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An integrative pluralistic approach to organizational management theory
construction from a metaphorical per spective

SHENG Sixin
(Chinese Academy of Macroeconomic Research, Beijing 100038, China)

Abstract: Metaphors employed in theory construction possess extensibility, which stems from the mapping
relationships between the source domain and the target domain, and through analogical reasoning between
the two domains, new testable hypotheses can be generated. Based on different understandings of the
relationship between the vehicle and tenor (research object), theoretical construction methods commonly
used in organizational management can be classified into three approaches: instrumentalism, critical realism,
and pluralism. Researchers employing these three methods often use metaphors subconsciously, without
fully recognizing the metaphorical nature of human thinking and the metaphorical essence of conceptual
systems. From the perspective of metaphorical thinking, each of these three theory-building methods has its
advantages and limitations. The application of this new method—integrative pluralism—in constructing
organizational management theories can synthesize the advantages of existing methods while attempting to
overcome their limitations. This approach, on the one hand, acknowledges the theoretical tendency of
instrumentalism to propose new vehicles, striving to construct new metaphorical vehicles by analyzing and
synthesizing the metaphorical foundations of existing theories, and on the other hand, affirms critical
realism’s pursuit of stronger explanatory power, advocating that new vehicles should incorporate
commonalities among existing vehicles wherever possible. Furthermore, integrative pluralism draws upon
the “inclusive” research path of pluralism. The utilization of integrative pluralism from the perspective of
metaphorical thinking not only helps advance innovation in organizational management theory but also
provides insights for theoretical innovation in other social science fields.

Key words: metaphor; instrumentalism; critical realism; pluralism; integrative pluralism
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