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Abstract

With close to 500 publications, Barbara Czarniawska is one of the most cited and influential
scholars in organizational theory and related fields. How did she do this? In this article, I use
my own story as an example of the many ways in which she influenced and continues to
influence current and future scholarship. First, I show how she exposed me to literature and
ways of thinking about the social world that changed how I conceptualized gender, and how
this change resulted in a doctoral dissertation — a discourse analysis of research texts on
women'’s entrepreneurship — that in turn influenced how this research field conceptualized
gender and paved the way for new research priorities. Second, I detail an example of how her
theory that gender positioning is a result of negotiation between partners in conversation
helped me guide a doctoral student from the next generation of scholars. Finally, by
discussing the pedagogical methods she used in her doctoral courses, I show the practical
ways in which she consistently encouraged collective, reflexive and critical thinking.

1. How Barbara Czarniawska made me think differently

I started my PhD journey in 1996 with the intention of writing something that would help
men and women in organizations finally understand each other and do everything right.

I finished it with a discourse analysis of research texts on women's entrepreneurship that
showed how researchers got everything wrong.

What happened in between? Well, I met Barbara Czarniawska. She made me change my
thinking most profoundly. My understanding of gender was shaped by my prior experience
working as an assistant account executive at a hip advertising agency in Los Angeles. It was
a 1980s version of Mad Men, many years before MeeToo. As a young woman from
comparatively gender-equal Sweden, my experiences at the agency simply did not make sense
and I was desperately looking for a way to understand them. At the time, Deborah Tannen
(1990) and John Grey (1992) published popular books on how men versus women are, talk,
and behave, that provided handy and easily understandable explanations for any experiences
of gender discrimination in the workplace. Men were from Mars and women came from
Venus, and it was just a matter of understanding and better adapting to the preferences and
behaviours of the opposite sex, and all would be well. Individual, essential traits explained
behaviour, not structures.

pl Online first 1 ISSN: 2499-1333

Submitted 27/02/2025 — Accepted 11/12/2025



I simply had no idea there was an alternative to an essentialist understanding of gender or
what bad things could come of such a thing. That is, I did not grasp that the assumption that
certain traits always go with a certain sex, in combination with the idea that traits explain
behaviour exonerates structural explanations for women’s subordination and thereby also
reinforces a patriarchal gender order.

I lived in Gothenburg when deciding to return to higher education. Having missed the
deadline for the PhD program at Gothenburg University, I saw an ad for a PhD program at
the newly started Jonkoping International Business School (JIBS) and applied. JIBS was
building its entrepreneurship research profile, which explains my future research focus. While
waiting for admission I became a hang-around at Gothenburg Research Institute (GRI) where
Barbara worked. I was warmly welcomed even though I had no formal student status. I
attended seminars and philosophy of science courses. Barbara encouraged my interest in
gender and let me copy everything in her gender research library, which entailed two full
days by the copy machine (the web was in its early days). She introduced me to Joan Acker
who visited GRI, which inspired me to read Acker's seminal texts (Acker, 1990, 1992a, 1992b;
Acker & Van Houten, 1974). The real change in my thinking came later, though, when I
attended two of Barbara's PhD courses; one in institutional theory and another in postmodern
theory; both with God-sent reading lists.

Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) The social construction of reality became the real eye-opener. I
wish it were compulsory reading for every beginner PhD-student! It provided a
comprehensive and understandable rendering of concepts such as the social construction of
gender, identity, legitimacy, institutions, power, and more. Other important texts included
March and Olsen (1989) and Brunsson and Olsen (1993), both explaining that rationality is
something we construct in retrospect to make our actions understandable as rational. They
also solved the agency/structure dilemma (there is none, they are two sides of the same coin),
and then Czarniawska and Sevon (1996) did away with dichotomies altogether. Lyotard
(1984) explained what was meant by the postmodern condition and introduced me to the role
of narrative knowledge, further developed by Czarniawska in several books (1997a, 1997b,
2004).

Barbara also introduced me to prominent scholars in her network, among them Deirdre
McCloskey (1998) who showed how science is persuasion, claiming that “the one who has the
best arguments wins”, Silvia Gherardi who paved the way for the “doing gender” perspective
in entrepreneurship (Gherardi, 1994), and Elisabeth Sundin, a pioneer in the women's
entrepreneurship research field (Sundin, 1996; Sundin & Holmquist, 1989). Elisabeth
introduced me to some key feminist texts that together helped solve "the science question in
feminism" (Harding, 1986). There is no objective knowledge, said Donna Haraway (1991),
since this would require a "God's eye" where the observer is completely detached from the
observed, which even physics says is impossible. But neither does the other end, total
relativism exist, since all knowledge is created from a particular point of view, or a standpoint,
to use feminist language. The trick is to be aware of and include information on the position
from which one is writing for the reader to judge, advised Haraway. Iris Young (1995) asked
whether one can develop solid, actionable knowledge about women as a group when having
a social constructionist perspective since this implies that nothing necessarily unites women
as a group. She solves it by borrowing the concept of seriality from Sartre. Her argument, in
short, is that even if nothing necessarily unites women as a group, they are united in that they
are perceived as a group, and thus subject to gender-specific treatment.

pl Online first 2 ISSN: 2499-1333

Submitted 27/02/2025 — Accepted 11/12/2025



With a mind thus equipped, I began my PhD project with a literature review covering the
period from 1982-2000. I quickly discovered there was something fishy going on in the
research articles on women's entrepreneurship in leading entrepreneurship research journals.
A few dissenting voices (Mirchandani, 1999; Stevenson, 1990) helped me pinpoint it: somehow
most articles seemed to conclude that women entrepreneurs lacked something. They were
simply not good enough. Why? This question made me decide to make the research literature
the research object.

Since a critical analysis of research texts requires a method (or so I was told) I started learning
about discourse analysis (e.g. Boréus & Bergstrom, 2017; Dean, 1999; Fairclough, 1995; Laclau
& Mouffe, 1985). However, the suggested methods were not very helpful. They were either
not specific enough, or they were designed for very short texts, and not applicable to a
material consisting of 82 articles and thousands of pages of text.

True to her irreverent nature, Barbara suggested 1 design my own method. Skip the
interpreters, she said, and go to the source. So, I began reading Foucault. At first, that was not
very helpful either, since he opposed codifying any method, fearing this would limit future
inquiry (Foucault, 1972a, 1979, 1991, 1995, 1999). However, I did find a useful text in Foucault's
installation lecture to College de France (Foucault, 1972b) which helped me piece together
something both useful and coherent, thus satisfying the demand for scientific rationality (Ahl,
2007). Foucault defined discourse as “practices which systematically form the object of which
they speak” (Foucault, 1972a). He said to look for discursive practices, both linguistic and
material practices. Language, including unstated assumptions guiding language practices,
was the most important, but material and other practices that enabled or prohibited a certain
language use were also instrumental. Included in the latter were, for example, rules on who
could or could not speak on a certain topic, or in a certain setting, and rules on how things
could or could not be said (Foucault, 1972b). The latter principle was easily translated into
writing and publishing practices. Having thus devised a method fit for the purpose, I
embarked on the discourse analysis. The following is a short version of the results:

A number of discursive practices formed the discourse on women's entrepreneurship in
leading entrepreneurship journals up until the year 2000. Most important were five unstated
assumptions:

First, a completely taken for granted assumption was that of profitability and economic growth
as the purpose of entrepreneurship. This assumption informed performance studies and
male/female comparisons. Since women's businesses were on average fewer and smaller than
those owned by men, this assumption made women come out on the losing side — women did
not measure up to “the male standard” of profitability and growth and were thus positioned
as a lesser sort of entrepreneur. Such conclusions were made notwithstanding that the
differences between men's and women's business performance are largely due to industry
choice, and to the fact that some huge male-owned companies make the averages for men
much larger than their median numbers. These circumstances were, however, largely ignored
by the studies included in the discourse analysis.

Second, assuming essential gender differences, scholars then turned to comparisons of men's
and women's traits to explain why women didn't perform as well as men. The traits in
question were based on a third assumption, namely that of entrepreneurship as masculine
gendered — supposedly entrepreneurial traits such as assertiveness, risk orientation, or
management skills were studied, as were supposedly feminine (and not so entrepreneurial)
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traits like family orientation or risk aversion. Few, if any differences were found but the
assumptions of gender differences were sometimes so ingrained that scholars explained that

the women they studied were unusual women, perhaps "self-selected", or "hardened" by their
business experience and not like ordinary women (on which they had no data). In this manner,
unstated assumptions tended to override research results.

A fourth assumption was the work/family divide. Family was invariably assumed to be a
woman's responsibility. Family obligations were constructed either as an obstacle — and thus
a possible explanation for women’s lesser performance — or as a source of inspiration for
business practices. Caring for a family was assumed to be how women learnt to be flexible,
for example. Men's family responsibilities were never studied. Men were not asked how they
combined childcaring and entrepreneurship. By implication, men’s (supposedly) higher
performance was not explained by men not having to take responsibility for children and the
household.

Hovering over it all was a fifth assumption, namely that of entrepreneurship as an individual
undertaking, and that entrepreneurial success or failure is explained by individual behaviour.
This assumption basically neglects structural explanations.

Other discursive practices in the research field such as theoretical preferences focusing on the
individual entrepreneur, a preference for quantitative methods looking for differences with
persuasive p values, and an objectivist epistemology reinforced the above-mentioned
assumptions. So did institutional support for entrepreneurship research — private funders were
interested in business performance and public funders in economic growth. A final discursive
practice shaping the discourse on women entrepreneurs was writing and publishing practices
that seemed to align with all of the above. The end and final result was that women were to
be blamed for their lack of success. So, research practices ended up reinforcing women's
subordination, even if this was not the intent of the researchers.

I had a number of recommendations for how to avoid this trap. The first was to apply a
constructionist perspective and look for gendered practices rather than essential traits. The
second was to include contextual and structural factors and study how social orders are
gendered (Ahl, 2002, 2004). The article version of the study; "Why research on women's
entrepreneurship needs new directions" (Ahl, 2006) is highly cited in the women's
entrepreneurship research field. The field counts articles in the thousands today, has its own
speciality journal;, the International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship, and has
expanded geographically beyond the early Anglo-Saxon, predominantly US context.
Constructionist, critical, feminist, and contextual work has become more common, and a
greater variety of research methods are used (Marlow, 2020). A focus on not only gendered
orders but also social orders related to other discrimination grounds, such as race or ethnicity
is becoming increasingly common (Verduijn & Essers, 2013), as are studies of constructions of
entrepreneurial masculinity (Giazitzoglu & Down, 2017). The field has indeed taken new
directions. As far as my discourse analysis assisted in this turn, this is ultimately due to
Barbara Czarniawska making a novice PhD student think differently.

2. Passing the torch to new generations of scholars
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Fast forward some twenty years. I received an e-mail from Sanita Rugina, who owns the
largest travel agency in Latvia which she started in 1996 after Latvia became independent
from the Soviet Union. Her experiences as a female entrepreneur in a former communist
country gave birth to a desire to pursue a PhD degree on the topic. She had read my work and
decided I would be a suitable PhD supervisor. Seeing my history repeated I was eager to help.

Since there were no open positions at Jonkoping University at the time (history repeated
again...), she suggested I be a guide and co-author on two of her articles instead. The first
study was essentially a remake of the discourse analysis, but on the literature from Central
and Eastern Europe (CEE), with similar findings (Rugina & Ahl, 2023). Women were
positioned as an untapped economic resource, as a casualty of a gendered industrial culture,
as lacking skills relevant to entrepreneurship, as a solution to social problems, or in need of
encouragement. The CEE literature was still young and seemed to go through the same steps
as the Western literature. One would have thought that contemporary authors would start
from the current position in science, but this was not the case. Perhaps it must be shown that
women are people too before one is ready to question gendered structures (Calds & Smircich,
2006).

The second article (Rugina & Ahl, 2024) was based on an analysis of articles on women
entrepreneurs in Latvian women's magazines and started as a study of identity constructions.
It was hard to get it published, though. Reviewers wanted something theoretically new and
different — identity studies were apparently a dime a dozen. This is when Barbara, herself
unknowingly, re-entered the stage. I remembered reading an article by her in this journal, in
which she combines positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990), "doing gender" (West &
Zimmerman, 1987), "negotiation of identities" (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2001) and her own
prior work on "coercive gendering" (Czarniawska, 2006). The result is a model with eight
outcomes (Czarniawska, 2013). Her interest is in showing how a certain position is
constructed, which she says is an ongoing accomplishment, consisting of an interplay of
attributive positioning (how someone else positions a person) and self-positioning (how a
person positions themselves). Both positioning acts may be either accepted or contested. This
creates a 2x2 matrix, but she adds that in each cell there are two possible outcomes as Table 1
describes.

Table 1. Types of positioning acts and their possible results

Adapted from Czarniawska (2013: 63)

attributive positioning self-positioning
positioning 1. maintaining position 3. managing position
accepted 2. shifting position 4. losing position
positioning 5. refusing definition 7. performance faulted
contested/resisted 6. re-positioning 8. performance unrecognized

Czarniawska's point is that a position is constructed as an interplay between people in
conversation, and she uses examples from her empirical research to illustrate how each
outcome is constructed. Whereas she formulated the model to illustrate her theory, we took it
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as theoretical departure for empirical enquiry. It is suitable since the material consists of
interviews published in women's magazines where the reporter and the interviewed women
entrepreneurs engage in conversation. The women tell their stories, but they are also asked
questions in which they are attributed a certain position which they then can choose to accept
or not.

Each instance of a positioning act was marked in the material, using the model above as an
analytical tool. The most common by far (77 per cent of 166 cases) was accepting a position. A
journalist may for example ask if women were more emotional than men, and the woman
would agree (case 1), or the journalist would call the interviewee a "businesswoman" and she
would at first say no, arguing that a businesswoman was "a shark", but then (reluctantly) shift
her position and agree that she was indeed a businesswoman (case 2). In case 3 women
distanced themselves from the businesswoman label altogether, thus safeguarding their
femininity, and in case 4 they said it was impossible to combine womanhood and being in
business. Fourteen per cent of the positioning acts were in the self-positioning/positioning
contested category. An example is an architect who lamented her single life, saying it was
against "a woman's instinct", but said she could not both be in business and be a mother (case
7). The quotes in case 8 centred on how gendered expectations made it impossible to enjoy
success as a businesswoman.

These positioning acts are all built on assumptions of essential gender differences and
traditional constructions of masculinity and femininity. Entrepreneurship is seen as male-
gendered and not possible to combine with womanhood. Only a minority of the cases (nine
per cent) showed a different pattern, namely when an attributed position was contested or
resisted. For example, a journalist would suggest that men are better entrepreneurs since they
take more risks, and the woman replied that no, men just show off more (case 5). In case 6
women refused an attributed position and repositioned themselves by turning feminine traits
into advantages in business. The final instance was rare, though, there were only three such
excerpts in the whole material.

In summary, the positions on offer were either a feminine, secondary entrepreneur or one
who chooses business before femininity and family and, therefore, fails as a woman. The
dominance of traditional, conservative notions of gender surprised us. The post-feminist
notion of a woman who can have it all — a happy family and home life, a great sex life, and a
successful career which is present in the West, at least as an aspirational object, was
completely absent (Ahl & Marlow, 2021; Gill, 2007). Sanita explained it by the revival of
conservative gender ideals after independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. Women had to
work hard both at work and at home during the Soviet era, so independence offered women
a welcome chance to be stay-at-home moms and to revive and celebrate conservative
femininity. At the same time, Soviet notions that gender equality was achieved are still present
in Latvia, so there is no push for structural change. These circumstances make prospects of
increased gender equality bleak.

While this was a snapshot of the findings — please see Rugina and Ahl (2024) for full details
— it serves the purpose of demonstrating how Barbara Czarniawska's model enabled the
analysis. First, the model allowed a detailed demonstration of how identity is a product of
ongoing social interaction, subject to prevailing assumptions among the conversing partners.
Second, it helped us understand the extent to which neo-conservative understandings of
gender dominate in this context, thus prompting an analysis of the influence of contextual
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factors shared by many post-soviet states. And finally, on a pragmatic level, it provided the
theoretical novelty that reviewers were looking for. Sanita Rugina earned her PhD degree in
2023 at Maastricht University and thereafter received a post-doc position at the Centre for
Baltic and East European Studies at Sodertorn University in Sweden.

Barbara Czarniawska consistently encouraged collective, reflexive and critical thinking.
Those of us lucky enough to have taken part in her PhD courses have first-hand experience of
the unique ways in which she achieved this. Barbara's courses were essentially literature
seminars. She assigned a hefty reading assignment for each seminar. Each participant was
required to hand in a 500-word summary of the main arguments of the readings for each
seminar before the seminar started. The hand-in should also contain a reflection of how the
assigned literature was useful for one's work. This fostered active learning, industriousness,
reflection, and an ability to focus and filter out the essence of a text. It made sure that all
students were up to speed, and it made us fast readers — practice makes perfect. Today I
assume instructions must include that it is not allowed to use Al

Furthermore, she out-sourced the responsibility for conducting the seminars to the students
— we took turns, in pairs, which made the seminars fun. No one wanted to disappoint their
course mates. Finally, the course paper was to be designed as an article or a book chapter,
which helped the students to think about, and actually produce publications early on.

The design worked wonders. Barbara joked that while others counted how many PhDs they
had supervised, she used to count how many of her PhD students had become full professors.
I copied her course design when I developed a PhD course in gender theory at the School of
Education and Communication at Jonkoping University and found it equally fruitful. Many
of the students have since defended their dissertations and continued their careers as post-
docs or assistant professors. They now invite me to contribute to papers on the most
interesting topics, such as Zehra Sayed on the influence of notions of respectable femininity
for Indian Muslim women entrepreneurs, Sumaya Hashim on masculinity constructions in
Bahrein, Annie Roos on mismatches in the entrepreneurship support system for women in
rural areas in Sweden, or Joel Hedegaard on how older men “do gender” in Danish or
Australian Men’s Sheds, which are male-only activity centres for seniors (Ahl, Hedegaard &
Golding, 2023).

The examples provided here show how Barbara Czarniawska has fostered a third generation
of scholars who, I believe, will foster a fourth in a similar manner. A "generation" in this
context could be as little as ten years or even less — some of us started later in life. Having met
Barbara in person is of course a true privilege, but not a must. Her ideas and methods will
continue to build knowledge through her many publications and networks, for many years to
come, and for many new generations of scholars. The torch will be passed on.
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