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ABSTRACT 

The texture of organizing is an elusive concept, one that embraces the intangible 
quality of the activities of an organization’s members. In this article we use 
examples taken from an empirical study of a department of mathematics in an 
Italian university to illustrate the social processes that underlie the construction 
of texture. We define ‘texture’ as that imaginative domain of organizational actors 
where processes such as the creation of a sense of togetherness and of ownership, 
mutual understanding and misunderstanding of organizational life, shifting 
memberships and audiences link and interweave. Some methodological issues 
concerning the concept of texture are also examined. 

INTRODUCTION 

This article examines the texture of organizing in one of the leading mathematics 
departments of the Italian university system. It seeks to illustrate the complexity 
of the concept of ‘texture’ and its capacity to describe a qualitatively rich organiza- 
tional reality by providing an answer to the following question: What social 
processes are at work in producing a sense of togetherness in such a loosely- 
coupled organization (Weick, 1976), where the main decision-making model 
seems to be the garbage can (March et al.,  1976)? 

As a concept, the ‘texture of organizing’ defines an imaginative domain 
belonging to organizational actors. It refers to the collective construction of the 
organizational processes whereby a shared understanding of organizational l$”e is achieved. 
From this point of view, more than a reality defined by shared values, an 
organization is a complex social reality where it is the conflicts themselves of 
values, rationalities and images that, paradoxically, generate its collective 
construction. The texture of organizing is a socially invisible artefact that has 
to be read from within the interpretations made of it by organizational actors. 

In order to convey what we mean by texture in concrete terms, the series 
of reflections that follow have been grounded in empirical examples collected 
during our study of the organizational culture of the mathematics department. 
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This was a relatively large organization comprising more than 100 people, one 
fifth of whom were employed as administrative staff, including librarians, 
computer operators and porters. The other members were academics with tenure: 
40 per cent were full professors, and the rest divided almost equally between 
associate professors and researchers. We spent about ten days in the department, 
familiarizing ourselves with the people associated with it (staff, students and 
visitors), and with its internal and external physical layout. The relationship 
between us and the members centred on mutual understanding of the organiza- 
tion and unfolded through some 30 recorded ‘rolling interviews’ - z .  e. in a process 
where concepts generated in earlier interviews were recycled with either the same 
or new interviewees to elicit reactions to our interpretations. 

Our above definition of ‘organizational texture’ will be carefully explored in 
the sections that follow. In particular, the first section illustrates the organiza- 
tional life of the department by examination of three processes which contributed 
to its creation: the way in which the department members defined and interpreted 
their activities; the way in which the two occupational communities at work in 
the department - academic and administrative - staked rival claims for ownership 
of the life of their organization; the way in which the department’s boundaries 
changed as its members addressed a plurality of audiences through relationships 
stretching beyond a department’s organizational confines. 

The second section illustrates two social and cognitive processes - ‘typification’ 
and ‘the mirror game’ - by which various groups first form images of each other 
and then reflect them back and forth among themselves. These are two processes, 
therefore, that combine to generate collective identities and differences. 

The conclusions set out a number of methodological considerations concerning 
the social processes that give this imaginative domain its form, substance and 
character. 

T H E  COLLECTIVE CONSTRUCTION OF ORGANIZATIONAL LIFE 

When these mathematicians talked about their ‘department’ how did they define 
‘work‘ in their community? Who owned the department and what form did this 
ownership take? How was an organization like a university department held 
together, and where did its boundaries lie? We try to answer these questions 
by illustrating three organizational processes: 

(a) the ways in which ‘work‘ was culturally categorized; 
(b) the ways in which members of the department felt they owned it; 
(c) the ways in which the department’s boundaries shifted as its members 

addressed different audiences. 

We also try to describe departmental facts in words which correspond as closely 
as possible to the narratives we recorded and which reflect our analysis of the 
interviews. From the transcriptions of the interviews we sorted out all those 
passages that referred to the same topic and we identified similar ways in which 
something was felt and understood. In this way we obtained a body of material 
from which we could reconstruct a text as if told by an imaginary narrator. 
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(a) What is ‘Work’? 
Generally speaking, academics - and mathematicians in particular - work alone. 
The autonomous nature of their work is enshrined by their community’s profes- 
sional code of ethics, and they see no necessary connection between work and 
organization. Hence, in order to convey what such a connection might be, we 
must give empirical specification to the way that work was socially defined in 
the mathematics department. 

The mathematicians saw research as paramount: 

For a mathematician, research means more than anything else having the 
imagination to pose the problem. In mathematical research all you need is 
paper and a pencil: books, computers, research groups, exchanges of informa- 
tion are of secondary importance. But our research is risky work, because 
the time you invest can be completely unproductive, and someone else may 
get the result before you, or more elegantly. There are two approaches to 
research: one where research is seen as a closed system with problems arising 
from within the discipline; the other where it is seen as an open system where 
problems exist ‘out there’. These two research styles generate different concep- 
tions of the discipline. And they orient action either towards exploring the 
inner possibilities of mathematics or towards using mathematics instrumentally 
as a tool or a service. Subjectively, research arouses the feeling that it is ‘never- 
ending’ or that it is ephemeral, both for those who produce it and for those 
who evaluate it. 

Research was a wholly individual activity, exempt from scrutiny by the 
department. Research defined a scholar’s social value and status, because it was 
hidher special skill in mathematical research that defined hidher standing in 
the scientific community. Such research is highly specialized, and clear distinc- 
tions are drawn within the discipline as a whole. Consequently few of the 
mathematicians in the department were competent to judge the work of their 
colleagues, and even fewer tried to do so. The highly specialized nature of 
mathematical research was aimed at audiences that both fell within and went 
beyond merely organizational boundaries; and actors clashed over the develop- 
ment and consolidation of their particular fields of research and over the range 
of their expertise. A reputation for being skilful therefore could not be judged 
within the department. The nature, the contents and the boundaries of the 
mathematicians’ skill were, in fact, socially constructed, continuously negotiated 
and ritually celebrated both inside and outside the department. Thus a reputa- 
tional hierarchy was constructed using the management of such symbolic skill 
as a framework. 

Teaching was also an activity that the department member performed alone: 

For a mathematician, teaching is a fulfilment of one’s duty towards the younger 
generation. A great deal of time is taken up by lectures, seminars and 
correction. Teaching is subjectively important for various reasons. It provides 
an objective standard against which you can judge whether you have done 
your duty. It gives a temporal structuring to your work commitment, in that 
it has a distinct beginning and end. It guards the mind against research‘s 
inherent danger of solipsism. 
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Teaching therefore represented a personal contribution to a collective under- 
taking. It was the only routine activity in the mathematician’s overall work 
commitment. And as routine, with its certainty and timing, it acted as the 
temporal regulator for the rhythm of individual and collective work, while 
simultaneously protecting the mathematicians against the risks inherent in their 
research activities. 

Attending or organizing conferences and seminars was work with greater 
variety and broader margins of individual discretion: 

It is important for a mathematician to meet other scholars and find out about 
the problems being studied in the world. In fact, there are problems that create 
a fashion. A conference may give you an idea to work on. It isn’t enough 
to read the journals, because publication always lags behind the idea, behind 
the solution of this or that problem. Vice versa, organizing seminars and 
conferences is useful for spreading word of the work going on in the department 
or of some eminent scholar’s research. 

Seminars and conferences also brought out a particular feature of the mathema- 
ticians’ work - its certainty. Their research results were either true or false for 
the entire scientific community, and the benefits from their studies radiated 
outwards through an international network. 

Although the members of the department had no doubt that the time they 
devoted to teaching, research, seminars and conferences constituted work, they 
defined a number of other activities as a ‘waste of time’: 

Bureaucracy always takes up a lot of time: paying people invited to seminars, 
making telephone calls, organizing the library - and then all the meetings. 
You waste two or three afternoons a week on various meetings where things 
are discussed endlessly and, sometimes, pointlessly. 

Attending departmental meetings, sitting on departmental, faculty or university 
committees, doing the paperwork for research projects or for seminar and 
conference attendance/organization, filling in registers, planning lectures, taking 
decisions over the management of departmental resources, resolving the inevitable 
conflicts of organizational life - the mathematicians assigned all these organiza- 
tional activities to a category distinct from work as a ‘noble’ activity. As ‘a waste 
of time’, these duties competed with work time itself. They therefore bred various 
individual avoidance strategies and strategies of acceptance of the duties required 
by role (although they also gave rise to strategies of overcompensation designed 
to ensure ‘visibility’). The individualism and narcissism that pervade the academic 
profession, a recruitment system based on co-option, a highly competitive environ- 
ment, limited prospects for career advancement - all these factors combined in 
the systematic undervaluation of the department’s organizational work. 

An analogy may be drawn here with women’s work, and with the shift in 
the social definition of what constitutes their work resulting from the change 
in the female condition over the last few decades. A housewife used not to be 
considered a ‘worker’: she did not produce income, and she did not work in the 
home but ‘looked after’ it. When organizational work is not paid, when it does not 
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generate income, it is not considered to be work even by those who do it. 
Organizations tend to overlook and, hence, to deny the value of ‘relational activity’ 
(Gherardi, 1990) - that is to say, the fostering of the interpersonal relations 
among people to ensure that work is done and that the practical activity of 
organizing is accomplished. 

In sum, therefore, the mathematician is invisibly bound to the professional 
community by hidher research, to the faculty by hidher teaching and to the 
department by hidher organizational work. 

As we studied the mathematics department, an almost paradoxical situation 
in its work/organization relationship emerged. The principal function of a diparti- 
mento in an Italian university is the organization of research. Didactic matters 
are the responsibility of the faculty, which is an autonomous body in the university 
organization and distinct from a department both administratively and finan- 
cially. We found, however, that research was of little importance in the day-to- 
day organizing of the mathematics department; it was teaching that gave temporal 
structuring to its daily routine. The mathematicians had acquired the habit of 
going into the department in the morning (when they gave their lectures as 
members of the faculty) to see their colleagues and to be seen. Since they had 
broad margins of discretion in the management of their working hours, and since 
the output from their work was unpredictable, we realized that the mathema- 
ticians regular ‘clocking in’ at the department served to protect them against 
anxiety and uncertainty by giving them a feeling of ‘being at work‘. 

(b) Who Owned the Department? 
It would be a mistake to assume that the department was no more than the sum 
total of the individual research work going on there. The department was also 
the arena for the micro-politics of everyday routine. It was here that claims were 
staked, support was mobilized for these claims, and the bargaining conducted 
to create the organization as a negotiated order (Strauss, 1979). 

Some of these claims related to the work activities of the department members 
- i .  e. to those activities where there was no clear separation between the adminis- 
trative tasks required of the academics and those that were the duty of the 
administrators. Was there any real need for a beautifully typed document with 
an embossed letterhead? If there was, whose task was it? Why did a research 
project have to meet bureaucratic/administrative requirements when these so 
often clashed with the practice of research. And how could one learn these 
requirements? 

Negotiations of this kind went on, not only over specific and special issues, 
but also in the daily guerrilla warfare over paperwork: the administrators 
attempted to socialize the academics into the legal and formal rationality of a 
bureaucracy, and the academics tried to socialize the administrators into the 
substantial rationality of problems. One side knew the problems, the other side 
knew the answers; but before problems and answers could coincide, there had 
to be a process of reciprocal interaction if mutual understanding was to be 
achieved. 

In these negotiations the ownerships expressed by the department members, 
individually and in groups, marked out their work activities. On some other 
occasions we observed that the feeling of ownership related to the second term of 
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the work/organization relationship. The focus of negotiation was the right to 
be recognized as an organizational actor deciding department policy and its future 
development. A number of groups confronted each other in the department, 
each claiming its right to ownership over it. The battle among them was never- 
ending, because the feeling of ownership was rooted first in membership and 
then in willingness to act on behalf of the department. In this struggle for 
supremacy the department was seen as a whole as well as the sum of its several 
and distinct activities. 

Day-to-day negotiations went on among groups which formed on an ad hac 
basis and were unstable through time: between administrative staff and 
academics, and among the three ranks in the hierarchical structure of the Italian 
university - full professors, associate professors, researchers. The commodity 
bargained over could be a material or a non-material resource: the power struggles 
of academia are more easily understood in terms of the plurality of the actors 
involved, and the shifting nature of their coalitions through time, than in terms 
of the magnitude of the issue at stake. We also observed that in this ceaseless 
battle for ownership, these various groups sought to socialize the others to the 
rationalities that governed their own work and their way of conceiving it.  

We now give an example of an event which, by interrupting daily routine, 
revealed hidden strategies of action designed to assert the administrators’ owner- 
ship of the department: 

The department had to decide whether an interfaculty centre should be set 
up with facilities, rooms and offices for lecturers. This would have catered 
to various faculties and would have saved space. The decision to establish 
this centre had already been taken by the academic staff in their faculty 
committees some time before; but it had proved impossible to implement 
because of the lack of administrative staff needed to run the centre. The depart- 
ment council decided to activate the centre anyway, but the minutes also 
recorded the administrative secretary’s announcement that unless new staff 
were assigned, the council’s decision would be inoperative. 

By this action, the administrative secretary claimed ownership of both terms 
of the work/organization relationship, as if she was saying ‘The department, 
and not just administrative work, is mine’. The administrators, for whom she 
was acting as spokesperson, thus achieved their objective of ‘having the last word’ 
in a departmental strategic decision. Their right of veto was ratified, and during 
the negotiating process they were able to socialize the academics to their work 
contribution in the life of the organization. Their action won them two major 
concessions: first, they were now the bearers of a complex organizational identity 
as partners, rather than subordinates, in the running of the department; second, 
they had the right to demand the recruitment of additional administrative staff 
if the new interfaculty department centre was to be set up. 

As further illustration of the way that organizational identities centred on the 
feeling of ownership of the department, we provide this example - which refers 
only to the academic staff. 

The reader is reminded that in the Italian university system the department 
is a subordinate organizational level and may be either internal to a particular 
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faculty or operate on an inter-faculty basis. In our case, the academics belonged 
to four different faculties, although more than half were members of the faculty 
of mathematical, physical and natural sciences, while the other large group in 
the department belonged to the faculty of engineering. According to the 1980 
law introducing the department into the university system the establishment 
of this organizational level was not mandatory. Those who did decide to set 
up a department were prompted to do so by their own desires and hopes. 

Some of the narratives collected in the interviews focused on the organizational 
design of the department: 

At that time, the alternatives were either to form two separate departments 
- one for pure mathematics in the Science Faculty and the other for applied 
mathematics in the Engineering Faculty - or to create a single department 
as an expression of the unity of all the mathematicians at work in the university. 
The latter alternative was chosen on the basis of a scenario which saw two 
advantages deriving from the choice: first, it would provide greater efficiency 
because of the department’s autonomy from the central administration; second, 
i t  would act as an instrument for applying pressure so that the weak position 
of the mathematicians in the Faculty of Engineering could be strengthened. 

The group of mathematicians from the engineering faculty was thought of as 
‘weak’ because of their particplar, situationally defined, self-image. Although they 
were mathematicians and therefore belonged to the mathematical community, 
they suffered from various disadvantages stemming from the nature of their work. 
In the faculty of engineering hegemony belonged to the engineers, not to the 
mathematicians. Put otherwise, while in the faculty of science it was the mathema- 
ticians that held power - in that they were able to exercise control over the 
organization’s principle output (knowledge for the education of mathematics 
students) - in the faculty of engineering the mathematicians performed only 
a subsidiary, supporting role. The academics’ feeling of ownership over the 
department was rooted in the distinctive features of the organization that they 
had shared: the unity of all mathematicians, the department as the source of 
their strength, an autonomous and efficient administration. 

However, even though both academics and administrators claimed ownership 
of the department, this was neither the first nor the main focus of their member- 
ship. The administrators saw themselves as belonging to the university’s central 
administration, and it was to this that they paid allegiance; the academic staff 
saw the department as only one of several loci for their membership. 

(c) Where Did the Department’s Boundaries Lie? 
We shall now describe how the boundaries of the mathematics department were 
created and dissolved as a result of the actions of its members and acording to 
their shifting memberships and audiences. 

The mathematicians were members of the same department but belonged to 
several faculties; and because of these various memberships they participated 
in different decision-making processes which often represented contradictory 
interests. This situation was not always a peaceful one, and exceptional events 
revealed its intrinsic fragility. The following event may serve as an example: 
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There was a post to be filled in the Faculty of Engineering. A member of 
the department had qualified for it by winning the national competition 
examination. There is a tacit understanding that winners from within the 
department are to be given precedence over outsiders, although the department 
has only a consultative function in these matters because the decision is taken 
by the faculty. In this case, the faculty had justifiable reasons for preferring 
an outside candidate. Thus a rift was about to open up in the department, 
with the professors and researchers belonging to the Faculty of Engineering 
ranged against each other. 

This controversy aroused strong emotions among the members of the depart- 
ment. Loyalty to the faculty emerged as paramount, threatening the sense of 
unity among the mathematicians - the fostering of which had been one of the 
main reasons for founding the department in the first place. 

Because organizational tasks were so varied and so relatively unstructured, 
these shifts in membership (between faculty, department, rank and discipline) 
happened too rapidly for those concerned to be very much aware of them - until 
controversy brought them out into the open. In their daily lives, however, these 
subjects’ unconscious handling of these varying patterns of membership 
represented a skill taken for granted, or a refined art of ‘getting by’ (Fineman, 
1985) as they collectively constructed the texture of organizing. 

The mathematics department was an organiztion whose work was largely 
unstructured, whose objectives were uncertain, whose technology was ill-defined; 
it was an organization where control was in the hands of a variety of profes- 
sional communities; and it was an organization whose working practices were 
addressed to a plurality of audiences. Some of these audiences were physically 
present during the day-to-day life of the department: students coming in at pre- 
established hours, non-teaching staff attending to administrative matters, porters 
opening the building and locking up, colleagues working with department 
members or sharing physical and social space with them. All this movement 
went on actually within the department. But these departmental boundaries inter- 
sected with external ones delineated by an invisible network of colleagueship. 
The individual academic’s specialized studies were addressed to an audience 
comprising everyone who was interested in hidher particular subject, and the 
exchanges and relations between him/her and this extended public were of varying 
intensity and frequency. 

The boundaries enclosing the academics’ actions towards this latter type of 
audience could be local, national or international - the nearness and distance of 
people and places depending, not on topographical but on emotive factors. Other 
audiences were marked out by the department’s political actions as it exercised 
control over access to and career within the academic profession. Although 
the criteria governing recruitment and advancement in Italian universities 
are established by law - competitive examinations are held at national level 
- the co-opting system and its related alliances are still powerful, both in 
the organizational behaviour of the national community and as a cultural 
model. The game of alliances draws boundaries of organizing action that stretch 
beyond the faculty and the university; and the moves of the players in the game, 
although varied, are all designed to establish the internal order of the professional 
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community or to defend or promote interests through the discipline’s professional 
associations. 

Thus audiences by discipline and sub-discipline, and audiences as political 
allies in the battle for control of the professional community, marked boundaries 
for individual and collective action. These intersected with the boundaries of 
the department as an organizational level in the university structure. These 
ramified links between subject and audience - within the department, within 
the university, within the discipline and within the academic community - move 
the texture of the organizational process together. 

T H E  MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING OF ORGANIZATIONAL LIFE 

If, therefore, the texture of organizing everyday life is spun together by negotiative 
interaction, this presupposes an inter-subjective world that enables mutual 
understanding and the creation of a common programme for action. In our daily 
cultural environment we take it for granted that we experience objects in just 
the same way as everyone else, although each individual is convinced of hislher 
uniqueness in interpreting this reality. 

This unquestioning acceptance of objects and their features as common 
knowledge - objective and anonymous - is a process that Schutz (1962b) has 
labelled the ‘reciprocity of perspective’: organizational actors become members 
of a group, they are socialized to a common code of knowledge, they share 
idealized images of other groups. An individual’s common-sense knowledge of 
the world is a system of constructs of its typicality, in the sense that ‘what is 
experienced in the actual perception of an object is apperceptively transferred 
to any other similar object, perceived merely as to its type’ (Schutz, 1962a, p. 8). 

We have developed Schutz’s insight into two concepts. These we use here 
to show how the organizing of everyday life is achieved through a commonly 
arrived-at understanding of what such ‘organizational life’ actually is. The first 
of these concepts is typification - the process whereby individuals group people, 
things and events by type, thus forming them into ideal images and behaving 
accordingly. It is through typification that organizational actors established 
identity and difference - ‘us’ and ‘them’. Our second concept is the mirror game, 
a term we use to refer to the process where two or more groups project 
‘specularly’ the idealized images that they have created of each other. In order to 
gain access to the mutual understanding of organizational life at work in the 
mathematics department, we therefore had to investigate how its members: 

(a) used typification strategies to define identities and differences: 
(b) developed social images of themselves and of others: images which reflected 

back and forth among groups as in a game of mirrors. 

The Typification Process 
Typification was the process whereby the members of the department grouped 
each other according to specific discriminatory criteria that were generated from 
the members’ own emotions, codes of practice and ethics. Each typification 
established an implicit reputational hierarchy within the department. The criteria 
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on which typifications were based were either institutional and general (ie. the 
discipline) or less generalized and grounded in the values of the department’s 
organizational culture ( 2 .  e. attendance at meetings) or else specifically based on 
individual preferences (i. e .  personal sympathies or antipathies). 

Of the various typifications at work in the mathematics department, the follow- 
ing were the most important in generating interactions among the various groups: 

(1) Typification arising out of the area of study: pure mathematicians, applied 
mathematicians, computer scientists, geometers. The specific nature of the area 
of study also constituted a medium Gf  communication within each group, not 
only because of common interests but also because of the complex system of 
similarities developed by people working in the same field, which enables mutual 
understanding among people of the same ‘type’. Although this appeared to be 
an emotively neutral classification, it was in fact the basis for an invisible reputa- 
tional hierarchy, one that was not socially admitted to although everyone 
concerned knew that there was a social distribution of prestige in the department. 

(2) Typification deriving from the classification of the academic staff into the 
three ranks of full professor, associate professor and researcher. This hierarchy 
in the tenured posts of the academic staff was matched by the reputational hier- 
archical scale. The talent, prestige and recognition that the academics were able 
to deploy symbolically in their department upset the structural hierarchical scale 
of the three academic ranks, and also established hierarchies within each rank. 

(3) Typification according to the faculty in which the department members 
did their teaching. The faculty of mathematics, physics and natural sciences 
was generally recognized as being more academically prestigious than the faculties 
of engineering, economics or agriculture. This created a scale of centrality and 
membership based on criteria overlapping with those above. 
(4) Typification according to whether the department member’s work was 

directed towards an elite audience (pure mathematicians) or a mass audience 
(computer scientists). The quality and variety of the relationships with these 
various audiences then discriminated between ‘those who brought in new ideas’ 
- especially from abroad - and ‘those who did not venture outside the school 
of thought’ to which they belonged. 

( 5 )  Typification based on the intellectual life cycle. A central feature of the 
mathematics community is a system of beliefs and social practices associated 
with the division of intellectual life between ‘the productive young‘ and ‘those who 
have given what they can’. The belief is that mathematicians are most creative in 
their youth. When this early creativity has faded, older mathematicians may 
contribute their acquired experience to team projects or they can devote themselves 
to teaching. Pairings between young and old mathematicians were observed to 
be central to the organization of the department’s daily work, and the importance 
of these pairing in career advancement was stressed by our subjects. 

(6) A number of other typification systems constructed by individuals and 
not widely shared. Only one of these - participation - is described here, insofar 
as it shows the contribution by the individual to the life of the department. In 
the absence of organizational rules governing participation in organizational 
life, only social control and persuasion could induce individuals to take part 
in the management of the department’s affairs. This social control was also 
deployed through typification: there were those department members ‘who have 
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isolated themselves’, ‘those who are active’, ‘those who attend because meetings are 
a social occasion’, ‘those who never come’. The actions of the department’s various 
social groups had varying impacts on the management of its day-to-day business, 
but one cannot take for granted - at least in the case examined here - that there 
was a direct relation between participation and influence. The voluntary nature 
of attendance at departmental meetings and the absence of formal sanctions meant 
that participation was fluid. But it was for precisely this reason that absent indi- 
viduals could in fact be influential: their reputations still exerted a powerful influence. 
Thus, though absent, they were effectively present at every meeting. 

Typification was a cognitive process which enabled the department members 
to read their complex system of memberships and to pigeon-hole colleagues 
accordingly. They used typifications to expand their knowledge of the depart- 
ment’s dynamics and their understanding of its shifting patterns of membership. 
Being a competent member of the department meant, for example, knowing 
who speakers were at a meeting and in what capacity they were acting. 

Typifying the behaviour of the Other involves the attribution of a certain 
individual ‘type’ to it, the positioning of this ‘type’ within the corresponding reputa- 
tional scale, and adjusting the I to these perceived similarities and differences. 
In  fact, typifying the behaviour of the Other also typecasts the behaviour of the I 
which feels, understands and reacts to the relationship. The communication of 
typifications and their broadcasting through the department and the occupational 
communities of academics and administrators was seen as the means by which 
identities and differences among the organizational actors could be recognized. 

The Mirror Game 
Typification acts as a sort of cognitive economy in that it provides people with 
ready-made images of themselves and of others. In daily face-to-face encounters 
among individuals, these images are smoothed and softened because of the quality 
of the relationship and the degree of intimacy involved. Among groups, however, 
typification predominates, generating mirror games of various kinds. One such 
mirror game, very probably to be found in all professional bureaucracies, was 
played between the academic and administrative staffs. 

For the administrator, an academic ‘is somebody with his head in the clouds 
and without any common sense - which he despises’. The academic, on the other 
hand, has developed an idealized image of an administrator as: ‘somebody who 
is always putting a spanner in the works, instead of doing his duty of providing 
support and dealing with problems’. 

Moreover, those academics who also had to perform time-consuming adminis- 
trative tasks (e .g .  the head ofdepartment, the editor ofthe national newsletter for 
mathematicians published by the department, the lecturer in charge of the computer 
centre etc . )  made the mirror game even more complex and intricate. They saw 
themselves ‘as being in the schizophrenic situation of simultaneously listening to 
both voices - academic and administrator - but of being able to speak only one 
of them at a time’. 

In the mirror game, each group in the department did not look at its own reflec- 
tion in the metaphorical mirror but at the reflected image of itself that other groups 
had projected to it. Simultaneously, each group projected the images of other 
groups while it attempted to rectify its own. As in a game where everybody knows 
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the rules and knows that hidher partners know them too and how to apply them, 
the mirroring of these cognitive and discoursive patterns had become institu- 
tionalized into systems of practical action which, ironically, confirmed for each 
group the ‘accuracy’ of its interpretation of the other. 

These groups had developed the ‘schemes-of-person-in-situation’ (Lord and 
Foti, 1986) typical of a situation of mutual incomprehension. They communicated 
with each other in a paradoxical manner. Their dialogues were apparently non- 
communicative, and their interaction resembled conflict more than co-operation. 
The situation could be compared to a conversation that followed the rules of 
coherent communication but where the unity of space and time had disintegrated. 

How, then, was shared understanding of organizational life possible in the 
mathematics department? Organizational life constituted the ‘object’ to which 
the described processes of mutual understanding - and misunderstanding - were 
addressed. In recognizing this common object, various groups identified each 
other as organizational partners. Specular typifications provided them with 
complex cognitive schemata that were communicated through mirror games. 
These constituted the warp and weft of mutual understanding among the 
organizational actors; an understanding created by organizational action and 
shaped by processes of shifting memberships and audiences. However, mutual 
understanding of organizational life is not just achieved through words and 
actions: people communicate through shared emotions, body language, the visual 
organization of artefacts, and their empathy towards those who like and dislike 
the same things. Aesthetic appreciation also binds people and organizational 
activities together (Strati, 1990). For example, when in the mathematics depart- 
ment a particular problem that proved insoluble for many years was finally and 
elegantly dealt with, the solution was compared to ‘a great symphony’. In other 
words, when an idea was beautiful it was able to intrigue, to stimulate the 
imaginations of other mathematicians, and to gather around its originator a 
community of scholars among whom a special understanding had been forged. 

Thus mutual awareness of organizational life is complex, fragmented, shifting, 
divisive and paradoxical. It is the loom on which organizational actors weave 
their organization together. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Texture is a concept characterized by its strongly evocative power. If we think 
of texture as a fabric, we can ask ourselves whether it is loosely or tightly woven; 
if we think of the texture of a rock, we can ask ourselves whether it is hard or 
crumbly. Texture may be synonymous with such terms as ‘tenor’ or ‘tone’: we 
can compare the texture of metropolitan life with the texture of country life; 
by using the concept evocatively, we conjure up tactile sensations such as grainy 
texture, creamy texture, and so on. 

Analogies of this kind can be of help in isolating and understanding the concept 
and qualitative dimension of organizational life. We have emphasized qualitative 
analysis in this article in an attempt to grasp the fundamental features of an 
organization, to get to the core organizational issues. The texture of organizing 
has not been treated here as the soft dimension of organizational structure. 
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Texture has a hard, concrete quality as well, one in which the events that mark 
out the contours of organizational life are embedded; it, too, is finely interwoven 
and articulated. Our approach has both a strength and a weakness. It highlights 
those features of an organization that make it unique and special (and in doing 
so increases our awareness of the fragmentary state of our knowledge of organiza- 
tions); but it is an approach that focuses on those aspects that are least susceptible 
to comparison with those of other organizations. We therefore cannot recommend 
any prescriptive methodology or specific technique for its study. The methodo- 
logical considerations that follow are intended merely to remind the reader of 
the concepts, themes and relations that we found useful in our study of the texture 
of organizing. 

(1) Activity is a central theme; one that must be approached from the organiza- 
tional actor’s standpoint if the researcher is to achieve understanding of what 
subjects actually do while creating an organization. Where do their certainties, 
uncertainties and risks lie? How do actors cope with problems? What interactive 
network centres on their activity? What audiences do the subjects reach? 

(2) Ownership is a key concept. It is the emotional bond that ties actors to 
the social artefact that they build. The social construction of reality is not a ‘cold’, 
unfeeling process: being part of it entails a desire for ‘mastery’ - for possession 
of that reality. 

(3) Link is another key concept. It provides useful insights into the perception 
of a particular organization’s texture shared by its members. The purpose, 
meaning and design that actors attribute to the texture of their organization 
may be revealed in their (empirically detectable) relationships with various 
audiences, and in the links among actor, activity and organizational level within 
and without organizational boundaries. 
(4) Reputation is also an important notion. A number of different hierarchical 

scales are built on it. Study of reputational differences brings out the actors’ 
feelings of participation in organizational life and their symbolic contribution 
to the social construction of texture. 

( 5 )  Typification and the mirror game are processes that reveal the construction 
of identity and difference. They weave together the organization’s texture and 
its members’ sense of belonging to it. 

The texture of an organization can be conceived of as an imaginative domain. 
It combines the ideas, projects and emotions that subjects assign to their organiza- 
tional behaviour. It is a metaphorical map of the boundaries of organizational 
life. It includes activities that reach beyond the organization and the constant, 
informal processes that structure it. It is the symbolic territory of policies, conflicts, 
negotiations and exchanges, but also of reciprocal socialization by organizational 
actors to the diverse rationalities of their own activities. It is the domain that 
actors seek to possess through the network of their organizational actions. 

NOTE 

* The research group responsible for this analysis of the symbologies and organiza- 
tional cultures of a university department - as part of the national research project into 
the changing Italian academic profession financed by the Minister0 della Pubblica Imtruzione 
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- includes the two authors of this article and Antonio de Lillo, to whom we owe thanks 
for his generous help. We would also like to express our gratitude to Stephen Fineman, 
Steve Fox, Dian Hosking, Gerry Hunt, Steve Linstead, Norman Jackson, Tatiana Pipan 
and Gys van Rosendaal, who discussed with us the ideas contained in our article. 
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