 
Northern mainstream (erasing and imposing 
biases) and the Southern critique (scapegoating 
and valorizing biases). These biases originate in 
opposing approaches to context, but their com-
monality is that they essentialize context. To 
address this and to facilitate contextual reflex-
ivity for scholars across Northern and Southern 
contexts, we built on Freire (2005) to propose 
dialogical scholarly engagement to generate 
complementary, alternative spaces to collabora-
tively question our contextual assumptions, 

bringing to the surface their cognitive and emo-
tional dimensions. We called this posture dia-
logical contextualism.

The relevance of this goes beyond scholars in 
Southern contexts or the editors, reviewers, and 
accreditors in the Northern mainstream. We are all 
implicated, in some way, in historical and ongoing 
processes of colonization (Nkomo, 2015), with 
implications for our individual and group identi-
ties, the organizations we study, and the broader 
“world-historical processes” (Comaroff & 
Comaroff, 2012, p. 121) of which they are part. 
We have argued that this colonial implication is a 
vital aspect of the relationship between theory and 
context, so the imbrication of colonialism and 
context is central to our scholarly mission.

On this broader canvass, we built upon con-
tributions on the role of context in organiza-
tional scholarship that not only seek enhanced 
theoretical validity (Johns, 2006; Rousseau & 
Fried, 2001) but also navigate between the 
extremes of contextual relativism and decontex-
tualized universalism (Baker & Welter, 2018). 
And while we sympathize with calls for more 
plurality and emic perspectives in “indigenous 
theories” (Bruton et al., 2018; Nkomo, 2011), 
our ambition was a bit broader than that. We 
sought to foreground the role of our contextual 
life-worlds in our scholarly reflexivity (Alvesson 
et al., 2008), and so to highlight the risks of 
essentializing not only our phenomena but our 
own contexts, as well. Our recommendation is 
thus to attend more carefully to how our theo-
retical and life-world contexts shape the assump-
tions and analogies we bring to the theorizing 
process, and to do so in transformative dialogue 
with others from different contexts.
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Note

1. A similar argument about mainstream MOS’ 
failure to sufficiently consider the role of gov-
ernments in non-US contexts has been made 
with regard to entrepreneurship (Bruton et al., 
2018).
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