
Background: Business discourse in the context of increasingly rapid
product and organisational redesign

At the most general level, business and organisational discourse analysis takes two forms.
On the one hand, there is the kind whose principal concern is to make generalisations
about what characterises business organisational texts. These texts can be spoken, written,
visual or in any other semiotic form. This discourse analytic approach seeks 'to outline the
typicalities, the patterns and regularities, as well as the constraints and boundaries' that
are visible in such texts, and it 'grounds its arguments in empirically derived [linguistic]
data to make its claims' (Iedema 2003: 27). Researchers who deploy this kind of discourse
analysis tend to postulate what linguistic features of specific texts are typical of business
organisational discourse, and what discursive knowledge is needed to be able to reproduce
those texts.

On the other hand, there is the kind of discourse research that seeks out tensions and
differences in what businesspeople and employees say and mean. This approach is 'ori
ented towards uncovering possibilities oforganisational change and innovation' (Iedema
2003: 27). By highlighting tensions and contrasts in what people do and say, meanings are
revealed that might otherwise have gone unnoticed, and that can contribute to opening up
new ways of working and doing business (Boje 2001).

One influential proponent of the first kind of discourse analysis is Norman Fairclough.
He began to write about social and organisational change in the late 1980s (Fairclough

of to the wayinterpersonal styles of being and interacting are gaining increasing significance
in the business workplace. It is not only assertiveness, initiative and adaptability that are
increasingly valued at work, because emotional and listening skills are now also gaining
predominance: 'the new economy increasingly requires the skills that were confined to the
private domain of relational work to be brought to the forefront of the management and
processing ofinformation and people' (Castells 2004: 228). So, next to knowledge work as
explanation for what is happening in the new economy, emotional labour is a notion used
to shed light on new ways of feeling and relating in the workplace (Hochschild 1983). As
businesses shift into flexible production, ongoing restructuring and improvement, and the
search for product uniqueness, the impact on workers is that they spend more effort and
time on rethinking work processes and on building relationships: 'even factory workers are
said to require interpersonal and decision-making skills previously reserved for managers'
(Barley and Kunda 2001: 77).

In the remainder of this chapter, we begin by fleshing out how discourse analysis has
approached these developments. In the section that follows we take some time to review
the literature that deals with social and organisational change. Following that, we move
on to consider empirical evidence to make tangible what that literature talks about, and to
pinpoint domains where discourse research has thus far not ventured. Besides illustrating
that employees talk about their work in ways that were quite uncommon just a couple of
decades ago (Gee et al. 1996), the data also bears out that staff do complex kinds of emo
tional work to make possible new practices, such as teamwork and project tasks. Against
the backdrop of this analysis, we will sketch what a discourse analytical agenda looks like
for the future, and how it can benefit the study of twenty-first-century business discourses
and practices.
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Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the changes and innovations that we see in contem
porary business organisations and their implications for employees. These changes and
innovations involve new technologies, restructured product lines or services, and new
managerial, professional and occupational tasks and responsibilities. What the research
that is reviewed in this chapter suggests is that these developments manifest most dramati
cally in how employees relate to one another, what they say to one another, how much
they say to one another, and how frequently they (have to) communicate with each other
(Adler 2001; Child and McGrath 2001). For that reason, the focus ofthe chapter is on how
changes within business organisations impact on employees in those organisations - not on
the discourses of how people do business with one another across organisations.

To date, changes in business organisations have been discussed in terms of a rise in
'knowledge work' (Drucker 1993), or work that centres on the producing, sharing and
applying of data and information. Businesses need 'knowledge workers' because of 'the
informationalisation, networking, and globalisation of the economy' (Castells 2004: 218).
But besides knowledge work being a domain in itself (like market analysis or stockbroker
ing), knowledge work now increasingly permeates most businesses and all levels within a
business, independent of whether their output is goods or services. Since knowledge often
begets knowledge, the emphasis on knowledge work produces a positive feedback spiral.
Knowledge creation leads to faster rates of organisational restructuring and production
redesign, a phenomenon that is further fuelled by new technologies and in turn leads to
new knowledge creation. Scholars have coined the term 'fast capitalism' to describe the
rapidity with which these dynamics are played out (Armitage and Graham 2001; Gee and
Lankshear 1995; Virilio 1986).

Fast capitalism has considerable consequences for who workers can be and what they can
do and say.To accommodate increasingly rapid change, their traditional and static concep
tions of time, self and work have to give way to ones that are more flexible.Think of the end
of the 9-to-5 workday, the advent of flexitime, employment casualisation and the intrusion
of work-related technologies into the home sphere. All these elements blur the boundaries
between private selfand work self. Castells sees these changes as goingeven further, because
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