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Abstract Even if the concept of Bcommunity of persons^ is more and more present, only a
few studies with practical cases actually use it. This paper is based on the pragmatic
constructivism epistemological paradigm and uses an autopraxeography method from a
previous action research study. The case presented concerns part of a large business. At the
beginning of our study, this organization experienced many conflicts. The intervention we
implemented developed dialogues and built a community of persons. At the end of this story, a
new HR manager arrived and decided to stop what was previously implemented (to increase
productivity), putting an end to the dialogues and all of the collaboration that went along with
them. This way of doing leads to fake productivity because it generates a lot of hidden costs.
Thus, this case shows that a dialogue is necessary to build a community of persons, and vice
versa. Otherwise, there are just associations of individuals.

Keywords Community . Persons . Constructivism . Self-studies . Autopraxeography

Introduction

Melé (2016), in his fifth proposition, explains that humanism highlights both individual
autonomy and sociability. This proposition develops implicitly the idea of a community of
persons that contrasts with a vision of dehumanized organizations, which implies that busi-
nesses are just a set of contracts and that their main finality is to enrich their owners (Melé
2009b; Melé 2013). If we understand organizations as a community of persons, we can gather
information on organizational phenomena as, for instance, shared knowledge (Melé 2009b).
These persons need to have a dialogue with other persons. Naughton (2015) explains that
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further research should focus on the concept of Bcommunity of persons for the common good^
(p. 197). He recommends that such studies place an emphasis on case studies. This is the
starting point of our paper, which is itself based on a case: the human resources manager of this
organization knew that there was a lack of dialogue and wanted to develop it. A dialogue is a
discussion built over time between several persons, and it is a necessary component of a
community of persons.. The etymology of the word refers to the ancient Greek prefix διά,
meaning Bthrough^ and λόγοςmeaning Bword^ or Breason.^ Dialogue is therefore a word that
runs through and provides a vehicle for transmission; it reflects the movement of ideas and the
direction that evolves.

The purpose of this paper is to deepen our understanding of a community of persons,
especially of the dialogues in these communities. We start by defining the concept of
community of persons. Then, we present our methodology, and finish with the case and
reflexive work.

Organizations as a Community of Persons

While this expression is not usual in managerial literature, organizations can be viewed in
some cases as a community of persons.

First, we present our definition of a person in order to clearly explain how organizations can
be considered as communities.

Person(s)

Like Melé (2012) and Fortier and Marie-Noëlle (2015), we use Bperson^ (even in the plural
form) to take into account the wealth of meaning that underlies this word, which comes from
the Greek prosôpon. At the beginning, prosôpon (Housset 2007) meant the face, then the
meaning expanded to encompass the mask worn by an actor, and then it became synonymous
with the social person. So, prosôpon means a face, a thing, an individual in the flesh, or a
concrete individual who is playing a role (Housset 2007). It is what others see of the self and of
its identity. Latin developed the use of persona, which moved from the mask to the character
and from the character to the bearer of a word (Vernant 1996). This concrete individuality—his
or her identity—makes a person a unique being. A person is both unique and multifaceted,
different from others. Hence, a person cannot be understood by observing only one facet, and
although grasping all of them may seem difficult, researchers and specialists must keep in
mind a person’s multifaceted composition. A person is not an object that we can divide up and
watch (Mounier 1952). Mounier (1952: xvii) explains his definition of a person:

One might expect that personalism would begin by defining the person. But one can
only define objects exterior to man, such as can be put under observation. Here is my
neighbour. He has a unique feeling of his body, which I cannot have; but I can look at
this body from without, examine its dispositions, its heredity, its form, its maladies; in
short, I can treat it as an object of physiological, medical, or other knowledge. He
exercises functions, and there is a functional order and a functional psychology, which I
can apply to the study of his case, although they are not he, the whole man in his total
reality. Moreover, and in the same way, he is a Frenchman, a bourgeois, a socialist, a
Catholic, etc. But he is not a Bernard Chartier, he is Bernard Chartier. The thousand

38 Humanist Manag J (2017) 2:37–55



ways in which I can distinguish him, as an example of a class may help me to
understand him, and above all to make use of him, they show me how practically
to behave towards him. But these are merely sections taken, in each case, through
one aspect of his existence.

A person is therefore unique without being reduced to a category and being understood
only in an individualistic way.

Indeed, the notion of Bperson^ rests more specifically on personalism. Despite the latter’s
heterogeneous perspective, personalists agree on a person’s uniqueness and dignity (Melé
2009a). More precisely, personalism differs greatly from any other form of collectivism since a
person retains autonomy and individual freedom when in a community. A person is not only
an individual who can simply be counted as part of a community, but also a unique being that
can neither be replaced nor viewed as an abstraction (Melé 2009a). A person also differs from
an individual, because a person is not seen as someone leading an isolated existence, linked to
others solely through a social contract. On the contrary, a person is seen as a social being
intrinsically related to others and leading an interdependent existence (Melé 2009a). The
ethical personalist opposes the Other to one’s Self, aiming to obtain from the Other an ethical
answer with the same intensity and sharing the same openness. In this reciprocity, moral
obligation transforms into moral love. The first stops when one’s own obligation is met, and
the second is a tension that solicits the Other, thus attracting him or her toward a creative
answer (Attilio and de Nicola 1989). In this process, a person is not led by principles deduced
abstractly, but by the fulfilment of the Other and the quality of the relationship in a way that
makes a person want to create (Danese and Dinicola 1989). In addition, a person is a complex
being interacting with other complex beings in a complex environment. Therefore, it may help
us to use complex thinking (Morin 2008) to understand communities of persons. Morin (2008)
demonstrates that a person can be altruistic and selfish, as well as nice and mean to others.
Consequently, it is possible for selfishness to inhabit a person who is nonetheless opening up
to others. Instead of denying this phenomenon, being aware of it and taking it into consider-
ation might be preferable. Although the notion of Bperson^ connotes uniqueness and dignity,
the word Bindividual^ is often preferred (Melé and Gonzalez Canton 2014) in some countries.

An Organization as a Community of Persons

According to Melé (2012) Ba ‘community of persons’ emphasizes both individuals and
the whole^ (p. 89). Mintzberg (2009) explains that individualism is a beautiful idea
because it produces incentives, promotes leadership, and fosters development. However,
persons are also social animals and need social glue to unite them for their own good.
This is what Mintzberg (2009) calls Bcommunity.^ Community entails taking care of
work, colleagues, and one’s place in the world. Mintzberg positions community spirit
between individualistic leadership, on the one hand, and collective citizenship, on the
other. This view of a community is very similar to the one that Melé (2009a) describes,
in which persons share common goals and goods belonging to the community while
maintaining their sense of individuality. Naughton (2015) explains that organizations can
be viewed as a continuum between an association of individuals and a community of
persons, even if these two notions could be used interchangeably in everyday language.
If we view the organization as an association of individuals, we consider it as an
aggregate of individuals who are mostly motivated by their own goals and calculations,
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and bonded by contracts. This point of view uses only economic and legal human
conceptions. With a community of persons, there is a move from a Bme^ to a Bwe^
(Naughton 2015).

Organizations as communities endeavour to stimulate the good in each person who is its
member (Tablan 2014). BProviding a safe working environment free from harassment, bully-
ing, and discrimination is necessary but not sufficient for a genuine community. Rather,
workers and managers must try, in the course of their common endeavours, to build authentic
human relationships that transcend the limits of their employee-employer contract^ (p. 12).

Tönnies (1887) distinguishes two ideal types: Gemeinnschaft and Geesellschaft. The first
one could be translated as Bcommunity^ and the second one as Bsociety.^ Tönnies (1887)
opposes societies and communities. Societies are just based on individuals’ utilitarian interests
and communities assume an emotional social function based on emotional feeling. Such
communities are characterized by emotional and special proximity where human
relationships are authentic. In these communities, the whole takes priority over individuals.
Tönnies (1887) promotes this ideal-type. Societies support a mechanical and egoistic system
that does not consider a person as a social human being that could be open to others. Tönnies’
(1887) notion of community does not allow us to recognize the existence of each person. Adler
et al. (2008), for their part, distinguish three kinds of communities:Gemeinschaft,Gesellschaft,
and collaborative. In the first one, coordination relies on traditional norms. The second has a
coordination mechanism that is based on market price and hierarchical authority. The third, a
collaborative community, is based on interdependent self-construal, that is, each participant
coordinates his or her activities through a shared commitment to a set of finalities. BThe
procedures are designed collaboratively and used by peers to monitor each other and to work
together to improve performance^ (Adler et al. 2008, p. 366). Our perspective is that a
community of persons is a collaborative community in which persons respect and are open-
minded toward one another. Since it leads to being more productive, this cannot be a naïve
way of thinking about organizations. According to Melé and Gonzalez Canton (2014),
Bbusiness as a community of persons is a view of the organization […] and entails recognizing
the organization as a real entity made up by free and autonomous persons. This latter form a
whole, based on common goals, interconnectedness, interdependence, loyalties and even
moral commitments^ (p. 193). Of course these communities are not only composed of persons
who work in the same organization, they are also developing a business as a community rather
than an association. This should have a positive impact on persons and the organization. We
study a practical case that enlightens us on this concept of community of persons.

Methodology

In this article, we use action research in a pragmatic constructivism epistemological paradigm. First,
we present the specificities of this epistemology, and then the methodological particularities. We
used an autopraxeography method based on an action research study conducted previously. This
process is shown schematically in Fig. 1. At the beginning there is an organization problem (in our
case, this is an organization with many internal conflicts). In a previous action research process, we
made observations, held meetings and interacted with the various persons in this organization; in so
doing, we produced local knowledge. In the autopraxeography process, reflective work and
reflexive work are carried out during the action research experience, using a large body of academic
literature, in order to produce generic knowledge.
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Pragmatic Constructivism Epistemological Paradigm

The case studied in this article is anchored in the pragmatic constructivism epistemological
paradigm (Avenier and Thomas 2015), thus labelled by Avenier (2011). This paradigm is very
close to radical constructivism such as conceptualized by Von Glasersfeld (2001), Vico and
James and Piaget (cited in Avenier 2010). In this epistemological paradigm, knowledge neither
pretends to reflect an ontological reality (because nobody can prove its rational existence) nor
does it reveal its characteristics when this reality exists. This constructivism is not so extreme
that it rejects the notion of essence in its entirety (Grint 1998). In this paradigm, while
knowledge in being built, there is no difference between the investigator and the phenomenon
being investigated. They simply cannot be distinguished because the product—from the
viewpoint of the observer (an explicit or implicit theoretical hypothesis)—influences the
observations. Pragmatic constructivism believes that truth has no meaning because of how
knowledge is built (from human representations in order to give meaning to situations in which
people are involved). Consequently, the production of knowledge does not mean that we have
a faithful representation of reality, but rather that it gives us the means to understand life.

This paradigm uses an abductive approach, which is defined by Banathy and Jenlink
(2005). It works Bthrough interpreting or re-contextualizing individual phenomena within a
contextual framework, and aims to understand in a new way, from the perspective of a new
conceptual framework. […]. In this process, data is collected simultaneously to theory building
which implies […] a ‘back and forth’ direction between theory and empirical study^ (p. 138).
This approach introduces intuition into the scientific approach (Kovács and Spens 2005).

To legitimize knowledge, this paradigm uses reflexivity. Reflexive work is what researchers
do when they behave as reflexive practitioners of scientific research. It consists of tracking
what seems self-evident and digging into both the implicit assumptions and the deep meaning
of the notions that are used or newly introduced. The researcher often uses a large body of
academic literature to understand local knowledge, not to seem scientific but to stand back and
understand it differently (Albert and Couture 2014).
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Fig. 1 The methodological process
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Action Research

Action research is a fertile way of narrowing the gap between the researcher and practitioner
(Ripamonti et al. 2015). We use Reason and Hilary (2001) definition for this method as
described at the beginning of the Handbook of Action Research:

[A] participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in
the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory worldview which
we believe is emerging at an historical moment. It seeks to bring together action and
reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical
solutions to issues of pressing concern to people and more generally the flourishing of
individual persons and their communities (p. 1).

This method has two objectives: to provide some guidelines for practitioners who experi-
enced some difficulties and to advance science (Babüroglu and Ravn 1992). In order to
contribute to theories about the change process (Walton et al. 1989), in this method, knowledge
is socially constructed, and research is embedded in a system of values that promotes human
interactions (Brydon-Miller et al. 2003). However, many researchers in action research build
theories to apply them, which is what practitioners expect. They emphasize the transfer of
knowledge rather than a real collaborative engagement (Ripamonti et al. 2015).

Our action research process was carried out a few years ago. It helped the human resources
manager to develop a dialogue and create a starting point for a community of persons. We took
numerous notes during this process (interviews, meetings, observations, emails, etc.) and wrote
a report at the end of the mediation phase. By using autopraxeography, we were able to
produce generic knowledge.

Autopraxeography

Autopraxeography (Albert and Michaud 2016) is a self-study method.

Self-Studies

Using researchers’ experiences to produce knowledge is more and more frequent in social
sciences (Albert and Michaud 2016). Even if it is not so developed in management sciences,
Boje and Tyler (2009) and Haynes (2006, 2011) use auto-ethnographies, and introspection is
emerging in consumer research (Gould 2012). Various kinds of similar approaches exist under
different names: autobiography, auto-ethnography, introspection, personal narratives, self-
studies, personal experience narratives, self-stories, first-person accounts, personal essays,
auto-observations, personal ethnography, reflexive ethnography, and testimonio, among
others. Researchers do not agree on the definitions of each of these approaches Ellis and
Arthur 2003). Contrary to other kinds of studies, here, researchers seek to make sense of
personal experiences by using these reflexive methods.

The use of autobiographical methods may be perceived as Binsufficiently rigorous, theo-
retical, and analytical^ (Ellis et al. 2011, p. 11) by scientific standards (in a positivist way).
BSelf-study researchers have also exhibited the need to wrestle with the question of the validity
of their studies^ (Feldman 2003, p. 26). Even if these methods seem to have no scientific
content (Holbrook, Moris. B. 1995; Chris 2007; Rod 2011), it is more important to be relevant
with regard to the epistemological paradigm that has been chosen. For this reason and to help

42 Humanist Manag J (2017) 2:37–55



legitimize it, this kind of method has to be developed within a non-positivist paradigm. In the
paradigm of pragmatic constructivism, research legitimizes knowledge through reflexive work
(Albert and Avenier 2011). In this case, knowledge is not found in the narrative, but is built
from it.

Autopraxeography is the counterpart of auto-etnography with a large spectrum of investi-
gation. This method was used when one of the co-searchers had a particular experience that
could be inquired into by using a large body of literature to produce generic knowledge (Albert
and Michaud 2016).

Autopraxeographies Specificities

First, Albert and Michaud (2016) show that this method has three characteristics. They start by
demonstrating that knowledge built from autopraxeographies are neither nomothetic nor
idiographic. Usually self-studies are conceived in an idiographic perspective. In this perspec-
tive, knowledge built from practices is viewed as local knowledge (Tsoukas 2005). The
pragmatic constructivism epistemological paradigm produces generic knowledge that diverges
from both idiographic and nomothetic perspectives. Generic knowledge is not a generalizable
knowledge; it has to be contextualized again in each new situation (Avenier 2010).

Then, based on Avenier and Thomas (2015), Albert and Michaud (2016) explain that
the quality of autopraxeographies depends on the quality criterion of an abductive
explanatory case study in pragmatic constructivism, that is, Bthe quality of inferences
depends on the intelligibility and cogency of reasoning used in building the model from
the empirical material^ (p. 80). So, the autopraxeography process consists of a successive
back and forth between practice and theory. The use of multiple and varied literature
makes it possible to critically and knowledgeably improve the construct (Le Moigne
1990). This step back, by using theories, supports the transformation of narratives (local
knowledge) into generic knowledge.

Finally, contrary to most of self-studies, autopraxeography requires that testimonies be
written in the past tense for researchers to separate themselves from the moment of their
experience. They take the point of view of an outsider-expert. This step back supports the
emergence of the beginning of an abductive process. This reflexivity leads to rewriting some
parts of their testimony by focusing on parts or points of view that were forgotten. This kind of
writing helps researchers put a distance between themselves and their experiences (Albert and
Michaud 2016).

Autopraxeography Process

There are several steps to this method. First, researchers write their testimony in a naïve way,
as a practitioner, like talking about their day when they get home from work or recounting
holidays to a friend. Then, after revisiting their testimonies with theories, researchers generate
reflexive works.. Practitioner-researchers use this opportunity to examine their narrative
several times to find and develop what was initially implicit or unconscious. To accomplish
this, researchers must compare and contrast personal experiences against existing multidisci-
plinary research. This back-and-forth motion enables researchers to develop generic knowl-
edge that can be activated in other contexts (Albert and Michaud 2016).

In our case, in order to write the testimonies, we read our previous notes and report and
interacted a few times with a previous collaborator. The reflexive work (with one of the

Humanist Manag J (2017) 2:37–55 43



coauthors who did not have the same experience, or all the theoretical text read by all of us)
inquired into testimonies. This way, we added the information needed to delve deeper and
continued our process.

Some Method Limits

When using biographical methods in research, we must also consider that there are undoubt-
edly limits to our knowledge of the past due to subjectivity, and even authors (who are the
protagonists of their own story) are subject to these limits (Santos and Garcia 2006). While
trying to be as sincere as possible, everything is not related or even relatable. Moreover,
memory can be limited and transform how we view past actions. So, it is important to
emphasize the study of the past from the point of view of the present as Mead’s work suggests
(cited in Albert and Couture 2014). Given our epistemological choice, the purpose of the
narrative is not to represent the truth, but to prepare the ground in which to sow one’s reflexive
work and produce knowledge to help understand life. The raw material that is the reconstruc-
tion of the past from the present of just one person does not produce scientific knowledge; it is
all the reflexive work on it that produces it. A limit of self-studies is that they provide only one
source of empirical information. Each self-study consists of a single point of view, which is
limited and anchored in a geographical and institutional context. Reflexive work made with a
large spectrum of literature reduces the effects of this limit. The scientific knowledge produced
is not the testimony itself, but the reflexive work. The academic literature used during this
process stems from various contexts. As shown in Fig. 1, the reflexive process was used on the
previous action research, to produce generic knowledge.

Advantages of Using these Methods for this Study

In view of the action research process, it is important to note that the researcher spent time and
worked in this organization. This period and the understanding of work and realities helped
develop trust, which in turn supported a better understanding of the connections between the
different persons in the organization. The use of autopraxeography enabled us to step back
from the previous action research experience on two levels. First, in an abductive process, this
case was viewed from a new perspective (the community of persons); autopraxeography
provided access to some past experiences through a back-and-forth motion between the
experience and theories. Second, autopraxeography let us step back from the present emotion.
Decentering helped identify the coherence of previous actions.

Case Study Presentation

This case study took place in a business organization where many conflicts arose. This
organization was part of a larger one located on an island, where unions had a lot of power,
and union workers managed to block activities several times. Generational conflicts existed
between operators, there was an absence of hierarchical structure (the foreman position
remained vacant for 18 months), and work rules were not respected, even for personal safety.
At this time, the executive management’s mandate was to pacify work relations and restore
communication and common sense. The HR manager told us his expectations concerning our
intervention (within the action research process), linking it to his own mission in this company.
He wished to develop a long-term strategic HR approach that could resist the test of time. The
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HR manager thought that company growth depended on the development of healthy and
respectful relationships. He could see the difference between this long-term vision (strategic)
and short-term actions (tactical). However, long-term actions were presently setup within a
strained context. Our own objective was to learn about the context as much as possible in order
to build the founding blocks of long-term HR development, which would become the
company’s cornerstone.

Case Study and Its Reflexive Work

The case study has been presented in three parts. Each separation corresponds to a period of
time.

The Initial Situation: Conflict

Case Study

Before we arrived, the HR manager explained the situation: an employee hit his colleague with
an iron bar and chased him into the director’s office. The group of employees also mentioned
that there was no foreman for 18 months, even though this was considered to be a vital link in
the organization of the team’s manual work. From its point of view, the executive management
considered that employees were fighting against achieving objectives with nonprofessional
and sometimes aggressive behaviours. The executive management noted that the company
provided operators significant material stuff in order to achieve easily their tasks and to reach
their objectives. As a subsidiary company located on an island, the executive management
depended on the flexibility given to them by the national branch. It had no more financial
resources and didn’t want to offer higher wages. Consequently, antagonists became focused on
numerous groundless claims. This situation could escalate into a strike that might threaten all
of the players involved.

Reflexive Work

In cases of industrial disputes, it is hard to find common ground, but there is a common object:
the dispute. In this context, nonviolent communication (Rosenberg 2005) and negotiation
(Fisher and Ury 1981) are relevant since they free individual expression within the group.
Communication (Sabourin and Antona 2003) is a tool that allows room for reciprocity, trust,
and cooperation. When using this tool, the conflict transforms into an opportunity to base a
common ground in rationality (Boyle 2003). In our case, the organization did not function as a
community of persons, but as an association, which is a group of individuals led by their
individual aspirations and calculations, and who are bound to one another by contract
(Naughton 2015). In an association, there is no openness; each person follows their own
rationality, has their own background, and does their own work. The organization represents
income security, what is in common. It is governed by common rules that define the
organization’s outcomes (Ostrom and Barsuto 2011), but that also act as an obstacle work
against individual and collective efficiency by trying to reach business objectives. The Barenas
of action^ where our intervention rested, had one purpose: to change the rules defining
outcomes in order to be once more flexible when trying to reach objectives. Otherwise, the
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organization risked becoming stiff and no longer able to produce space for negotiation and
discussion. In such cases, a gap appears between the official work and the actual work (Leplat
1997), and the relationships between those involved end up individualizing the whole orga-
nization and its components. In our case, the disintegrating cohesion among employees and the
individualizing rationality threatened to collapse the organization. This demonstrated the
extent to which this organization was, at that time, an aggregate of individuals rather than a
community of persons. Everybody seemed motivated only by their own goals, calculations and
bound by contracts (Naughton 2015). Communication and dialogue stopped altogether, and
the manager called mediators in to start the process up again. This absence of dialogue could
be partially explained by the differences between blue-collar and white-collar employees. It is
well known that recognizing class differences reinforces a feeling of belonging to a class
(Horton et al. 2014); in a class culture, it is easier to see otherness than identity, and this
egocentric closure makes all Bothers^ become Bforeign^ (Morin 2008).

During the Action Research: Mediation

Case Study

When we arrived, we saw a different situation than what the HR manager presented. First, the
managers had mentioned various violent acts between employees and the fact that new
employees were not really integrated into the teams. It was a rather masculine culture of work,
and there was real solidarity inside each team, even the new ones. Second, there were still
conflicts: there were difficulties between employees and managers, and between teams (each
team did the same work at different moments, one in the morning and the other in the
afternoon). For instance, teams did not feel respected by the other teams (the workstation,
toilets, and common spaces were dirty). And employees were distrustful of managers. The first
day we arrived, a manager offered employees croissants to try to open a dialogue while
explaining who we were. Although they seemed to show some good faith toward employees,
the employees didn’t believe it was sincere and wanted to know what the managers were
hiding.

We had to move forward in small steps. The trick was to have a clear strategy. We
highlighted the importance of transparency with respect to the objectives, methods, and
contributions of everybody involved. Concern with transparency is one of this study’s ethical
founding blocks. All action, all communication, and all perception are legitimate as soon as
people and the clear and transparent approach are respected when reaching for a common goal.
At first, we worked with people in pairs to raise the collective intelligence level, which is
promoted through mutual trust. Then we mixed the groups for a day to work on a common
production. We tried to give the floor back to each person. We took into account each
discomfort experienced by everybody on everything. The freedom for all to express their
own excessive emotions enabled group members to tighten their bonds with one another. This
made it possible to develop a new sense of solidarity, and to go from BI^ or a small Bwe^ (each
team) to a larger Bwe.^

In order to increase creativity, we divided the big group into smaller groups, and gave them
the following goals:

– Together, find 3 to 10 rules that are important for living and working as a team.
– Find one action that would really help implement these rules.
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We walked around to help the groups express their ideas, listen to each other, and build
together a joint decision. At the end of the allotted time, two participants (one manager and one
employee chosen by the group) were asked to report on what their group discussed. The
groups successively explained how their opinions converged.

This dialogue highlighted a divergence on a special tool: a dashboard. Managers built this
tool as it is usually taught: it measures each part of activities prescribed by management.
Employees estimated that this tool wasn’t able to measure all the coordination between
different employees. This dashboard required that persons adopt individual behaviours which
could seem counterproductive from a collective perspective. The dialogue between managers
and employees showed that they disagreed about this tool, but also that they shared a vision.
So, we explained to both groups that they were talking about the same things. Then, it was
possible to build a new dashboard sharing both points of view (to measure activities and
support collaboration). This move facilitated communication with employees who felt recog-
nized as persons and as a community, which in turn fostered collaboration.

This dialogue was used as the basis for action and foundation for Bthe guide of best
practices.^ Finally, the groups explained again their differences and their contribution to work.

From this vibrant debate emerged the 10 most essential points for their Bagreement of best
practices.^ The two symbolic actions that were chosen were effective and not too expensive:

– To review the functionality of the Btoilet block.^
– To create a think tank in order to improve the production line and ensure that production

objectives do not reduce quality of life.

The actions that the work groups suggested (to facilitate the production line process in view
of improving toilet functionality) were very far from what the executive manager had feared
would be proposed. He had thought that the employees would ask for salary increases or
expensive equipment. As a matter of fact, the executive management generally considered
employees as being lazy and purposeless persons (a caricatured projection of Taylorism). For
this reason, the executive management modified its own perceptions in order to see employees
as business partners with whom they would be able to create commons. This involved every
level of the hierarchy, people had to respect commitments and individuals, and a long-term
communicative process had to be established. During this mediation, we talked about
holoptism and collective intelligence as Bthe capacity of human communities to evolve
towards higher order complexity and harmony, through such innovation mechanisms as
differentiation and integration, competition and collaboration^ (Atlee and Por 2000, p. 3).
Holoptism or collective intelligence involves dialogue: Bhigh quality information and access to
experts can be combined with high quality dialogue and deliberation in a highly focused way
to generate powerful collective intelligence with minimal expense^ (Atlee 2010, p. 283). So
holoptism means creating dialogue and commons.

The goal was to work on the idea of common objectives and the collaboration needed to
attain them. This was inspired by the notion of collective intelligence, which suggests
(according to an operator) the existence of a linguistic capacity to act and perceive, thus
interacting with one’s surroundings and producing meaning (Bonabeau and Theraulaz 1994).
Intelligence is collective when a group is provided with opportunities to interact that enable
people to correlate their behaviours in an adaptive manner in different situations (Bonabeau
and Theraulaz 1994). Next, to harness collective intelligence, it is useful to create interactions
between linguistic capacities (communication), perceptions (feelings) and action (toward
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common and personal objectives). These interactions are available and invested in a mean-
ingful way. Thus, we shed light on the following principles:

– To develop different spaces in which groups can explore their communicative ability.
– To clarify perceptions.
– To find unifying actions.
– To personalize these actions and give them a collective meaning: preparing the ground for

long-term HR strategies.

From this process emerged leaders, deliberation, dialogue, community conflict resolution
and collaborative action that led to common consciousness and action.

The executive management and the assembly line operators produced an agreement on the
Bquality of work life^ named BA.1.2.C.4^ (that we could translate as Bsee you soon^). The
name was suggested by an operator, according to whom the charter was a veil hiding
difficulties. The HR director shook his hand, approved the name, and said, Bthis name will
give it substance.^

Reflexive Work

Meyer (1999) distinguishes two different traditional modes of masculine culture: respectable
and rough. In our case, the employees’ culture coincided with the rough mode. This culture
promoted a Bswaggering masculinity^ (Meyer 1999, p. 117). In this context, men could
activate some norms and behaviours that promote physical capabilities to resist to the low
status attached to class and occupational positions (Slutskaya et al. 2016). But employees as
automobile workers in Meyer’s (1999) study maintained this masculine rough identity through
a boy-like playfulness where crudeness is more symbolic than real. So, even if the situation
appeared conflictual, it was just a symbolic show of a masculine culture of roughness. This
culture promotes a strong egalitarianism and opposition to employers (Meyer 1999). Thus,
employees were more than an association of individuals, and this culture confirms the obstacle
of dialogue explained by the apparent class struggle showed in the previous section.

The dashboard monitors work tasks as they are prescribed. But the rules of collective work
are more than just technical rules; they have an irreducible social dimension, especially as they
challenge the prescribed coordination (Dejours and Deranty 2010). Moreover, the disjunction
of each part of work from the other could appear as rational, but this rationality transforms into
rationalization (Morin 2008). Instead of thinking in a reductionist way, Morin (2008) invites us
to consider a conjunction pattern. The complexity of workplace interactions needs to look
beyond the sum of each individual’s tasks, and take into account unpredictability and
collaboration between persons.

As with Wilson (2004), persons in this process listened Bto the[ir] deepest faculty of inner
knowing.^ Building dialogue builds commons, and commons bring dialogue. So, in an organi-
zation with a community of persons Bdialogue can be deepened until we are listening beyond the
words to our own and others’ needs, feelings, assumptions and frames^ (Wilson 2004, p. 6).

In order to build a community, people must work together. Respecting others, man-
agers and employees could try to build a community and exceed the limits of employee-
employer contracts (Tablan 2014). These community choices are not rational from a
market perspective, but they highlight the importance for each person to build a collab-
orative community (Adler et al. 2008).
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Contrary to management’s expectations, and according to Ostrom (1990), employees as
appropriators calculated that the long-term net benefits expected should be greater for all
appropriators than if they just followed predominantly short-term strategies. So it was in their
interest to become more moderate in their demands. Employees understand that all
appropriators (themselves included) can be winners when Bindividuals follow rules and engage
in mutual monitoring, reinforcing institutional arrangements and individual strategies bolster
one another so as to maintain enduring patterns of consistent, but not perfect, rule-following
behavior^ (Ostrom 1990, p. 187). According to Perroux (1965), based on personalist Jean
Lacroix’s work, this social dialogue is commonly sought after, despite adverse communication,
when looking for a fair solution. This dialogue entails the respect of others as well as long-term
calculation. According to Bohm (1996), a dialogue connotes a flow of meaning through several
persons as a collective and fromwhich a new understanding can emerge. This dialogue suggests
community, mutuality, and authenticity (Banathy and Jenlink 2005), and allows a Bwe^ to come
into being. This studied organization could be viewed as a community of persons (Naughton
2015) that becomes real to its members when persons feel like they belong to it, which is
achieved through dialogue (Banathy and Jenlink 2005). To be able to describe and make sense,
a person has to belong to a community and share and understand common experiences
(Habermas 1985). So, if the HR manager was not in the community to make sense and give
direction, if he was outside of the community, he was not contributing to the communicative
action, but rather participating in the hierarchical constraint that reinforces antagonisms.

Collaboration and dialogue have parallel goals (Heath 2007). Helin and Avenier (2016),
based on Bakhtin (1984), conceive dialogue as a perpetual struggle tendency between two
forces: one centripetal and the other centrifugal. The first one drives unity, centralization,
closure, and making room for consensus. The second tends to move away from the centre,
toward openness and decentralization, making room for innovation, creation, multiplicities,
and fragmentation. Thus, the centrifugal force is linked to the collective aspect of the
community of persons, and the centripetal force is connected to the individual aspect. It
therefore follows that dialogue is about developing and sharing differences between persons.
This dialogical process is both about sharing commons and about multiple voices participating
(Helin and Avenier 2016). So, dialogue may enable persons to be open to different ideas and to
influence others (Chanlat 1990). In our case, dialogue made it possible to create a community;
it created consensus (e.g., the dashboard). Dialogue is the expression of each person’s point of
view, and it is a process that changes over time. The agreement was written by all employees
including the HR manager. Together, bound by their word, they committed themselves to
respect the agreement (Gusdorf 1952). The HR manager gave his word as a person, but also as
an organization representative. His word was his bond, and that of the organization. The new
HR manager broke the moral and ethical commitment included in the agreement by failing to
respect the undertaking (Habermas 1992). He revoked the mutual commitment and the bases
for dialogue (Gusdorf 1952).

In our case, individuals formed a community of persons (Melé and Canton 2014) to enable
the sustainable development of the organization. Respect for one another seemed important in
order to progress together. This is an example of self-organized persons who managed to build
a community of persons.

A person’s duty cannot stop where the principle of duty for the sake of duty begins; it
cannot stop where there is an action that can create a reciprocity agreement with others
(Danese and Dinicola 1989). The BGolden Rule^ (or Bethics of reciprocity^) requires persons
to put themselves in others’ shoes (Maxwell 2003).
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The end of the Adventure: Non-respect of the Agreement

Case Study

When the HR manager left (1.5 years later), the agreement was forgotten (in this organization,
all managers are renewed every four years). The new HR manager did not wish to B[lose] his
time on this agreement.^ When he arrived, his mission was to prepare workers to accept the
takeover of the organization expected a few months later. He tried to redirect the attention back
on the previous sources of conflict: workstation cleaning, gap between morning and evening
teamwork’s, etc. He was hoping to divide any potential opposition. Despite the HR manager’s
attempts, employees wanted to preserve their unity and spoke with one voice. They were
anxious to maintain a dialogue and the balance that previously existed. Employees decided to
organize themselves informally to maintain their unity. They organized some informal discus-
sions to regulate their group. Employees confronted the attempt to divide them as a group.
They tried to obtain together some answers to the sales rumour. In 2014, the business buyout
was announced. Operators were looking for information about the future of their employment.
Without answers, operators and employees started a 10-day strike that paralyzed almost all of
the island economy. For the record, the agreement documents were burnt on the front steps of
the building, near the new director. The union leader said, Bthere remains only ashes of our
social dialogue.^

The new HR manager broke with the culture established by his predecessor. Formerly,
the HR manager would advocate trust and dialogue in order to maintain good, lasting
relationships. These relationships were necessary to keep the social dialogue open and
develop conditions for an optimal and humanly responsible production. Even if it was
difficult, we found a long-term management strategy that proved to be efficient econom-
ically (return of quality production), socially (no conflicts for 1.5 years), and quantita-
tively (improvement of production methods). And yet, the new HR manager reoriented
his strategy toward short-term strategies, by seizing control of the dialogue, spaces, and
authority to act. He cut off his employees when they tried to express themselves
concerning the sale of the company.

Reflexive Work

According to Ostrom (1990, 2000), one of the principles of implementing commons gover-
nance concerns monitoring and graduated sanctions if someone violates rules. However, when
the person who represents an important appropriator decides to stop self-organization, he or
she is throwing away any previous gains. This destroys the community of persons, reigniting
previous conflicts. Even if market-based, this governing of commons seems to be counterpro-
ductive, the apparent loss of time actually making the organization more efficient. An
imposition of the hierarchy breaks the trust (Ostrom 2005) that was previously established.
While it is hard to build trust, it is easy to disrupt it. This appears obvious, but it is often
forgotten in practice. Respect, like that found in a community of persons (Melé 2012), was the
core idea of the agreement; but it was not present in the new management. This new manager
thought that a Leviathan could govern the common-pool resource and so he disrupted the
agreement. However, in this case, it seems that the organization had nothing to share, there
were no commons. Of course, persons should share resources and at least a few goals, but in a
symbolic way they remain individuals standing next to one another.
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The head of the company forgot that an increased centralization generates, in the long run,
some adverse effects (Ostrom 1990). Indeed, the long-term expected net benefits from a
strategy encouraging credible commitment and mutual monitoring Bare greater than the
long-term expected net benefits for individuals following short-term, dominant strategies^
(Ostrom 1990, p. 186). For Pirson and Lawrence (2010), the Beconomic man^ engages only in
short-term transactions because he responds to opportunities. At its extreme, it is a predatory
behaviour often founded on individualistic premises. In contrast, humanist philosophers
envision the long-term relationships with others as a central element for human beings, a
condition stemming from Bbeing together^ in this world. Management, as Melé (2009c) points
out, is often guided by the idea that each person is different and must be treated according to
his or her qualities and personality. Even if these concepts apply mainly to the management of
talents, it is possible that they will become the key to the organization’s success, leading to
humanistic and economic approaches complementing each other (Pirson and Lawrence 2010).
This new HR manager referred to the economic rationality as the supreme norm of the
organization (Chanlat 1990). Communication is the primary activity of a manager, especially
for a Human Resources manager. As Chanlat (1990) highlights, failure in communication is
painful for those concerned and costly for the company as a whole.

The decision to overlook the agreement made the employees think that the executive
management would not trust them. However, trust is essential in cooperation; trust in others
and believing that reciprocity is present (Gambetta 1988). Social dialogue is fragile; it rests on
communication and moral behaviours (Perroux 1965). The executive management’s behaviour
broke this dialogue. By putting a stop to dialogue, this new HR manager stopped seeing the
organization as a community. Even if he tried to divide this community, he just managed to
develop a community of employees, who had come to learn that dialogue was important for
continuity (Banathy and Jenlink 2005). The dialogue implemented during our action research
showed employees the advantages of this kind of management. Employees were therefore
motivated to maintain a community between them since they judged the situation to be unfair.
Under these circumstances, employees could not feel included in an authentic community with
persons representing the employer (Perroux 1938). While wanting to divide the existing
community, the HR manager actually reinforced the community of employees. Because he
was not part of it, he could not give meaning to the community (Habermas 1985). By so doing,
he expanded the idea of responsibility among the employees.

Several theories link freedom to responsibility and obligation, and underestimating the part
of the other. This way of thinking can generate a form of ethical promotheism that may create
heroes, but would not offer room for reciprocity in relationships (Danese and Di Nicola 1989).
A previous and always new enemy of ethical personalism is the utilitarian economism that
promotes the calculation of advantages and disadvantages (i.e., damages and profits) to obtain
the maximum benefit with minimum energy (Danese and Dinicola 1989; Melé 2009b).
Reference to the notion of person does not lead to denying the value of economic rationality;
it is more for integrating several rationalities than for referring to the integrality of the person
(Danese and Di Nicola 1989). According to Pirson and Lawrence (2010), Bblended value
models show how the economic system can be reconnected to its humanistic root^ (p. 563).
Mounier (1936) explains that taking away what is human in work can lead proletarians to rebel
(e.g., when workers are confined in their specialty by a division of labour not accompanied by
compensatory participation in the administration of the whole).

Back to our case, the community of employees was disappointed and disillusioned. They
rebelled against the employer’s decisions. Mounier (1936) proposes to reconstitute natural
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communities with persons and develop organizations as communities of persons. In the case at
hand, the executive management’s decision generated many costs, hidden or not, like strike (no
production and unsatisfied customers), stress (Fortier and Marie-Noëlle 2015), and distrust
(Falk and Michael 2004). So, even if the manager seemed to be rational and productive, in
reality, his decision was counterproductive for the organization. Time required to have a
dialogue is neither wasted nor is it unproductive, it could make it possible to develop the
sense of belonging to a community of persons.

Conclusion

This paper explored the concept of community of persons as proposed by Naughton (2015) by
using a case study. The in-depth analysis of this case highlights the importance of dialogue.
Melé (2012) concludes that a community of persons requires an appropriate communication.
The case presented above continues and goes beyond this idea. The concept of dialogue
develops the idea of an appropriate communication.

In short, this case underlined dialogue, collaborative action and community conflict
resolution to create commons. In relation to the first and the third parts of the case, there
was no dialogue between managers and employees. There was only top to bottom information.
This absence of dialogue sparked dissension and division between actors in the organization.
In the second part, actors became persons with relationships and commons. Organizations
consist of persons who collaborate in a community. So a community does not create commons
without dialogue and personal engagement. Persons may work in the same organization, but
without the presence of dialogue or without being part of the community, it is impossible to
build commons. This process of building commons includes the possibility of conflicts arising.
In our case, persons improved their inner knowing and mutual trust with collective intelli-
gence, respect of persons and values, dialogue throughout the learning process, and collabo-
rative actions. Dialogue has two forces: centrifugal and centripetal (Bakhtin 1984). Dialogue
could generate consensus and conflicts were not experienced as a trial of strength; conflicts
became opportunities to build common solutions. Dialogue made it possible to share common
goals in maintaining each participant’s sense of individuality as promoted by Melé (2009a). A
real dialogue facilitated both a person’s autonomy and ability to interconnect (Melé 2016).
Finally, authentic human relations (Tablan 2014) foster dialogue.

As presented in the initial situation and the end of the adventure, there is a link between the
absence of dialogue and an aggregation of individuals (Melé 2012). The establishment of
dialogue fosters the sense of community and vice versa in a recursive way (Morin 2008).
Indeed, to develop dialogue, we need to be open to others toward who this openness is
directed.

When persons have the feeling of not being listened to, this is not consistent with viewing
the organization as a community of persons; and, in our case, the organization reverted to an
association of individuals. This is typical of what happens in many organizations. Managers
want their employees to be committed, to build a team, but in reality these persons do not want
to share with other employees. How can commons be managed if persons have nothing in
common? Organizations have to invest a lot in order to develop the idea of Bworking
together.^ In our case, both rules—monitoring of employees’ respect and openness to
others—made it possible to manage the commons of an organization. Without this, organiza-
tions could seem rational and efficient while generating a lot of hidden costs and becoming less
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efficient. In this paper, we showed that in order to build a community of persons, one needs
time, space, and openness to others in order to have a dialogue.

It may be that the complexity of organizations and current challenges, instead of highlight-
ing a paradox, reveal a dialogy: on the one hand, the necessary independence of persons in the
workplace (Tremblay and Nadia 2015) and, on the other, interdependencies in action (Azaïs
2006). This may encourage managers to exercise their authority as leaders, but would they do
it at the expense of the power they wield as Bbosses^?
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