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Abstract 

This is a story of Barbara Czarniawska. It is my story about her. It describes how I first got to 

know her through her texts, how I later met her in person and attended her course, and how I 

was inspired by her ideas. It also describes how I got to know her in the virtual world. This is 

a personal account in which I draw on my experiences to share my thoughts on Barbara's 

legacy, the ideas she brought forward, and their usefulness. There are many more aspects to 

her work that I have not covered here, and I realise that this text only demonstrates a fraction 

of her ideas and legacy. Nevertheless, I hope this text does her justice and inspires readers to 

discover her writings in more depth. I also hope it provides an insight into who she was as a 

person, showcasing her generosity, humour and curiosity. I also hope that the plot is easy to 

follow, in line with Barbara’s views on writing texts. Let the story begin… 

 

1. My first encounter with Barbara 

I first encountered Barbara in Bangladesh. She wasn’t actually there in person, of course. 

However, I had one of her books with me: Writing Management. Reading it while doing 

fieldwork was like having her there with me – it was so vivid that I could almost imagine 

someone sitting there talking to me. As I had no other friends to accompany me on my journey, 

she became that friend through her book. When I later told her about this at her 50-year 

academic anniversary celebrations1, she seemed both surprised and delighted to learn how 

one of her books had travelled in time and space with me. 

The book opened up a whole new world for me. Writing management should be done with 

finesse and with the reader in mind. She even proposed that it could be written as a detective 

story. Imagine reading arguments like this as an undergraduate student! Who wouldn't want 

to get involved in research after being presented with such a convincing and intriguing way 

of conducting and writing about research? Barbara was interested in fictional stories, whether 

they were conveyed via books or movies. From consuming fictional stories, she concluded that 

similarities could be found with research in organisation studies. 

 

Abduction in a detective story is attributed above all to Sherlock Holmes, who collects 

observations with which he produces a conjecture, a hypothesis, and then experiments, 

 
1 Due to the restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, the seminar was held online. It was 

recorded but is no longer available to watch. You can read more here: 

https://www.gu.se/en/news/watch-the-webinar-barbara-czarniawska-50-years-in-academia. 

https://www.gu.se/en/news/watch-the-webinar-barbara-czarniawska-50-years-in-academia
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which sometimes leads to refutation of certain elements or the whole hypothesis. Finally 

he presents the solution to the equally stupefied criminal, Dr Watson, and, sometimes, a 

police inspector or other witnesses (Czarniawska, 1999a, pp. 81-82). 

 

Hence, she identified traces of research methods, such as abduction, in fiction. Here, 

observations are made in order to form a hypothesis that can be tested and confirmed or 

refuted. She was amused and inspired by the way the story was told, and by the sense of plot 

that made it more exciting and attractive to the reader. Writing it up was then about 

emplotment, or how those plots are combined. In another text on the same theme, she observes 

that detective stories can be said to build on either a deductive or an inductive starting point, 

though most are a combination of the two: 

 

In principle, both detective stories and social science studies are supposed to build on 

analytical logic and employ deduction or induction. In practice, formal logic is a rare guest 

in both. Although Hercule Poirot is supposedly a master of deduction in contrast with Jane 

Marple's genius of induction, only a very indulgent reader could actually support this 

claim (Czarniawska, 1999b, p. 21). 

 

She concludes that abduction and the logic of discovery dominate both stories. Abduction is 

about moving back and forth, rather than following a structured order. It is about seeing how 

everything is connected. I think this is one of her greatest contributions to social science 

research: her advocacy of abduction and her willingness to open some of the black boxes 

surrounding research methods. A process does not have to be straightforward to be 

considered trustworthy and relevant. Research can also be conducted in a less structured, yet 

still interesting, way. Nevertheless, she would rarely compromise on rigour and 

trustworthiness. Another similarity between detective stories and management writing is 

described below: 

 

[…] although this is optional in both detective story and in organization studies - the way 

of solving the problem ought to be prescribed. When this last condition is upheld, there is 

often another striking similarity between the main characters - the detective and the 

consultant. Otherwise, in case the authorship is hidden, as it were, the invisible character 

of the researcher tells the story, including the solution, without being part of it 

(Czarniawska, 1999b, p. 19). 

 

In other words, she paved the way for the researcher to be involved not only in the fieldwork, 

but also in writing it up. Rather than being invisible, the researcher can take on the role of 

storyteller. Barbara was also concerned about giving a voice to those interviewed. This was 

particularly useful when conducting a study on wages within the garment industry in 

Bangladesh. How could I give garment workers the same voice as managers, factory owners 

and international retailers? And how could I ensure that the interview material “talked” to the 

theories? As researchers, we often find that there can be a large gap between grand theories 

and the more practical material we are working with. Using the ideas of conversations and 

interviews helped me work out how to present the material in an accessible way, something 

that can already be seen in the essay outline. 
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The structure of this essay will differ slightly from the standard essay, the reason being the 

abductive method has been used. The essay is therefore divided into three parts. In the first 

part the author stands below the text, in the second above the text and at last instead of the 

text (Czarniawska 1999, p.24). I argue that both the researchers before me and the people I 

have met through my interviews represent some kind of reality. Hence when reading the 

theory and results section one could imagine a researcher meeting up with a representative 

of the workers in the wage negotiations of the Bangladeshi garment workers. Then imagine 

six managers, all with Bangladeshi background sitting beside them. At the corner of the 

room there are 30 workers. They are all allowed to make their voices heard in this story; 

regardless of who they are their opinions will be taken into account. In the analysis the 

author will take a step forward to compile the results of the discussion (Wulff, 2008, p. 4). 

 

By then, her ideas had already made a great impression on me and inspired my writing. 

Barbara also came up with other interesting ideas for structuring the text. For instance, she 

suggested including a 'preface' and 'afterword' in the thesis, an approach that I adopted in my 

own academic writing. This allows the reader to gain a personal insight into the topic studied 

and the research conducted. In addition, she questioned why the methods should be presented 

at the beginning. To her, this gave too much away too early. Instead, she proposed moving the 

methods section to the appendix. I find this very typical of Barbara: always questioning and 

challenging. She never took anything for granted, always wanting to know why and how 

things were done in a certain way. When I was a young scholar defending my bachelor's thesis, 

following her ideas was doomed to fail. I received a lot of criticism for this unusual way of 

presenting my material. The preface and afterword were kept, but the methods section was 

moved back to the standard position in a thesis. However, more importantly, it was refreshing 

to see a female professor opposing the norm and offering alternative ways of conducting social 

science research. This inspired me to continue my studies, first for a master’s degree and then 

for a Doctorate. 

 

2. My second encounter with Barbara (and first real-life one) 

I encountered Barbara again a few years later, after I had been accepted onto the PhD 

programme in Business Administration at the School of Business, Economics and Law at 

Gothenburg University. While attending a seminar, I immediately noticed a certain vibe in the 

room. Everyone seemed just a little bit more focused and alert when she was present. As this 

was my first in-person encounter with her, I did not immediately realise what had changed 

the atmosphere or who was in the room. Instead, I had formed another impression of her, as I 

had seen a woman in the corridor some time ago whom I had just assumed was Barbara. 

However, unlike the slightly overweight woman with her hair on end that I had seen in the 

corridors, Barbara turned out to be a petite, sophisticated woman. She often wore colourful 

clothes and always wore a scarf. It took me some time to overcome this initial shock – I had 

expected the crazy professor look, but here she was: civilised and radiant. After that incident, 

I came to meet her on a more regular basis, having signed up for her seminal course. 'Social 

Science Research: From Field to Desk”, which she had taught for many years. 

During the course, I became familiar with another of Barbara’s specialities: her interest in and 

engagement with reference management. She was very strict and knowledgeable about these 

aspects, such as referring to books with multiple editions using the ‘YYYY/YYYY’ format; 

avoiding grouping references within the same set of parentheses and providing both the first 
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and last names of the authors in the reference list (Czarniawska, 2022). She also advocated for 

the latter approach in her own writings: 

 

Many women contributors are not recognized as such, due to the rule unreflectively taken 

over from natural sciences, with their multi-authored texts, of not quoting authors’ first 

names in reference lists (more on that topic in Czarniawska & Sevón, 2018). Some critics 

claim that revealing the gender of authors will further diminish the citation quota of 

women authors. It is equally likely that it will raise it, if only in the spirit of feminist 

solidarity. At any rate, both Wiley and Routledge should change their reference guidelines 

— in books as well as journals. There is no rational argument whatsoever to insist on initials 

only (Czarniawska, 2020, p. 669). 

 

Hence, the argument for a certain standard in reference management was not only about 

format, but also about the visibility of female researchers and how this could be improved by 

including the authors’ first names in the reference list. 

I was to have more encounters with Barbara, both in person and with her ideas. In the next 

section, I will discuss one of her favourite research methods: shadowing. 

 

3. Observation on the move: Shadowing 

Inspired by Barbara, I decided to try out ‘shadowing’, a technique she has identified as one 

of her favourites (Czarniawska, 2007, 2008, 2014a, 2018, 2021). When I talk about shadowing 

as a technique for fieldwork, people who haven't read or followed Barbara's work often ask 

me what the difference is between observation and shadowing. Barbara herself explained it as 

follows in one of her texts: 

 

Shadowing is a way of studying the work and life of people who move often and quickly 

from place to place; traditional ethnography, on the other hand, assumed that people 

would stay in one place, and that their ways of living would remain unchanged. This 

assumption was wrong even for “pre-modern” people, as noted by Firth (1959), Fabian 

(1983) and Latour (1993). (Czarniawska, 2014a, p. 92).  

 

Hence, as I tried to explain in the conversations mentioned above, shadowing is characterised 

by mobility. It is about being on the move. This does not assume that the ‘object of study’ 

remains within the company building, whether it is a human or non-human actor, person, 

object or quasi-object. I first used shadowing as a technique during my PhD studies when I 

travelled to Portugal to visit a production manager for the company I was studying. I wanted 

to gain a supplier's perspective on the implementation of transparency by conducting 

interviews with factory owners and business managers. However, as the factories were mainly 

located in rural areas or small villages in northern Portugal, which would have been difficult 

for me to find on my own, the production manager kindly offered to let me accompany her 

and her assistant when they visited the factories. Consequently, I spent a few days shadowing 

the production manager and conducting interviews, sometimes while she was driving and 

answering my questions. There was never a chance to stop as there was always another errand 

for them to run or another interview for me to conduct. 
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Without Barbara's ideas of shadowing, I don’t know how I would have described or labelled 

those days. I might have involved in an irrelevant discussion about whether the observations 

were participatory or non-participatory (was I only there as an observer, and what happened 

when there was a shortage of time on a Friday afternoon and I offered to help with the last 

deliveries to be sent to the head office?). How would I have explained the ‘workplace’ I 

observed, which shifted between her office, her car, factories and cafés and restaurants where 

discussions were also held? Barbara spared me all those complicated descriptions and 

justifications by referring to shadowing as a technique – a damn good one at that. However, 

following people comes with one difficulty, as Barbara concluded: “the necessity to be 

emotionally attuned to the person one is following” (Czarniawska, 2014a, p. 92). This was not 

a simple endeavour. Having me as a shadow was probably annoying at times, especially as I 

was also trying to gather as much information as possible via interviews and tricky questions. 

On the last day, “the shadowed” and I had to clear the air to ensure that we were still on good 

terms. 

Later, I had the opportunity to reflect on this experience further during Barbara’s course, 

'Social Science Research: From Field to Desk' (there is also a book with the same name, 

published in 2014). For one of the assignments, we were asked to write about our ‘worst day 

in the field’, and my time in Portugal provided a solid basis for this reflective work. This was 

not because I was not well received or taken care of by my host, but rather because of the 

emotional rollercoaster of being so immersed in the field. Reading each other’s work and 

presenting it offered some good laughs, including from Barbara herself. This showed how she 

managed to create a feeling of intimacy in the group, while also maintaining a sense of humour 

and a bit of distance. This was only one of many exercises in which we were encouraged to 

discuss the challenges of conducting research and to let down our guard, which we often feel 

we need to maintain in order to justify our research and our ideas on how to conduct it. The 

forum opened up another type of conversation that can lead to new ways of doing and seeing 

research. 

 

4. Excursions into cyberspace 

As I went through my emails, I realised just how frequently I encountered Barbara in 

cyberspace. She was very active via email, mainly through our email list connected to the 

research centre we belonged to, the Gothenburg Research Institute (GRI). One example of this 

is the tradition we had of informing each other about new publications. As Barbara's 

publication rate was impressive, she sent updates quite frequently. Sometimes a new 

publication would come in only three days after informing us of another publication. On 

another occasion, she decided to group the publications together and informed us of six (!) 

publications at the same time. If she was unsure whether a text counted as a new publication, 

the email subject would say, “Does this count as a new publication?”  
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When I once commented on her high publication rate 

and said that I had to catch up on the reading, she 

immediately offered me a copy. This was in January 

2024, only a few months before she passed away, which 

shows how active she was until the very end. On 

another occasion, she asked if there was any interest in 

a newly published book. When I expressed my interest, 

I received an immediate reply saying, 'It's on your 

desk'. On another occasion, when I was working on a 

writing project and had included Barbara in the 

discussion, I found a book in my post box with a note 

saying, “It turned out that I had two examples”. This 

seemed very typical of Barbara: short, efficient 

messages. There was no explanation as to why this 

duplicate had suddenly appeared or how it had ended 

up in my post box. 

She was generally very generous when it came to 

sharing books and knowledge. A few months before 

she passed away, she started an email conversation on 

the GRI mailing list, in which she informed her 

colleagues about what she called ‘death cleaning’. 

When the first email arrived, I don't think many people 

reacted to the use of this rather loaded word. I 

remember being taken aback by the subject's harshness, 

but I didn't think about it much at the time. It was a word 

that had recently appeared in the media to describe 

downsizing and organising2, and it was not uncommon for Barbara to pick up on these kinds 

of trendy words circulating in the media and use them. However, the meaning became clearer 

as her illness progressed.  

Regardless of the process, it was like following a series of episodes to receive her emails more 

or less weekly. The first email appeared on 8 November 2023. The second and third emails 

appeared on 10 November 2023. The remainder appeared on 15 and 17 November 2023. These 

were short emails saying something like: “The rest of B and much of C! Welcome! B”. When a 

colleague who might have missed the first email asked what the information was about, she 

responded that it was about “Books that I want to get rid of (it will be quite a lot from 

anthropology!). Outside my room”. This was also a sign of her consideration for everyone – 

the colleague who asked was active researcher in anthropology, so this was a way of showing 

that there were relevant books for him too.  

A few days later, an email saying '... to M now' appeared, and so it continued until: 

 

 

 

 
2 It has also been called “Swedish death cleaning”. For one example on how this has been described in 

media, see: https://www.countryliving.com/home-maintenance/cleaning/a45190/what-is-swedish-

death-cleaning/  

Figure 1 A note left in my post 

box together with a book 

https://www.countryliving.com/home-maintenance/cleaning/a45190/what-is-swedish-death-cleaning/
https://www.countryliving.com/home-maintenance/cleaning/a45190/what-is-swedish-death-cleaning/
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Date:  2023-11-24 

Subject:  The rest of the alphabet is out! 

Message:  I didn't realise there were so many authors whose 

names start with S... 

Have a nice weekend, B. 

 

Sharing books and publications was just one of the ways in which she was generous. She 

often emailed information about calls for papers, conference calls and other events. She was 

generous in sharing information sent to her personally – several emails started with “Dear 

Barbara”, addressed to her, but she chose to include us in the conversation. Looking through 

these emails shows how internationally renowned she was and the types of conversations and 

contexts she was invited to, as well as us via her. I suppose forwarding the emails was also a 

way of acknowledging that she could not accept all invitations, while opening the opportunity 

for others to get involved. This is the question asked in the title of one of her more recent books: 

'Overwhelmed by Overflows?' (Czarniawska & Löfgren, 2019) and was probably one that she 

struggled with herself. 

Nevertheless, she was just as active on social media as she was via email. She posted news 

and shared information on those channels, too. I also felt her support and encouragement in 

the digital community. Whenever I posted news about publications, press releases related to 

my research, or media appearances, she was always one of the first to “like” the post. I also 

noticed that my posts had sometimes been re-shared, and it was often my own mother or 

Barbara who had published them on their social media. This made me feel very proud, as I 

knew that Barbara had an impressive network of people around her and receiving that type 

of acknowledgement was an honour. However, for reasons that I still do not fully understand, 

she was banned from one of the platforms where she was most active sometime in 2023. I tried 

to ask about it, but I never received a proper explanation. I suppose this is just one of the 

mysteries surrounding Barbara. 

Returning to the subject of emails, she had a very specific way of writing them. In general, 

the main message was in the subject line. Any additional information was written briefly in 

the message area. If you did not read the subject line, it would be difficult to understand her 

email. Another standard she implemented was ending each email with a signature containing 

a list of publications, rather than her name only. Given her productivity, this list tended to be 

quite long. There were two ways to end an email: either with just a “B.” or with the 

automatically generated “Greetings from my iPhone, Barbara”. In personal emails, she would 

write her full name: Barbara. One could say that she had developed an allergy to academic 

titles. Once, I wrote to ask whether it was OK to include her in the acknowledgement section 

of one of my papers. She was fine with having her name published, but questioned the use of 

titles: “Do you have to include ‘professor’?”. Once I had removed the title, she was happy with 

the recognition. 

 

5. When to Stop, and What to do Next 

Despite all the inspiration Barbara has given me, particularly with regard to research and 

research methods, I think what I will remember most are the small gestures she made to make 

me feel seen and appreciated. I will remember her concern for my back, getting scolded for 
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carrying a heavy rucksack to a meeting with her; being shown into her office where she 

demonstrated that there was a place for my dissertation on her bookshelf when I started 

working at GRI and wasn't sure if she would recognise me; her sending me an email when she 

was unable to attend one of my seminars, offering to read the text (or any of my texts) instead; 

her encouragement when I pitched writing ideas; books appearing in my postbox; her not 

explicitly offering support, but when I asked if I could come back to discuss, her simply 

answering, “Of course—that's why I’m here”. 

Barbara was unique. She was one of a kind. During one of my first presentations at GRI, 

where I presented my thesis work and some ideas for future papers, I concluded that, 

according to Pedersen and Dobbin (2006): “Formation of identity through uniqueness and 

construction of legitimacy through uniformity are two sides of the same coin” (p.897). I noticed 

Barbara's reaction to this and, later in the seminar, she said something along the lines of, “Well, 

it might very well be that Pedersen and Dobbin have said that, but I have also written about 

this in my own texts”, implying that I should look for answers and wisdom in her work. Now, 

a few years wiser, I found the following passage in one of her papers: 

 

And yet, “identity” and “alterity” are twin terms, opposites. “Identity” denotes a 

relationship of similarity: in the case of a person, this relationship is with oneself at another 

time, with something else (for example, an identity card), or with some other people. 

Correspondingly, alterity denotes a relationship of difference: from oneself at another time, 

from something else, or from somebody else. One term requires the other to be understood; 

in everyday discourse, however, the term “alterity” has been forgotten. I am not claiming 

that I am the first to notice this complex identity/alterity interplay; in fact, Latour (1993), 

under the influence of Gabriel Tarde and Gilles Deleuze, spoke of acts of differentiation 

and identification. I am merely suggesting that all this complexity was forced into one term 

that, inevitably, went into a glide. This gliding can be stopped by adopting a relational 

view of identity/alterity interplay in organizational image construction (Czarniawska, 

2008, p. 8).  

 

To me, Barbara was a unique individual with a strong sense of identity and a distinct sense 

of alterity. She had the courage to move beyond uniformity and challenge the status quo. This 

is probably what made her and her writing so interesting and inspiring. 

For those of us who have encountered Barbara, either through her writing or in person, I 

think she has left a lasting impression on us, inspiring us in our approach to research and life 

in general by encouraging us to stay observant and curious. Barbara has given me the courage 

to move beyond, to do things differently and not take things for granted, and to be a little 

different, too. I intend to carry these things with me into the future.  

In an email dated 24 January 2024, I found the automatic reply: “I am out of the office for an 

indefinite period of time”. To me, this still seems to be the case. I have not yet fully accepted 

that you are no longer with us, but rather think of it as an indefinite absence. You were still 

active until the end, and it feels as if you had a lot of wisdom left to share.  

This is my way of honouring your life, work and personality. It reminds me to keep returning 

to your texts whenever I feel lost in my academic work, as there is still so much to explore and 

be inspired by. Until that 'indefinite time' expires, I will look after your orchid, which now 

resides in my home. 
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