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Abstract 

This paper collects sketches of our intellectual and personal journeys that Barbara 

Czarniawska put in an ongoing dialogue. The conversation throughout the journey stimulated 

joint publications, ideas embedded in individual publications, presentations of chaotic ideas, 

ideas never turned into publication, books and papers imagined but never meant to write. In 

this paper, recalling our talks with Barbara Czarniawska, we reflect upon our own thirty-year 

long conversation and upon Barbara Czarniawska’s imprinting on this ongoing conversation. 

 

1. Introduction 

It is difficult, though common, to make distant people connect and work together. Plenty of 

pages are written on structural holes (Burt, 1992) and on networkers’ ability to increase 

connectedness within and across networks (Ibarra and Rurak, 2023). Here, we would like to 

tell a different story about networking and making people work together, with the scope of 

remembering Barbara Czarniawska. In our case, Barbara Czarniawska was not connecting 

distant people; she was able to establish and maintain an enduring conversation between two 

individuals joining the same intellectual journey that life was unable to connect but Barbara 

Czarniawska was. 

This paper collects sketches of our intellectual and personal journeys that Barbara 

Czarniawska put in an ongoing dialogue. The conversation throughout the journey stimulated 

joint publications, ideas embedded in individual publications, presentations of chaotic ideas, 

ideas never turned into publication, books and papers imagined but never meant to write. In 

this paper, recalling our talks with Barbara Czarniawska, we reflect upon our own thirty-year 

long conversation and upon Barbara Czarniawska’s imprinting on this ongoing conversation.  

As a dual reflection on Barbara Czarniawska as well as on our own accomplishments, in this 

paper, we adopt a composite writing format melting storytelling, personal memories, 

academic thoughts, and dialogues between authors, up to streams of consciousness where 

memories and ex-post rationalizations mix together. From a methodological perspective, we 
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report personal experiences and memories. There is neither the attempt to build 

generalizations nor the ambition towards uniqueness. We derive from our reflections an 

interpretation of our own academic life, tracing our own perception of the role played by 

Barbara Czarniawska also distinguishing the academic support of Prof. Czarniawska from the 

human empathy provided by Barbara. This distinction, along with the other distinction we 

adopted among the memories of Carmelo and Paolo and the conversations between the 

authors, explains why we will refer to Prof. Czarniawska and to Barbara throughout the paper: 

it is not an arbitrary choice but a conscious way to emphasize each different way she was able 

to play a role in our conversation: the – friendly – interaction among Barbara, Carmelo and 

Paolo and the rigorous – intellectual – influence of Prof. Czarniawska upon the authors, Mazza 

and Quattrone. In so doing, we outline how unique was her ability to make people speak to 

each other. 

This paper is divided into two sections. First, we tell our own story introducing personal 

accounts and conversations. Then we try to depict the role of Barbara Czarniawska that was 

ultimately obscure even to ourselves at that time and is coming to light now that we engage 

in a deep reflection on the time we spent with Barbara Czarniawska and her ideas and 

suggestions. In conclusion, we synthesize our own original idea of Barbara Czarniawska as a 

key figure in the network of thoughts. 

 

2. The story of an encounter  

Ours is an unconventional story. Two outsiders, Carmelo and Paolo, come from a periphery 

island – Sicily – nurtured by the idea of hosting the salt of the earth (Tomasi di Lampedusa, 

1958), born in the same town – Palermo – in the same year (just a few weeks difference), spend 

their adolescence under the Mediterranean sun and during the Mafia war of 1981-1984, attend 

two Liceo institutes, distant less than a kilometre, share the same premises of social life, attend 

the same faculty of Economics in the same years, participate in the same students’ protest – La 

Pantera – with the same group of colleagues at the Faculty of Humanities, attend the same 

funerals of Cosa Nostra victims, choose the same year to start a doctoral program, dream of 

moving abroad. Despite walking on the same sidewalk, despite being (likely) side by side 

many times, Carmelo and Paolo were totally unaware of their reciprocal existence, each one 

being a complete unknown to the other.  

It could have been a mere question of time. A few minutes and Carmelo and Paolo could 

have been speaking with each other in the same room at the university while waiting for the 

same Professor for a quick chat, looking at the same waiter for a table in a restaurant, ordering 

the same arancine al burro, one of the many street foods available in Palermo, in the same 

rosticceria, where the the arancine were fried. An unfilled gap but, eventually, the same life 

project: to leave Palermo as the only way to survive.  

Carmelo and Paolo actually met once. It was January 1994, Carmelo, a doctoral student at 

IESE, was invited by a common colleague, Giambattista Dagnino, at the University of Palermo 

to give a seminar about his experience abroad to the doctoral students of the faculty of 

Economics. Among them, Paolo listened the weird experience of a colleague from Palermo 

studying New Institutionalism in Barcelona. Perhaps, they even exchanged a few words, we 

do not remember very clearly. Anyway, Carmelo’s subtle organizational theories were only at 
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a superficial level far from Paolo’s accounting ones. Once again, same story but parallel lives. 

Apparently, same story but parallel lives. 

Then, the space where the parallel lives were lying got twisted by an external force. Prof. 

Czarniawska was very interested in any kind of research and ideas was coming from doctoral 

students. And Prof. Czarniawska was very active in inviting young scholars to present their 

preliminary works, often in need of an orientation. There is a very long array of European 

scholars who have been influenced by their conversations with Prof. Czarniawska during their 

doctoral studies (Sabelfeld et al., 2025). Many of them have also published relevant research 

works with her in the following years.  

Carmelo and Paolo separately met Prof. Czarniawska for the first time. Carmelo at a 

conference in Barcelona in 1994 on the production and diffusion of management knowledge 

where for the first time he heard of travel of ideas and translation of management ideas. Paolo 

at the conference he invited her in Lugano, at the Università della Svizzera Italiana, where Prof. 

Czarniawska gave a plenary lecture. Carmelo sat within the audience of that lecture, eager to 

spend a few minutes with Prof. Czarniawska to ask her about a potential project on the 

transformations of the city of Rome. She suggested, speaking in her perfect Italian:  

BC: “There is another young scholar here from Palermo. Do you know Paolo?” 

CM: “I think I have met him once; I am not sure”.  

BC: “So, same city, same network and you almost do not know each other. Interesting…”  

CM: “He studies accounting, I remember.”  

BC: “It does not matter what he studies today. Come with me!”.  

During the conference in Lugano, Carmelo and Paolo started discussing on the Italian 

university system both left during the doctoral education. At the same time, Carmelo was 

involved in the project about the transformation of Roma, leading to a book in Italian 

published in 2001 (Czarniawska, Mazza & Pipan, 2001). Carmelo regularly met Prof. 

Czarniawska in Roma for this project. During the meetings Barbara was eager to know what 

Carmelo and Paolo were discussing about the Italian university. Barbara was interested in the 

ideas on the university reform comparing the Italian experience with other countries. At the 

same time, she encouraged further reflection by identifying venues for discussion. Prof. 

Czarniawska suggested the involvement of the authors in a volume on the transformation of 

Italian Public Administration that was collecting contributions from the Sociology Dept. of the 

University of Roma “La Sapienza” (Mazza and Quattrone, 2002). The workshop organized in 

Roma to discuss the contributions was an additional opportunity for Carmelo and Paolo to 

discuss and fine-tune their ideas on the university reforms in Europe and the Bologna process. 

These discussions framed a wide academic project leading to two edited volumes (Mazza, 

Quattrone, Riccaboni, 2006; 2008) and three international workshops in Siena (2004), Oxford 

(2005) and Venezia (2006) at the highly prestigious premises of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini 

at the Island of San Giorgio Maggiore. Barbara asked Carmelo and Paolo about the next steps 

following the workshop in Roma; in fact, Prof. Czarniawska acted as a panellist at the Siena 

workshops in 2004. However, the interaction among Barbara, Carmelo and Paolo stimulated 

other reflections; in particular, Barbara was interested in Carmelo’s experience as management 

consultant. Barbara posed several questions to Carmelo; among others, how was his daily 

consulting life in Roma, how did he feel as an academic cum consultant. These questions 

resonated during many dinners in a cozy restaurant in Monteverde, where Barbara ended up 
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with the reflection on the liminal nature of consulting (Czarniawska and Mazza, 2003). Once 

again, Barbara was inducing reflections that Prof. Czarniawska and one of the authors turned 

into an influential paper! 

Ongoing reflections on university and graduate education was directly and indirectly 

influenced by Barbara who kept an open room for discussion with Paolo and Carmelo on these 

topics even though other projects raised their academic interests. The fruit of these ongoing 

reflections is a book chapter written by Mazza and Quattrone (2017) where the discussions 

with Barbara took the form of an original critique of modernity – via the metaphor of foam – 

seen from the perspective of business education, hosted in a volume edited by Prof. Kostera, 

another scholar regularly interacting with Prof. Czarniawska since her PhD time.  

Mazza and Quattrone were scholars in their maturity. In their interactions, Barbara played 

the role of a virtual sounding board during ongoing discussions taking place in many dinners 

in Madrid, where Paolo and Carmelo converged for the first and only case during their 

academic, and not only academic, lives. Many times, Carmelo and Paolo asked themselves: 

what would Barbara have thought about it? 

On the morning of April 4, 2024, Carmelo sent Paolo his wishes of a happy birthday as every 

year, just three weeks after Paolo did the same for Carmelo’s birthday. On a very funny mode, 

Paolo sent a photo taken at Copenhagen Business School, where Carmelo spent a couple of 

years after his PhD, along with a common friend. Then, at 23:03, a message from Paolo 

informed Carmelo that Barbara’s end was close. Carmelo noticed that for the first time in many 

years, Barbara had not sent her wishes for his birthday. They both realized they were about to 

miss her in their reflections and discussions. After thirty years Paolo and Carmelo had met, 

discussed, thought, written, published through Barbara, they felt alone and distant again. This 

is why this paper is Mazza and Quattrone’s attempt to write something together without the 

direct and/or indirect mediation of Prof. Czarniawska. 

 

3. Barbara Czarniawska: The key actor in a network of thoughts 

Barbara Czarniawska was a friend to us and an intellectual reference point. We will never 

forget her comments and suggestions; she played an important role in our many choices. 

However, what we realized only after reflecting on her contributions to our own careers was 

the original way she did that. She was not a mentor taking care of her pupils, nor a maieutic 

professor helping us to achieve our own goals. At least, she was not only this. She was a broker 

of thoughts. Barbara Czarniawska was able to create networks of ideas and thoughts, enrolling 

those who shared similar reflections. Since thoughts evolve in conversations, creating 

networks of thoughts, it was enough to make people talk to each other. This was precisely 

what Barbara Czarniawska did with Carmelo and Paolo. 

The network of thoughts is our contribution to extend her view of the actor-network theory 

(ANT) further. She had already extended in a metaphorical sense Bruno Latour’s legacy on 

ANT by speaking of action nets, presenting a paper in a conference in Palermo in 2001 on 

Spacing and Timing: Rethinking Globalization and Standardization, organized by Paolo where 

Carmelo presented his paper on liminal consulting co-authored by Barbara Czarniawska 

(Mazza and Czarniawska, 2003). She was clear about action nets: this is not another ontological 

construct rather an empty concept to fill, a way to look at things to find some further trace to 

investigate upon (Czarniawska, 2004). We like to play the same game with the network of 
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thoughts; it is not another ontological construct. It is a way to look at things, in particular to 

look at interactions and how they are established and evolve. 

Indeed, what is a network of thoughts? It is simply the network where individuals are 

connected by streams of dialogues and conversations, where ideas and reflections converge 

and evolve. Each node of the network is represented by individuals who twist and shape the 

streams adding and/or removing views and ideas. As network members are connected by ties, 

in the network of thoughts, members are connected by streams of conversations and dialogues 

that go both ways to and from individuals. Individuals join a network of thoughts by getting 

involved by other individuals who act as brokers that make people engage in streams of 

conversations or take them out. Brokers act in two different ways. First, by coopting people in 

existing networks of thoughts. Second, by favouring the encounters of individuals that 

generate new streams of dialogues and conversations. In our view of the network of thoughts, 

streams of dialogues and conversations spring out of interactions among people.  

In the case we told in this paper, the encounter between Carmelo and Paolo generated new 

streams and allowed them to enter existing streams where they actively contribute. In the case 

of Carmelo, to be part of these streams allowed to keep an academic recognition over time 

although he has been sharing his engagement with professional and managerial obligations 

(Mazza, 2024). In the case of Paolo, to be part of these streams located him within the 

Organizational Theory domain where he spent the latest part of his career. In both cases, the 

network of thoughts established by Barbara Czarniawska between Carmelo and Paolo kept 

the conversation alive between them although their lives went along distinct tracks. As well 

as in other individual publications by the authors, this ongoing conversation emerges here, in 

this present paper.  

Retrospectively looking at our experience, the construct of the network of thoughts deserves 

further reflection. Barbara Czarniawska created the connection between Carmelo and Paolo 

that allowed thoughts to get nurtured and shared. Thoughts about the reform of the university 

system, about liminality, about the idea of narrating experiences as a basis for theory, they 

were born and developed through conversations, Barbara Czarniawska loved to get updated 

about. Sometimes she established new ties, sometimes she cut them off and suggested U-turn. 

However, she always had her voice on the thoughts she had provoked. In this sense, she 

always played the role of broker of thoughts, never passive audience but always twisting and 

shaping the ideas that were travelling throughout her networks. 

 

4. Conclusions 

We held a dual ambition with this paper. On one hand, we tribute Barbara Czarniawska and 

her work by depicting her impact on our thoughts, careers, and, ultimately, lives. We are 

honoured to have this privilege along with all the other scholars and students who benefited 

of her untired academic engagement. On the other hand, we like to try to advance one of her 

theoretical frameworks, that of the network of actors / network of action, to show that Barbara 

Czarniawska’s legacy is still producing new ideas and further reflections. We are aware that 

what we suggest is a very early idea and deserves rigorous refinements. We are aware that she 

would have been the first to put under her rigorous critique what we described, as we have 

experienced many times in our own careers. However, we are sure that she would have finally 

encouraged us to go deeper into what we had sketched in a still preliminary fashion.  
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Having said that, we like to imagine that the network of thought construct may be found of 

some help by researchers in the Organization Theory field. In particular, we imagine that it 

may prove fruitful if applied to the studies of universities as institutions, one of the domains 

we developed in the streams of conversations stimulated by Barbara Czarniawska. Building 

upon the seminal reflections proposed by Kostera (2024) on the survival of university as we 

know it, we believe that one of the main needs of universities as institutions is to provide 

venues for the interactions generating the streams of conversation and dialogues flowing 

within the networks of thoughts. It needs to explore networks of thoughts without a teleology, 

a free search which is becoming aliea to what university are becoming today. Barbara 

Czarniawska succeeded in creating an ongoing conversation between Carmelo and Paolo also 

because universities provided venues, resources, and opportunities for the encounters 

between them and among them and all the other network of thought members. If the 

university gives up being the locus of interactions and turns into a virtual space populated by 

visual interfaces and pre-manufactured lectures, then university gets hopelessly lost. If it 

makes the means its ends, or defines ends in material terms rather ideal ones, the university is 

lost. Along with university, we might experience the loss of many networks of thoughts and 

the drying up of streams of conversation and dialogue. Therefore, we might find ourselves 

one step closer to a silenced world where, like in an boundless echo chamber, the same voice 

repeatedly proposes its same offer to a grey humankind of customers. 
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