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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to discuss the theoretical contribution of Li’s (2016) “Yin-Yang
balancing” approach of paradox management, as well as its future development to guide paradox
management research across the east and west contexts.
Design/methodology/approach – It begins by recognizing the importance of paradox management
research, especially the indigenous epistemological approach as Li (2016) has followed. The authors
take “being” and “becoming” ontology toward social reality as the basic premise in this commentary,
and summarize the knowledge that the study has contributed to existing literature.
Findings – The “Yin-Yang balancing” approach can extend the knowledge about paradox
management phenomena at least from four aspects: the “either/and” frame to view a paradox system,
the importance of “seed” or “threshold” in defining moderate rather than extreme groups, duality map
as a novel tool for paradox management, and comparison of being and becoming ontology.
Originality/value – Based on the comparison of “being” and “becoming” ontological view, the
authors suggest to further develop this “Yin-Yang balancing” approach by emphasizing the following
issues: eastern culture does not have exclusive ownership of the “becoming” ontology toward the
world, elaboration of alternative theoretical explanation to win out the identity approach about
organizational existence, the linkage between the “Yin-Yang balancing” epistemological system and
process research method, and boundary condition of the “Yin-Yang balancing” approach.
Keywords Yin-Yang, Being and becoming ontology, Paradox management
Paper type Viewpoint

Due to ever-increasing environmental uncertainty, the contradiction between stability
and adaptability underlying any fundamental organizational and strategic decision
(Thompson, 1967) becomes even more distinct. And organizations turn to be a
paradoxical system in various dimensions, such as belonging vs organizing, learning vs
performing (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Considering the importance of paradox-related
research questions in current management field, we appreciate this invitation to comment
on Li’s (2016) paper about the “Yin-Yang balancing” approach of paradox management.

“Paradox” is defined as the “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist
simultaneously and persist over time” (Smith and Lewis, 2011, p. 382). One significant
feature of Li’s (2016) contribution to the paradox management literature is its indigenous
research feature, providing a vivid example of “Chinese Theory of Management” that
Chinese management community is looking for (Barney and Zhang, 2009; Van de Ven
and Jing, 2012). Most of the literature on paradox management was written by westernCross Cultural & Strategic
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scholars, following western cultural logics. As previous studies have shown, concepts of
paradox and contradiction vary according to cultural values, and a monolithic research
view to see the global society seems to be very limited (Schad et al., 2016). Based on
Chinese cultural wisdom, Li (2016) intends to contribute a “Yin-Yang balancing”
epistemological system of paradox management. This approach encourages managers to
embrace or “live with” paradox, by shifting their expectations for rationality and linearity
to accept paradoxes as persistent and unsolvable puzzles. Meanwhile, different from
previous western literature including the dynamic equilibrium model recently proposed
by Smith and Lewis (2011), this approach has its unique features as follows, to extend our
knowledge about paradox management phenomena.

The “either/and” frame to view a paradox system
The “Yin-Yang balancing” approach holds an “either/and” framework toward a
paradox system, which is different from the Aristotle’s “either/or” logic toward
contradiction, and Hegel’s “both/or” dialectical logic and even the “both/and” dialectical
logic. The “either/or” framework resolves paradox by fully separating opposites, the
“both/or” framework treats paradox as temporarily tolerable, and even desirable, but
ultimately problematic, while the “both/and” logic even refuses to recognize the
potential existence of contradictions. These three frameworks toward paradox share
their common bias toward absolute positions by treating opposites as either fully
complementary or fully conflicting. Embracing the notion of balancing, Li (2016) adopts
the duality position by treating opposites as partially conflicting and partially
complementary, and none of the entities can ever entirely win/lose the contradiction.
This is an “either/and” framework, with “either” indicating the existence of opposites
and “and” indicating the existence of unity. In other words, paradox resolution does not
imply eliminating a tension but finding a means of meeting competing demands or
considering divergent ideas simultaneously (Ashforth and Reingen, 2014).

The importance of “seed” or “threshold” in defining moderate rather
than extreme groups
As an important claim, Li (2016) proposes that “Yin-Yang balancing frames the tradeoff
and synergy between opposite elements as endogenous because each opposite contains
the ‘seed’ of the other opposite” (p. 53), and “the interface between partial integration
and partial separation can be delineated by a threshold as a range of proper points of
balancing between the overlapping and non-overlapping parts in a single domain or
across two domains in an entire system” (p. 54). This is a basic assumption underlying
the “Yin-Yang” view ( Jing and Van de Ven, 2014), and can serve as an inspiring idea to
reframing the relationship between opposite forces in a paradox system. We agree with
Li (2016) that the notions of seed and threshold are important for developing novel
theories about paradox management in the future.

Duality map as a novel tool for paradox management
The appearance of paradox often reflects human cognitive limitations rather than
physical resource limitations ( Jing and Benner, 2016). Thus, how to upgrade managerial
cognition is the key to resolve a paradoxical problem. In this sense, Li (2016) highlights
the importance of “Wu” (“悟”) in paradox management, and elaborates the tool of
duality map for the managers to balance organizational paradox. In essence, duality
map is an exquisite design to implement the “Yin-Yang balancing” epistemological
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system in practice. It can be employed to analyze the paradoxical tensions within any
social organization such as social value vs financial profit, exploration vs exploitation,
and can inspire managers to crafting balancing strategies at/across three different
organizational levels (i.e. micro-level, meso-level, and macro-level).

Comparison of being and becoming ontology
“Being” refers to “a fixed, certain, and complete status or form of an existence before
acquiring its relationships with other entities,” while “becoming” refers to “an
interdependent and interactive process with other entities before and after any entity
acquires its status or form” (Li, 2016, p. 50). Western culture has largely been obsessed with
the “being” ontology, which regards reality as an assembly of static individuals whose
dynamic features are taken to be ontologically secondary and derivative. On the contrary,
philosophers holding “becoming” ontology insist that reality is continuously going on and
coming about. In other words, becoming can be regarded as the mode of being common to
the many kinds of occurrences or dynamic beings. As Li (2016) has made, the “Yin-Yang
balancing” epistemological system is built up on the “becoming” ontology of reality.

We will now focus on the comparison between being and becoming ontology,
since it is the foundation for understanding the benefits and challenges in developing
a “Yin-Yang balancing” epistemological system. Taking this as a basic frame, the
following section includes four pieces of comments or suggestions:

(1) As the “either/and” frame has indicated, eastern culture does not have exclusive
ownership of the “becoming” ontology toward the world. Since Aristotle’s
substance metaphysics, the “being” ontology has been the dominant philosophy
in western society, however, this does not deny the development of “becoming”
ontological philosophy as the opposite. For example, the Greek theoretician,
Heraclitus, is best known for his doctrines that things are constantly changing
(universal flux), that opposites coincide (unity of opposites), and that cosmic fire
is the basic material of the world. According to Heraclitus, everything is in flux,
which entails the co-incidence of opposites. Moreover, the unity of opposites
creates an overall balance of reciprocity by cyclical transitions between
extremes. Later, such a becoming ontology has been further flourished by
process philosophers such as Whitehead (1929) and Rescher (2000). Similar to
the “Yin-Yang balancing” approach, these process researchers also focus on
analyze becoming and what is occurring as well as ways of occurring, and
organizational becoming is taken as a space of possible occurrences rather than
a certain organizational attribute.

(2) Elaboration of alternative theoretical explanation to win out the identity
approach about organizational existence. As a reflection of the “being”
ontology in social context, researchers have developed identity theory to
explain why individuals (“who I am”) or organizations (“who we are”) need to
maintain a coherent identity during their development (e.g. Albert and
Whetten, 1985; Erikson, 1968). For becoming ontology to win out, we need a
rigid theoretical explanation against the identity rationale, and provide
evidences of the “becoming” reality which identity theory cannot well explain.
Here, we assume that both internal and external reasons may account for the
lack of a central, enduring, and distinctive identity of social organizations.
First, in dynamic environment, the development of each organizational
attribute would breed the emergence of its opposite. The success of a strategic
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change is relying more on the dynamic capability to organizational grinding-
in process by a flexible possibility, rather than a stable design of structure
(Galunic and Eisenhardt, 2001). Here, we do not deny that there is temporal
stability, but regard it as a result of interaction of organizing processes.
Second, due to the bounded rationality of managers, uncertainty, and
ambiguity cannot be completely removed from the organizational
development process. In their empirical study, Zhang et al. (2015, p. 560)
found that “paradoxically oriented leaders may position themselves more
effectively in complex environments. By responding to paradoxical forces,
they dynamically coexist with environmental complexities over time”. In sum,
the art of balancing would be more effective than the aim of optimizing in a
continuously organizing process.

(3) The linkage between “Yin-Yang balancing” epistemological system and process
research method. As the concept of “seed” or “threshold” implies, to achieve a
geocentric integration between the west and the east, the easiest way is to find
the common part in each opposite side. As Luo and Zheng (2016, p. 390) have
pointed out, “most Eastern philosophies are difficult to use a scientific approach
to empirically verify and systematically operationalize”. However, our
confidence in the credibility of a theory increases when it is subjected to tests
that are more likely to be rejected, thus we need to develop methods and
evidences of falsifiability about the “Yin-Yang balancing” epistemological
system (Popper, 2002). To do so, we encourage the author and readers to use a
process research method to empirically assess Yin-Yang balancing. Based on
the “becoming” ontology, process researchers focus empirically on evolving
phenomena, and they emphasize theorizing that explicitly incorporates
temporal progressions of events and experiences as basic elements of
explanation and understanding (Langley et al., 2013). By the aid of this method,
we can translate a “Yin-Yang balancing” problem into a process-based research
question, and collect longitudinal data to examine how specific paradox cases
arise and evolve in organizational context (e.g. Jing and Benner, 2016), and how
the balancing strategies at/across difference levels have affected the process
patterns and outcomes. In this way, we can test the above approach and model
in both east and west contexts.

(4) Boundary condition of the “Yin-Yang balancing” approach. What are the
disadvantages of the “Yin-Yang balancing” approach? What are its boundary
conditions? These questions deserve future research. Weick (1979) points out
that any theoretical view inevitably has trade-offs in being general, accurate,
and simple criteria as a good theory. “Being” ontology and “becoming”
ontology have their boundary conditions, respectively. As the duality map has
indicated, the “Yin-Yang balancing” approach has the advantages in
explaining the vertical and horizontal interdependences at/across different
organizational levels. For example, how the whole organization continuously
influence which components enter into the constitution of the whole and in
which way these components occur? The interdependencies between a whole
and its parts cannot be accommodated with a “being” ontology that is
committed to the basic that concrete identities are fully determined (Rescher,
2000). Meanwhile, the greater the complexity of a “becoming” ontological
theory, the more difficult it is to test.
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