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1. Discuss the nature and evolution of language as a uniquely human 
capacity 

2. Discuss the underlying philosophical foundation and unique value of 
linguistic methods in management research  

3. Discuss some of the most commonly used linguistic methods explaining 
when and where they are useful as well as providing examples of their 
use

4. Discuss the opportunities and challenges of current advances in AI

Agenda



What is language and why is it important?



• Focuses attention on how the capability to create and share 
symbols is rooted in specialized systems in the human brain that 
have evolved gradually over time

• Like biologists before the discovery of DNA, management and 
organization scholars are currently missing an explanation of the 
underlying nature of what they study 

• Recognizing the evolutionary basis of the symbolic connects 
management research to one of the most powerful theories in 
science: evolution by natural selection 

Why an Evolutionary Theory of the Symbolic?



• The extraordinary human capability to create and share symbols 
developed at some point after our last common ancestor with our 
closest relatives, the African great apes, approximately 7 million years 
ago 

• Homo erectus evolved the long legs and shorter arms necessary for 
bipedalism about 4.4 million years ago

• Anatomically modern humans appeared about 200,000 years ago

• Recognizably modern “symbolic behavior” appearing among Homo 
sapiens between 40,000 and 100,000 years ago 

The Symbolic Species



• “A symbol is something that someone intends to represent 
something other than itself” (DeLoache, 2004, p. 66) 

• Intentional, representative of something, and general 

What is a Symbol?
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LANGUAGE

Linguistic mechanisms 

(grammar, phonology, 

syntax)

SOCIALITY

Affective mechanisms 

(moral emotions, remembering 

individuals and their actions) 

COGNITION

Cognitive mechanisms (intelligence 

of physics, geometry, biology, and 

psychology)

“Language [...] allows the exchange of 

model-based information of cause-and-

effect categories” (Tooby & DeVore 

1987: 210)

“Causal or instrumental intelligence [is] 

the ability to create and maintain cause-

effect models of the world as

guides for prejudging which courses of 

action will lead to which

results” (Tooby & DeVore 1987: 210)

“Demands of [social relationship] 

negotiations account for many of the 

complex aspects of human social life 

such as politeness, hypocrisy, ritual, and 

taboo” (Pinker, 2010: 8994)
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The Cognitive Niche

• Organisms evolve at one another’s expense

• Each organism occupies a niche: “the role an organism occupies in an 
ecosystem.”

• All sources of food are other organisms. And mostly the other organisms 

would prefer not to be eaten. (except fruit)

• Eaters evolve ways of eating while the eaten evolve defenses against 

being eaten



• An organism’s ecological niche includes both the physical and 
environmental conditions it requires, as well as its interactions 
with other species (for example its role as predator or prey)

• Niche construction “denotes an evolutionary process whereby 
the activities of organisms modify their habitat, to which in turn 
the organisms evolve to adapt, thus creating their own 
‘ecological niche’” (Iriki and Taoka, 2012, p. 10) 

• In addition to changing the physical environment, human niche 
construction activities involve the construction of a symbolic 
world using our evolved capacity for creating and sharing 
symbols. 

The Cognitive Niche
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The Cognitive Niche

• By evolving the ability to create and manipulate symbols humans 

occupy a “cognitive niche” that allows innovation of new ways to 
evade the defenses of animals through collaborating, developing and 

sharing solutions, and building on the solutions of previous generations

• The cognitive niche is the explanation for much that is unique about 

humans and the explanation of what the symbolic is and why it has 
evolved – the symbolic species

• Indices, icons and symbols – The creation and manipulation of symbols 
is a uniquely human ability



The cognitive niche is “a mode of survival characterized by 
manipulating the environment through causal reasoning and 

social cooperation” (Pinker, 2010, p. 8993). 

The Cognitive Niche
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Implication of the Cognitive Niche

• Organizations (and all of the phenomenon within and around them) 

are the product of this set of evolved capabilities

• These capabilities are rooted in the development of the ability to 

create and manipulate symbols

• Language broadly defined needs more structured attention

• Linguistic methods provide a toolkit to explore language, cognition, 

and sociality in useful ways for management researchers



Linguistic Methods
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Linguistic Methods

• Linguistic methods are a family of methods that are useful in the 

systematic study of texts to ascertain their constructive effects

• The term “text” refers to any instance of use of symbols that can be 

analyzed for meaning and communication. 

• Texts are not limited to written documents but encompasses a wide 
range of communicative forms, including spoken language, visual 
elements, and multimodal expressions

• Different linguistic methods focus on different genres of texts 

although the preponderance of work focuses on written text
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Linguistic Methods as Method and Methodology 

• Linguistic methods involve a “strong” social constructivist view of the 

social world 

• Linguistic methods are not simply a set of techniques for conducting 

research; they also involves a set of assumptions concerning the 
constructive effects of language 

• They also highlight the importance of considering reflexivity and the 
role of the researcher 
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Linguistic Methods Compared to other 
Qualitative Methods

• Traditional qualitative approaches tend to assume a social world 

and then seek to understand its meaning for participants

• Linguistic methods try to:

• explore how the socially constructed ideas and objects that 
populate the world are created in the first place 

• explore how they are maintained and held in place 



The Varieties of Linguistic Methods
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1. Discourse Analysis

• Discourses are inter-related sets of texts (including the practices of 

production, dissemination and reception) that bring an object into 
being  (i.e., refugee or endangered species)

• Discourse analysis is the systematic study of texts to ascertain the 
constructive effects of discourse

• Texts are meaningful only through their connections to  other texts. 
Therefore, we must refer to bodies of texts 

• Discourses do not “possess” meaning: to understand their effects, we 

must understand the context
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Discourse Analysis as Method and Methodology 

• Discourse analysis involves a “strong” social constructivist view of the 

social world 

• Discourse analysis is not simply a set of techniques for conducting 

research; it also involves a set of assumptions concerning the 
constructive effects of language 

• Reflexivity and the role of the researcher 
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Discourse and Institutions
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Leads to Three Questions

• What makes actions more likely to result in texts?

• What makes texts more likely to become embedded in a 
discourse?

• What makes a discourse more likely to produce an 
institution?
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2. Narrative Analysis

• Narrative analysis is a qualitative research methodology 
used in social sciences to interpret and understand human 

experiences, beliefs, and motivations through the 

examination of stories or narratives.

• This approach focuses on analyzing the content, structure, 

and context of personal accounts, whether they are 

spoken or written, to uncover deeper meanings and 
patterns.
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2. Narrative Analysis

• The 'story' serves as the primary unit of analysis, 
distinguishing narrative analysis from other forms of 
qualitative analysis. This allows researchers to examine how 
individuals construct meaning from their experiences and 
communicate them to others.

• Researchers analyze narratives by looking at various 
elements such as characters, plotlines, symbols, and motifs.

• They also consider the context in which stories are told, 
including social, cultural, and political factors.
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3. Rhetorical Analysis

• Rhetorical analysis is a qualitative research method used in 
social sciences to examine how authors or speakers 

construct their arguments and attempt to persuade their 

audience.

• This approach focuses on analyzing the content, structure, 

and context of communication to understand its 

effectiveness and impact.
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3. Rhetorical Analysis

Analysts evaluate how effectively the author uses various 
appeals:

• Ethos: Appeals to the author's credibility or character

• Pathos: Appeals to the audience's emotions

• Logos: Appeals to logic and reason
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3. Rhetorical Analysis

Process of rhetorical analysis:

1. Identify the focus of study (e.g., speeches, articles, 
advertisements)

2. Analyze the rhetorical situation and strategies used

3. Interpret the implications of the rhetorical act

4. Evaluate the effectiveness of the communication

Rhetorical analysis in social sciences goes beyond summarizing 
content. it seeks to understand how language and 
communication techniques are used to shape perceptions, 
influence behavior, and construct social realities
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4. Semiotics

• Semiotic analysis is a qualitative research method used in 
social sciences to study how meaning is created and 

communicated through signs and symbols.

• This approach examines various forms of communication, 

including language, images, gestures, and cultural 

artifacts m(e.g., buildings), to understand their social and 

cultural significance.
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4. Semiotics

The fundamental unit of analysis in semiotics is the sign, 
which consists of two parts:

1. The signifier: The form the sign takes (e.g., a word, image, 
or sound)

2. The signified: The concept or meaning it represents

Codes: Systems of related signs that operate according to 
certain rules within a culture.



Opportunities and Challenges of AI
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Opportunities 

Opportunities:

• Efficiency and Scale: AI can process large volumes of 
qualitative data much faster than humans, allowing 
researchers to analyze more data in less time. This enables 
larger-scale studies and potentially more comprehensive 
insights.

• Pattern Recognition: AI excels at identifying patterns and 
themes across datasets, which can help researchers 
uncover connections they might otherwise miss.
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Opportunities 

Opportunities:

• Automated Tasks: AI can automate time-consuming tasks 
like transcription, coding, and initial theme identification, 
freeing up researchers to focus on deeper analysis and 
interpretation.

• Exploration and Creativity: AI can serve as a tool for data 
exploration and idea generation, potentially introducing 
new perspectives or angles that researchers hadn't 
considered.
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Challenges

Challenges:

• Loss of Nuance: AI may struggle to capture the subtle 
contextual nuances and emotional undertones that 
human researchers can detect, potentially leading to 
oversimplification of complex human experiences.

• Bias and Transparency: AI models can reflect biases 
present in their training data, and their decision-making 
processes often lack transparency, making it difficult for 
researchers to understand how conclusions are reached.
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Challenges

Challenges:

• Data Privacy and Consent: Using AI to analyze qualitative 
data raises concerns about participant privacy and 
informed consent, especially when data is processed 
through third-party AI systems.

• Researcher Deskilling: Over-reliance on AI for tasks like 
coding and pattern recognition may lead to a loss of 
essential analytical skills among researchers, particularly 
early-career scholars.
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Challenges

Challenges:

• Quality vs. Quantity: While AI can process more data, 
there's a risk of prioritizing quantity over quality, potentially 
sacrificing the depth of insights that qualitative research is 
known for.

• Ethical Considerations: The use of AI in qualitative research 
raises ethical questions about data ownership, participant 
rights, and the responsible use of technology in human-
centered research.
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Challenges

Challenges:

• Lack of Positionality: Unlike human researchers, AI cannot 
articulate its positionality or how it relates to the research, 
which is crucial for establishing trustworthiness in qualitative 
studies.

• And, most importantly, can AI really deal with meaning in 
the way that a human can?
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