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Abstract
This paper aims to examine knowledge in Nonaka's theory of organizational knowledge creation in
a theoretical context of organization studies in the West. In so doing, TEAM linguistic theory has
been utilized as a framework to analyze Nonaka's theory and its ontology in particular. In addition,
Nonaka's theory, focusing on knowledge, has been considered, examined and compared with the lit-
erature of organization studies in the West. The analysis has revealed that from these perspectives,
Nonaka takes a dualistic stance of both epistemology (tacit and explicit knowledge) and ontology
(individuality and collectivity) while the traditional argument of knowledge in organization studies

in the West is fundamentally narrow and, epistemologically and ontologically, monistic in its theo-

retical position.
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1. Introduction

This paper aims to examine knowledge in
Nonaka's theory of organizational knowledge
creation in relation to a theoretical context of
organization studies in the West'. In so doing,
firstly, TEAM linguistic theory will be intro-
duced, which is utilized as a framework to
analyze Nonaka's theory and its ontology in
particular. Secondly, Nonaka's theory will be
considered, examined and compared with ex-
tensive related literature; namely, the litera-
ture of organization studies in the West in
terms of epistemology and ontology. Finally,
knowledge in Nonaka's theory, focusing on its
ontology, will be examined in terms of the

TEAM linguistic framework.

2. Analytical framework

In this paper, TEAM linguistic theory and

its notions are utilized as a framework to ana-
lyze Nonaka's theory and its ontology in par-
ticular. A number of notions of the TEAM
linguistic approach developed by Nishibe
(1996) are introduced. In paying attention to
the meaning of language and at the same time
acknowledging the multiplicity of that mean-
ing, Nishibe (1996) divides the meaning func-
tion of language into four; namely, functions
of (T) transmitting meaning, (E) expressing
meaning, (A) accumulating meaning, and (M)
measuring meaning.” Figure 2-1 shows the
TEAM linguistic structure, which puts the
four meaning functions of language into a
four-fold matrix framework. This matrix is co-
ordinated by axes, one regarding explicitness /
implicitness and the other regarding difference

/ identity.
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Figure 2-1: TEAM structure: Linguistic meaning functions
and the structure of language (Source: Nishibe, 1996)

An explanation of the TEAM structure
will now be made. For example, if I say to a
lady "I love you", I explicitly 'express' my feel-
ing (meaning) towards her by using lan-
guage. This has a characteristic which is
differentiated from the others because some-
one may use the words 'fancy’, 'like' or 'crazy
about' instead of 'love' when he expresses such
a feeling. This is the expressive function of lan-
guage (the quadrant of explicitness-difference
in Figure 2-1). I do so because I want to
‘transmit' my feeling of love (the meaning) to
her in an explicit form of spoken language.
This is possible because there is an identified
horizon or domain between her and me to un-
derstand the meaning of the words. In other
words, the language allows her to understand
This is the

transmissive function of language (the quad-

my explicit spoken words.

rant of explicitness-identity in Figure 2-1).
Moreover, the sentence "I love you" I used is
also based on my own implicitly 'accumulated'’
experience, which is differentiated from others
(the accumulative function of language) (the
quadrant of implicitness-difference in Figure
2-1). For example, I had probably been im-

pressed by American films and the phrase has

been accumulated for use in certain circum-
stances. Or I had some previous experience of
love affairs. These are different experiences
from other people that led me to say to her "I
love you" on this occasion. That is say, my ex-
posure to Hollywood films and previous love
affairs account for this. However, at the same
time, language can be 'measured' by compar-
ing it to others (the measuring function of lan-
guage) because language is made up of an
implicit value system, which can be identified
(or shared) with others who can use the lan-
guage (the quadrant of implicitness-identify
in Figure 2-1). That is, she may measure or
judge that my expression is, for example, too
'straight' or very passionate. According to
Nishibe (1996), language is mainly composed
of these four meaning functions and sustained
when the four functions are maintained in a
balanced way. Taking into consideration that
economic activities of a company, for example,
inevitably rely on the linguistic activities of
members of the company, TEAM linguistic
theory, which focuses on the human activities
of transmitting, expressing, accumulating and
measuring linguistic meaning, should help

grasp a better understanding of them. The
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four-fold matrix framework, coordinated by
axes of the explicitness / implicitness and the
difference / identity, is mainly used as the ana-
lytical framework in this paper.

In order to examine human behaviour in
general and activities associated with human
'knowledge' in particular, in the organizational

context, it is also important to link the TEAM

linguistic structure with the individual-
collective relationship (ontology). Figure 2-2
provides this linkage. An assumption is made
by Nishibe (1996) that when the (TEAM)
meaning structure of language is transferred
into the human structure of character; namely,
the individual-collective relationship, a gap

occurs like Figure 2-2.

Explicitness
Individuality
) Transmis Expressive .
Identity Difference
Measuring mulative
Collectivity
Implicitness
Figure 2-2: Individual-collective relationship (ontology)

within the TEAM linguistic structure (Source: Nishibe, 1996)

For example, the term 'individuality' is
characterized not only as differentiated from
others, but also as explicit. In other words, it is
marked primarily as the expressive function
of the TEAM structure. On the other hand, the
term 'collectivity' is characterized not only as
identified with others, but also as implicit.
Likewise, it is marked primarily as the meas-
uring function (providing latent value). This
meaning is that individual managers, for ex-
ample, play a crucial role in decision making
processes of product creation mainly by 'ex-
pressing' their own ideas, which are collec-
tively 'measured' based on existing latent

value.

3. Examining traditional epistemology in the

West

The dictionary definition of epistemology
is 'that division of philosophy that investi-
gates the origin and nature of knowledge'
(Spender, 1998). The major breakthrough of
Nonaka's theory of organizational knowledge
creation has to do with this epistemological di-
mension (Magalhdes, 1998). Although the
epistemology of Nonaka's theory can be, as
will be expanded in chapter 4, differentiated
from traditional Western epistemology, it is
pertinent to critically review the Western tra-
dition of epistemology in organization studies.
This will then enable Nonaka's epistemologi-
cal assumption to be better cross-examined in

relation to the Western tradition.
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One of the most influential theorists who
devoted a great deal of time to working on or-
ganization theory in terms of epistemology
was Herbert Simon (see e.g. 1976).> His work
was greatly influenced by the development of
the computer and cognitive science and he
(1976) viewed an organization as an 'informa-
tion-processing machine' in his scientific the-
ory of problem solving and decision-making.
Simon believed that because human capacity
is inherently limited, often referred to as
'bounded rationality', the organization can ex-
pand its rationality by systematically but sim-
ply dividing work into specialized boundaries,
and efficiently developing communication
systems. Moreover, he argued that perception
and imagery could be handled in terms of
'prepositional, digital encoding' (Goldman,
1986, p 254) and thus assumed that all infor-
mation can be codified. For Simon, implicit
knowledge, such as nonlinguistic mental proc-
esses and behavioral knowledge, is nothing
(Nonaka & Takeuchi,
1995) and he implied that in terms of episte-

more than 'noise'’

mology, there is only one type of information
(or knowledge) and therefore no difference
exists between knowledge, information and
data.

A number of Japanese authors (see e.g.
Saeki, 1985; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Take-
uchi, 2001) have suggested that the modern
rational view of knowledge propounded by
Simon, which has been dominant in the field
of organization studies, is rooted in the work
of Rene Descartes (2000). Takeuchi (2001)
claims that Western philosophy has a tradition
of dualism which separates 'the subject who
knows (the knower)' from 'the object that is
known (the known)', also mind and body, and
reason and semse. Takeuchi also claims that

Descartes considered that 'true' knowledge is

AR AR E R ECRFHHCE No.5 (2010)

knowledge that is acquired only through rea-
son or mind and therefore knowledge that can
be acquired though sense or body is ignored.
The kind of thinking which places emphasis
on only reason (and mind) is called rational-
ism. Another influential Japanese thinker,
Saeki (1985) lends support to this argument,
and states that although scholars through the
ages from the Greek civilization to those in the
middle ages attempted to strike a balance be-
tween sense and reason in their epistemology,
West

intuitional ability, which is related to sense and

modern scholars in the ignored
body, emphasizing logical ability, which is re-
lated to reason and mind. This modern Carte-
sian-like rationalist view of knowledge is
called monist epistemology because it acknowl-
edges only one dimension of knowledge of the
dualism (see Spender 1996, 1998). These ar-
guments have been supported by Western
theorists such Spender (1998) who argue that
there are the prevailing western academic
conventions, which assume a separation of the
knower and the known, and focus on objects
rather than our perceptions. In the same con-
text, Spender (1996) argues that a number of
organizational theorists have built their theo-
ries by adopting a Cartesian-like rationalist
view of knowledge, which suggests that Carte-
sian-like rationalism has been the mainstream
of Western epistemology and has had and con-
tinues to have a major influence on organiza-
tional theorists in the West.

Importantly, the Cartesian-like rationalist
view of knowledge can only correspond to the
part of explicitness in the vertical axe of im-
plicitness /explicitness in the TEAM linguistic
framework in chapter 2 (see Figure 2-1). This
is because the perspective, as mentioned ear-
lier, tends to ignore the implicit dimension of

knowledge (acquired through sense or body)
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as 'noise'.

Recently, a number of European and
American academics engaged in research re-
lated to organization theory (see e.g. Spender,
1998; Swan et al, 1999; Swan et al, 2000)
have claimed that this kind of Cartesian-like
monist epistemology, mentioned earlier, is in
some respects problematic in the organiza-
tional context and this is so because the Carte-
sian-like rationalist view fails to take into
account the significance of pre-existing organ-
izational structures, norms and cultural values
(Swan et al, 1999). It is also problematic be-
cause the epistemology views a human being
as rational and cannot therefore shed light on
non-rational activities such as innovation and
trust in the organization (see Swan et al,
1999). Finally, it poses problems because the
processes through which knowledge is created
within an organization cannot be explained
(see, Spender, 1998). As will be argued in the
next chapter, Nonaka gives attention to both
sides of the contrasting epistemological posi-

tions within the two categories.

4. Examining the epistemology of Nonaka's
theory
4. 1

It is evident from ongoing debates within

Definition of knowledge

the literature that 'knowledge' as a term is in-
trinsically ambiguous and equivocal.®’ In spite
of the complex nature of knowledge, the west-
ern traditional definition accepts that it repre-
sents a justified true belief, which is a concept
that was first propounded by Plato in his
'Meno, Phaedo, and Theaetetus'. Whilst Nona-
ka (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) has taken dif-
ferent epistemological assumptions from
those employed by western orthodox theorists
of organization such as Simon (1976), he does,

in principal, employ the same definition of

knowledge as a 'justified true belief' within the
western traditional view.

The difference in the definition of knowl-
edge between Nonaka and the Western tradi-
tion is in its emphasis. Nonaka (1994; Nonaka
& Takeuchi, 1995) claims that the argument
of the traditional epistemology in the West fo-
cuses on truthfulness and that a personal belief
and the justification of knowledge should re-
ceive more emphasis when translated to the
organizational context. In the case of Nonaka,
the emphasis is on dynamic and subjective as-
pects, rather than the static and objective na-
ture of a human being, and claims that a
personal 'belief' and the 'justification' between
members in an organization play crucial roles
in creating knowledge. In this respect, Nonaka
also suggests that too much emphasis on
‘truthfulness' reduces creative activities in an
organization.

Recently, the emphasis on the humanistic
dimension of a personal 'belief' and the com-
municative dimension of the 'justification' of
knowledge in the organizational context is
supported by researchers in the UK such as
Galliers & Newell (2000) and Blackler (1995).
Galliers & Newell (2000) argue that a 'belief'
is, by definition, a human phenomenon and
that in the organizational context 'truth' is so-
cially constructed (and justified) through in-
teraction between individuals and groups.
Blacker (1995) emphasizes 'knowing as a
process' in an organization, pointing out the
situated, provisional and reflexive nature of
knowledge. What they emphasize is, that
knowledge in the organization is related to
commitment, human action and is also con-
consistent  with

text-specific, which is

Nonaka's theory.
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4.2 Two types of knowledge

Importantly, Nonaka (1991; 1994; Nonaka
& Takeuchi, 1995) assumes that there are two
types of knowledge; namely, tacit and explicit
knowledge.® According to Nonaka (see 1991,
1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), explicit (or
codified) knowledge refers to knowledge that
is transmittable in formal, systematic lan-
guage. In other words, it can be expressed in
words, numbers and diagrams, and shared in

the form of data, scientific formulae, manual

and the like. This kind of knowledge is gener-
ally equated to information, which was as-
sumed by Simon (1976). On the other hand,
tacit knowledge is highly personal and context-
specific, and therefore, it makes it difficult to
communicate or share with others and there-
fore, it can only be acquired and exchanged
through non-verbal communication, such as
experience and observation.” Table 4-1 shows

features of two types of knowledge.

Table 4-1: Two types of knowledge (Author: Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995)

Tacit Knowledge
(Subjective)

Explicit Knowledge
(Objective)

The known

Body

Sense (Knowledge of experience)
Simultaneous knowledge

(Here and now)

Analog knowledge

(Practice)

The knower

Mind

Reason (Knowledge of rationality)
Sequential knowledge

(There and then)

Digital knowledge

(Theory)

This notion was first defined by Michael
Polanyi (see 1966) who emphasised more
tacit knowledge, than explicit knowledge,
claiming '"We can know more than we call tell'
(1966, p 4). What the author meant by this is
that knowledge as expressed in words and
numbers, is explicit knowledge, and thus so to
speak, covers only the tip of the iceberg of the
entire body of (both tacit and explicit) knowl-
edge. Whilst Polanyi argued the contents of
tacit knowledge from a philosophical context,
Nonaka expands the theory of tacit knowl-
edge in a more practical direction (see 1991,
1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). In this
sense, it can be said that Nonaka takes a plu-
ralist (or dualist) epistemology due to the dual-
istic view of tacit and explicit knowledge,
rather than the Cartesian-like monist episte-
which (1976) took,

mology Simon

considering all knowledge to be explicit
(which was discussed in chapter 3).° In other
words, Nonaka incorporates epistemological
positions, the knower and the known, mind and
body, reason and sense into his theory by dis-
tinguishing between tacit and explicit knowl-
edge (see Table 4-1).

Importantly, the distinction between tacit
and explicit knowledge is also approximately
in line with the distinction between the verti-
cal axe of implicitness / explicitness in the
TEAM linguistic framework introduced in
chapter 2 (see Figure 2-1 & 2-2).

5. Examining the ontology of Nonaka's theory

In Nonaka's theory, the 'ontological' di-
mension, which is concerned with the levels of
knowledge-creating entities, is as important as

the epistemological dimension because Nona-
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Epistemological

Ontological

dimension
Explicit
knowledge
Tacit
knowledge
Individual Group
-—

Organization

Knowledge level

Inter-organization dimension

Figure 5-1: Two dimensions of knowledge creation (Source: Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995)

ka looks at knowledge creation in the context
of the organizational activity, rather than of
the individual activity. Nonaka (Nonaka &
Takeuchi, 1995) differentiates knowledge in
an organization into four entities; individual,
group, organizational, and inter-organizational.
Figure 5-1 combines these four levels of the
ontological with the epistemological dimen-
sion (explicit and tacit knowledge).

It suggests that organizational knowledge
dynamically moves from a lower (individual)
ontological level to higher levels through the
interaction between tacit and explicit knowl-
edge (for more explanation, see Nonaka &
Takeuchi(1995)).

In relation to the ontological dimension,
Nonaka (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) assumes
that knowledge is basically created by indi-
viduals, while it is 'organizationally' ampli-
fied, crystallized and also internalized as a part
of the knowledge network of the organization.
The emphasis placed by Nonaka on individu-
als as the knowledge-creating entity and its di-
verse classification of the ontological level

have attracted a great deal of critical attention

from a number of western theorists related to
organizational knowledge (see e.g. Blackler,
1995; Spender, 1998). For example, Blackler
(1995) criticizes Nonaka's approach for being
rather traditional because Nonaka claims that
knowledge is a specific entity, formed in the
minds of individuals, rather than of groups.
This criticism is supported by Spender (1996,
1998) who argues that Nonaka's distinction of
ontology is narrow and shaky because he dis-
misses the individual/organizational dichot-
omy, assuming that only the individual
thinks. In contrast to Nonaka, Spender empha-
sizes the importance of collective knowledge,
which is defined as social, implicit knowledge,
rather than individual knowledge, pointing
out the existence of the western academic tra-
dition, such as the work of Durkheim and
Halbwachs in sociology, that emphasizes so-
cial knowledge (see e.g. Durkheim, 1964;
Halbwachs, 1992).

In applying the TEAM linguistic frame-
work introduced in chapter 2 (see Figure
2-2) to the arguments on the different em-

phasis in ontology between Nonaka and the
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Figure 5-2: Ontological dimension of the linguistic
framework and knowledge creation (Source: Author)

western organizational theorists such as
Spender and Blackler the results have been
most interesting (see Figure 5-2).

Figure -2 suggests that it is, as Spender
(1996, 1998) and Blackler (1995) pointed out,
crucial to pay attention to the implicit, collec-
tive knowledge because it constitutes the in-
stitutional framework of an organization as a
(systematic) knowledge base, which presents
and develops latent organizational capacity.
This is in line with Nonaka's idea that knowl-
edge is organizationally amplified, crystallized
and also internalized. However, since knowl-
edge creation is an expressive activity that cre-
ates new knowledge (new words), that is,
differentiates it from existing knowledge in a
specific, actual context, it also has to lie heav-
ily on an individual activity. This is in line
with Nonaka's ideas of knowledge creation
based on individual creativity. In short, the
knowledge activity in an organization has a
dualistic nature, which includes not only an

institutional, identified dimension but also a

specific, differentiating dimension as Nonaka
assumes. This analysis in turn, suggests that
in the dimension of new knowledge creation,
Nonaka's assertion of the emphasis on indi-
viduals as creating subjects is valid in terms of
the linguistic perspective and shows the theo-

retical limitations of Spender and Blacker.

6. Conclusions

This paper has examined Nonaka's the-
ory, focusing on its epistemology and ontol-
ogy, in relation to the literature of organiza-
tion studies in the West and in terms of the
TEAM linguistic framework. The analysis has
revealed that from these perspectives, Nonaka
takes a dualistic stance of both epistemology
(tacit and explicit knowledge) and ontology
(individuality and collectivity) while the tra-
ditional argument of knowledge in organiza-
tion studies in the West is fundamentally
narrow and, epistemologically and ontologi-
cally, tends to be monistic in its theoretical po-

sition.
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Notes

1

Throughout this research the term West is referred
to as post-industrialized countries of European ori-
gin such as North America, Western Europe, Aus-
tralia and Canada.

It may be easy to understand a function of 'meas-
uring meaning' as of 'sharing and providing latent
value'.

For a brief review of organization theory on ra-
tionalism including Simon, see Reed (1996).
Nonaka (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) claims that in
order to place too much emphasize on the logical
aspect of decision-making, Simon ignored implicit
knowledge as 'moise’. The word 'noise' possibly
means things useless in this context.

The history of philosophy since the classical Greek
period can be regarded as a never-ending search
for the meaning of knowledge. Nonaka critically
reviews philosophical debates regarding knowl-
edge in the Western historical context, see Nonaka
& Takeuchi (1995).

The above distinction between tacit and explicit
knowledge is equivalent to Rye's famous distinc-
tion of 'knowing how'
(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Spender (1996),

however, suggests that the notion of tacit, rather

and 'knowing what'

than know-how, is richer because it can explain a
post-Freudian psychological dimension that goes
beyond conscious knowledge and into the sub- and
pre- conscious modes of knowing.

The assumption made by Nonaka is that there are
two dimensions to tacit knowledge, the first being
the technical dimension, which covers concrete
know-how, crafts, and skills that apply to specific
contexts, while the other dimension of tacit knowl-
edge is a cognitive dimension, which consists of be-
liefs, perceptions, ideals, values, emotions and
mental models. See Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995).
More recently, apart from Nonaka, these defini-
tions have been widely cited within the literature
of organization studies related to knowledge not
only in the USA, but also in European countries
(see e.g. Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; von Krogh,
1998; Seufert et al, 1999; Baumard, 1998; Lam,
2000; Swan et al, 2000; Robertson et al, 2000;
Johannessen et al, 2001; Walsham, 2001).
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