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Abstract
The interplay between emotion and learning is a continuing source of debate and inquiry in organization studies, attracting an increasing number of important contributions. However, a detailed understanding of the interaction between emotion and learning remains elusive. In an effort to extend the existing debate, this paper offers an alternative approach that draws on the tradition of pragmatist philosophy, where emotion and learning can both be defined as dynamic processes that emerge in the relational context of social transactions. The mutually constructing interplay between these two processes is then illustrated with an example of a collaborative project in which anxiety, love, guilt and hostility are all entangled in the learning process.
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THE MUTUALITY OF EMOTIONS AND LEARNING IN ORGANIZATIONS

“… despite the plethora of theoretical directions that inform organizational learning, most are substantively under-theorized because of their lack of attention to emotion.” (Fineman, 2003, p.558) .  

This quotation from Stephen Fineman recognizes one of the key problematics in the contemporary organizational literature, namely how best to understand the relationship between emotion and learning.  There is a growing interest in engaging with this problem (e.g. Antonacopoulou & Gabriel, 2001; Brown, 2000; Gherardi et al., 2007; Griffiths et al., 2005; Höpfl & Linstead, 1997; Vince, 2002), but most authors recognize there is still much work to be done.  In this paper, we seek to contribute to this emergent conversation by developing a theoretical position that integrates emotion and learning by drawing on the pragmatist philosophy of John Dewey (Dewey, 1938 [1986]) and George Herbert Mead (Mead, 1913, 1925, 1934). We further elaborate this position using the pragmatist-inspired personal construct theory of George Kelly (1955). Elkjaer (2004) has already pointed to the usefulness of pragmatist philosophies in understanding organizational learning, so our goal here is to extend her argument by making explicit the theoretical possibilities of treating emotion in the same way. Specifically, we propose an explanatory mechanism that frames both emotion and learning as mutually forming and informing practices that emerge out of social engagement and transactional meaning-making. We suggest that by locating emotion and learning within the same theoretical framework, new possibilities are opened up for exploring the interplay between them. 

A great deal has already been written across many different disciplines on the topics of emotion and learning, and it is neither possible nor meaningful to attempt a comprehensive review of all this material. Rather, we have chosen to limit the scope of our analysis to the organizational domain, where new interest in emotions (e.g. Briner, 2004; Domagalski, 1999; Rumens, 2005), and learning (e.g. Bapuji & Crossan, 2004; Easterby-Smith, 1997; Easterby-Smith et al., 2000) has flourished over the past decade or so. We begin in the next two sections with an exploration of the extent to which, if indeed at all, these two streams of literature have intersected and engaged each other. Although some notable efforts have been made to draw them together, differences in underpinning philosophical assumptions stand as a significant obstacle to more integrated theory development. 

In response to these perceived limitations in current thinking, we then proceed to outline a pragmatist perspective that draws attention to the temporal dynamics and social agency of organizational experience (Joas, 1997; Simpson, 2009). From this perspective, emotion and learning may be re-conceptualized as two social processes that are interdependent constituents of all human experience.  To provide a common platform from which to theorize these processes, we propose an alternative vocabulary that expresses emotion experiences in terms of their communicative functions. We then go on to illustrate the utility of this vocabulary by drawing on the experience of a project team as they work (or not) towards their goal.  This example explores the meanings of emotions in the team’s social transactions and uncovers emergent learning. The distinctive contribution that this paper makes is to focus on the how of emotion and learning as two social processes that are inextricably intertwined and interdependent. 

Locating Emotion in Organizational Learning

While there have undoubtedly been efforts to bring studies of emotion and organizational learning more closely together (Antonacopoulou & Gabriel, 2001; Fineman, 1997, 2003; Scherer & Tran, 2001; Vince, 2002), the majority of the literature on organizational learning continues to treat emotion as a matter of peripheral concern. For cognitive theories of organizational learning, emotion tends to be of little interest except to the extent that it is regarded as an aberrant constraint on the smooth functioning of otherwise rational information processing activities.  In this sense, the familiar dichotomy between cognition and emotion, passion and reason, is reproduced in much the same way as it is throughout mainstream organization theory (Albrow, 1993).  What is surprising, however, is that the marginal position to which emotion has arguably been consigned has not been countered more forcefully within the growing number of contributions that challenge this cognitive orthodoxy (Cook & Yanow, 1993; Gherardi, 1999, 2006; Lave, 1997; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Nicolini et al., 2003; Orlikowski, 2002).  These approaches, coming under various labels such as community models of learning (Swan et al., 1999), practice-based theorizing (Gherardi, 2000), or social learning theory (Elkjaer, 2003), have been primarily concerned with theorizing learning as a social process grounded in participation in shared practices of knowing (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Despite raising many interesting questions about identity, belonging, and the lived experience of participation, sustained consideration of the emotional character of such experiences has proved elusive.  The reasons for this continuing theoretical disjunction are revealed by a more fine-grained analysis of the respective literatures.

Many of the earlier theories of organizational learning were grounded in an information processing metaphor that has continued to have a major influence on subsequent developments (Cangelosi & Dill, 1965; Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958/1993).  According to this view, organizational learning is a process of actual or potential behavioral adaptation to environmental conditions mediated by decision rules that are in turn shaped by the limited availability of cognitive resources. Essentially based on an individual model of cognition, organizations are conceived as information processors involving such computer-like activities as search, input, transformation, storage, and output (Newell & Simon, 1972).  As Huber (1991, p.89, emphasis in original) defined it: “An entity learns if, through its processing of information, the range of its potential behaviors is changed. This definition holds whether the entity is a human or other animal, a group, an organization, an industry, or a society.” There is little room for emotion in this cool and boundedly rational image of organizational problem-solving and decision-making. To the extent that they are mentioned at all, emotions are typically treated in negative terms as interrupting or distorting the effectiveness of organizational information processing.  A good example of this can be found in discussions about the systematic biases that tend to guide the way people in organizations sample experiences of success and failure (Denrell, 2003; Levinthal & March, 1993). Although it is not necessarily made explicit, it is often implied that the under-sampling of failure is associated with avoiding such emotions as shame, embarrassment, disappointment, and humiliation. Even so, the avoidance of uncomfortable emotions forms only a minor element of the literature on learning biases. Much more emphasis is placed on cognitive mechanisms that, drawing on the classic work on heuristics and biases by Tversky and Kahneman (1981), are presented as operating irrespective of motivation or affect.

The influential contributions by Argyris and Schön (1974, 1978, 1996), while still firmly within the cognitive tradition, present a more explicitly emotion-based understanding of the limits to learning through their conception of defensive routines. The minimization of negative feelings is a central component of Model I theories-in-use, which promote defensive behaviors for avoiding anger, embarrassment, or similarly threatening emotions, either in oneself or others. However, this is still a limited theorization of the interplay between organizational learning and emotion. Again, emotions are mainly presented in negative terms and depicted as barriers to the more open and reflective reasoning of Model II theories-in-use that are potentially able to support double-loop learning.  There remains a clear separation between cognition and emotion where “to generate double-loop learning, emotions can and should be overcome by cognitive confrontation” (Seo, 2003, p.10).

Turning now to community or practice-based theories of organizational learning, many writers have been directly critical of the dualistic separation of cognition and emotion, emphasizing instead the interweaving of emotion into the variegated fabric of practice. As Gherardi (2001, p.134) has suggested, “when the locus of knowledge and learning is situated in practice, the focus moves to a social theory of action that addresses activity and passivity, the cognitive and the emotional, mental and sensory perception as bits and pieces of the social construction of knowledge and of the social worlds in which practices assume meanings and facticity”. Wenger (1998, p.56) offered a similarly holistic view in his characterization of participation as “a complex process that combines doing, talking, thinking, feeling, and belonging. It involves our whole person, including our bodies, minds, emotions, and social relations.” Nevertheless, despite these clear acknowledgements that emotions are an inseparable part of lived experience, this tends not to be translated into any detailed conceptualization of how specific emotions are related to different learning situations.  Moreover, any reference to emotions in accompanying empirical examples tends to be rather piecemeal, which we argue is at least in part due to an absence of any clear theoretical vocabulary in these accounts about the nature, processes, and functions of emotions.

Integrating Learning and Emotion: Contributions and Challenges

Some important steps have, however, been taken to establish a dialogue between theories of emotion and organizational learning. Fineman (1997) has played a pivotal role in these developments by emphasizing the interconnectedness of emotion and learning. Similarly, Antonacopoulou and Gabriel (2001, p.435) argued that “[e]motion and learning in combination are powerful sources of meaning and direction, supporting or inhibiting individuals and organizations in their attempts to re-define reality and find their place in it. The need to understand, therefore, the nature of this interdependence is paramount.” Efforts to explore this interplay have mainly built upon foundations already laid down concerning the nature, development, and function of emotions within organizational settings (Fineman, 1993; Gabriel, 1998; Rafaeli, 1989; Rafaeli & Sutton, 1991; van Maanen & Kunda, 1989; Waldron, 1994). A key point of debate has been the extent to which emotions are treated as innate and largely generic human traits with deep biological foundations (Ekman, 1992; Izard, 1977), as socially learned and culturally specific displays built around shared codes of meaning (Harré, 1986; Hochschild, 1979; Ratner, 1989), or as some mixture of the two (Kemper, 1987; Shott, 1979). 

Clearly the position one adopts on this issue has an important bearing on how the relationship between emotions and learning is theorized. If one considers emotions primarily as biologically rooted and instinctual, then their relationship to learning tends to be more unidirectional, passive and involuntary. Emotions offer a motivational substrate coloring the experience of learning, but operating in a separate realm where they are not themselves subject to learning processes. In contrast, social constructionist perspectives treat the relationship between emotions and learning in a rather more active way. Emotions are socially learned performances that have their own, often tacit, norms of appropriate conduct depending on the situation and cultural context. According to Shott (1979, p.1320, emphasis in original): “[H]ow one interprets one’s emotions and, to some extent, what one feels are guided (though not determined) by one’s culture and its feeling rules; so that different societies are characterized by different emotional ‘vocabularies of motive’”. Nevertheless, some authors have expressed concern that this perspective overstates the degree to which emotions can be controlled and augmented at will (Kemper, 1981).

Falling broadly within perspectives that see emotions as biologically driven, Scherer and Tran (2001) have offered a detailed analysis of the relationship between varying emotions and different elements of organizational learning. They classify emotions into five classes (approach, achievement, deterrence, withdrawal and antagonistic) and consider the functional and dysfunctional implications of these for influencing the readiness to learn, how new information is searched for and processed, how significance is conferred on information, what information is stored in memory and how it is recalled, how learning experiences are generalized and transferred from one context to another, and the degree to which learning changes patterns of behavior. These are all important questions, although their treatment is arguably constrained by the essentialist assumptions in its classification of emotions. Perhaps one consequence of this is that only one half of the equation is examined. The implications of emotions for organizational learning are explored at length, but the influence of learning on emotions is largely ignored. It is as if emotions are merely antecedent states to be taken into account in thinking about how subsequent learning unfolds. As such, while clearly identified as significant for organizational learning, emotions occupy a distinctly separate position in the analysis.

In contrast, Fineman (1997), consistent with his emphasis on the social construction of emotion, has argued for a more intertwined analysis of emotion and learning which recognizes that “[t]houghts are imbued with emotions and emotions with thoughts. We have feelings about what we think and thoughts about what we feel … Furthermore, if we believe that emotion cannot exist without symbolic protocols, culturally determined language-in-the-head, then the cognition/emotion distinction is untenable” (Fineman, 1997, p.16). However, while emphasizing that learning is inescapably emotionalized, this social constructionist perspective highlights emotions as symbolic and cultural syndromes at the risk of underplaying their embodied and frequently involuntary character (Carr, 2001; Kemper, 1981).

Antonacopoulou and Gabriel (2001) have attempted to incorporate insights from both social constructionist and more naturalistic treatments of emotion, centered primarily around Freudian psychodynamics. From this perspective, they argue “that while emotions have social implications and may be civilized, modified and controlled as a result of learning, they remain potentially unmanaged and unmanageable … While reading a situation in a particular way may generate a specific emotional response, it is equally the case that an emotional response may be triggered by various incidental or even subliminal perceptions which subsequently colour the reading of the situation” (Antonacopoulou & Gabriel, 2001, p.442). This acknowledgement of the complex and multi-dimensional character of the interplay between emotions and learning is an important step forward. However, we are left with perhaps more of a juxtaposition of approaches and insights than a theorization of the mutual relationship between them. 

We argue that a more interdependent understanding of the relationships between emotion and learning can be approached through the unifying conceptions of experience and action as complex and dynamic totalities. This emphasis on the experiential character of emotion and learning focuses squarely on the social and temporal dimensions of human conduct. The existing literature has made important contributions in suggesting that emotion and learning are necessarily intertwined and co-evolving, but there is still scope for exploring what this means in specific terms. If emotions and learning are mutually conditioning elements of an unfolding flow of experience, then a more adequate theorization will have to build on a philosophical foundation that is capable of engaging with the dynamic complexities of these processes. It is for this reason that we now turn to consider the potential for pragmatism as a way of deepening understandings of the social and temporal dynamics of emotion and learning, and the interplay between them.

Pragmatism and Learning

Pragmatism has developed since the late 19th century as a practical philosophy of human action that is less concerned with what is, than with how we can understand the continuously unfolding flow of experience (see for instance, Menand, 1997; Scheffler, 1974; Thayer, 1982). It acknowledges the transience and fallibility of all knowledge, and the inevitable plurality of human experience that admits multiple possible interpretations of any given event. Indeed, the discovery of absolute and universal truths has never been part of the pragmatist agenda, which seeks instead to better understand the social dynamics of day to day practice, with the intention of making it more intelligible (Joas, 1993).  
Pragmatism is further characterized by its rejection of the essentialism and dualistic reasoning that was evident in some of the literature discussed in the previous sections of this paper. Essentialist assumptions, which assert immutable, innate traits or qualities that apply universally to a class of objects or entities, are anathema to the pragmatist commitment to understanding meaning-making as a continuous, relational process. Whereas essentialism asserts a starting point that is said to explain, at least in part, everything that then follows, pragmatists are concerned with neither beginnings nor endings as they focus on the continuous unfolding of experience in the present moment. Equally pragmatists argue that the application of dualisms, which are pairs of irreducible and mutually excluding principles, precludes any understanding of the dynamics of processes because they cut through the very temporal continuities from which processes are constituted. For instance, John Dewey railed against the Cartesian dualism that separates thinking and feeling, arguing that these are “two names for a single process, that of making our way as best we can in a universe shot through with contingency” (Menand, 2001: 360). This is not to say, however, that we should not make distinctions in our language, but rather that the meaning of either pole of a distinction is necessarily immanent in its opposite, so they are dependent on each other and lose their meaning if they are dualistically separated. 
It is this radical and uncompromising commitment to understanding human practice as a dynamic social process that appeals to us as a philosophically grounded way of linking the intertwined processes of learning and emotion. But there is more in pragmatism that can be helpful in theorizing this relationship. Firstly, the notion of the social self as the embodiment of social experience was developed particularly by George Herbert Mead (1913, 1925, 1934). He argued that selves are ineluctably social and emergent, as they are continuously constructed in social interactions (see also Burkitt, 1991; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). That is, there is no essential self that exists prior to, and independently of its social interactions. Even the most solitary moments of contemplation or reflection are still thoroughly social because such introspection takes the form of an inner conversation that relies on the embodied experience of past social actions. The full implications of Mead’s thinking about the social self have not always been appreciated by his later interpreters, many of whom have incorrectly ascribed his work as a theory of the individual (see for example Blumer, 1969; Hatch & Schultz, 2002). Here, however, we wish to remain consistent with a reading of Mead that does not separate individuals dualistically from their social contexts. Rather, our focus is on the dynamic flow of events in social interactions. 
Mead proposed that these interactions may be understood as conversations of communicative gestures and the responses that they engender. Neither gestures nor responses are necessarily limited to linguistic exchanges; they may also incorporate more broadly based symbolic gestures such as facial expression, tone of voice, and we will argue, emotion. In this sense, a gesture is like an experimental probe that seeks to understand events, while the response is the experimental outcome. The experimental quality of social experience has been usefully elaborated by George Kelly who described this process of meaning making in terms of ‘construing’. For him, construing “is a way of seeing events that makes them look regular. By construing events it becomes possible to anticipate them” (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, p.53). It is a process of laying meanings upon events; it is certainly not about discovering anything in these events that is inherent or pre-existing. He argued that people construct personal construal systems as experiential templates that they can ‘try out’ on events in order to recognize recurrent themes. Like Mead’s ‘social self’, Kelly’s personal construct systems are embodied and continuously evolving through social interactions as we attempt to make meaning in our lives. Both function as instruments of experimentation and inquiry. 
The second key theme in pragmatism that we wish to draw on here is Dewey’s notion of inquiry, which he saw as a continuous, self-correcting process that is “the experimental habit of mind” (Dewey, 1910, p.55). Inquiry is initiated by doubt or some form of obstacle that impedes or interrupts the ongoing flow of experience. Such interruption signals uncertainty about the current course of action and invites an exploration of alternative ways forward that may either remove or temporarily disable the problem. The purpose of inquiry is to allow a return to more habitual modes of practice in which the consequences of specific actions may be more reliably anticipated. From a pragmatist perspective, habits are acquired dispositions to certain modes of response, and learning arises when habitual practices are found wanting in a given situation. Thus learning informs ongoing action, and vice versa. 
Once again, Kelly’s ideas are helpful in illuminating the details of this process of inquiring and learning (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, pp.53-54). In his view, if events can be adequately construed using existing constructs, there is little need for reconstrual so ongoing anticipations tend to reproduce existing habits rather than asking the ‘what if’ questions of inquiry. That is, anticipations may serve different purposes depending on whether they are reproductive or inquiring. Those made within the flow of habitual conduct are less concerned with the responses they elicit as these are, by definition, foregone conclusions. There is, therefore, little opportunity for learning from uninterrupted habitual conduct. However, when there is some uncertainty about the likely response to a gesture, habitual conduct is interrupted and the questioning process of inquiry is initiated. The responses that this process surfaces offer the potential for learning by inviting changes in a person’s construct system. Consequently, it is inquiring anticipations that are the focus of this paper. Kelly argued that even when an inquiring anticipation is confirmed by events, the inquirer’s experience is nonetheless altered “if only because it puts his position in a more presumptuous light” (Kelly, 1969a, p.21). 
“A confirmation gives one an anchorage in some area of his life, leaving him free to set afoot adventuresome explorations nearby, as, for example, in the case of a child whose security at home emboldens him to be the first to explore what lies in the neighbor’s yard” (Kelly, 1970, p.18).

Why Kelly?

We have now mentioned George Kelly several times in this discussion, but we anticipate that this may be puzzling for our readers given that Kelly is often represented in the literature in diverse and often incompatible ways. It is necessary therefore, that we take a quick detour to explain our use of this theorist. It is true that Kelly is only rarely identified with pragmatism (Butt, 2000) and yet he himself commented that Dewey’s “philosophy and psychology can be read between many of the lines of the psychology of personal constructs” (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, p.108). In our view, there are compelling reasons to draw parallels between Kelly and pragmatism. We have already pointed to two key areas of synergy (social selves and inquiry), but the most profound connections lie at the philosophical level where Kelly’s constructive alternativism (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, p. 11) resonates strongly with pragmatist ideas about the ever-changing-ness of everyday knowledge and the experimental nature of inquiry: 
 “… whatever nature may be, or howsoever the quest for truth will turn out in the end, the events we face today are subject to as great a variety of constructions as our wits will enable us to contrive. This is not to say that one construction is as good as any other, nor is it to deny that at some infinite point in time human vision will behold reality out to the utmost reaches of existence. But it does remind us that all our present perceptions are open to question and reconsideration, and it does broadly suggest that even the most obvious occurrences of everyday life might appear utterly transformed if we were inventive enough to construe them differently.” (Kelly, 1970, p.1)

One of the implications of this philosophical position is that Kelly’s theory is itself open to multiple alternative construals. He expressed delight that others had managed to construe his theory from perspectives as diverse as cognitivism and existentialism, which he provocatively claimed as evidence that these categorical systems of theory are often misleading and should at least be challenged, if not discarded (Kelly, 1970, p.9-10). Although Kelly’s theoretical insights continue to receive strong support and development in clinical psychology, and are increasingly used in management consulting and cultural studies, within the field of organizational research, his ideas have tended to be relegated to the trash heap on the grounds that they are too essentialistic, too dualistic, and too individualistic. While we accept that this is one possible construal of Kelly’s theory, we respectfully suggest that it may not be as good as some other alternatives. Let us look at the arguments.
“Rather than depending upon bedrock assumptions about the inherent nature of the universe, or upon fragments of truth believed to have been accumulated, [personal construct theory] is a notion about how man may launch out from a position of admitted ignorance, and how he may aspire from one day to the next to transcend his own dogmatisms” (Kelly, 1970, p.1).

Here Kelly is clearly claiming an anti-essentialist stance that is concerned fundamentally with the dynamics of learning rather than absolute truths. In our reading of his work, this is a constant theme that he reiterates throughout his arguments. So for instance, when considering what a construct is, he says that there is nothing categorical about it; rather a construct is a perceptual contrast that is subject to reconstruction within the changing flow of events. “Neither our constructs nor our construing systems come to us from nature … They are imposed upon events, not abstracted from them” (Kelly, 1970, p.13).  And elsewhere, constructs “are not traits that apply invariably to a given person, but are axes or dimensions with respect to which his construction processes can be plotted from time to time” (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, p.378). 
It may be the dichotomous nature of constructs that has led to the accusation of dualistic thinking in Kelly’s theory. 
“Experience has shown me that this is the point where many of my readers first encounter difficulty in agreeing with me. What I am saying is that a construct is a “black and white” affair, never a matter of shadings, or of “grays”. On the face of it, this sounds bad, for it seems to imply categorical or absolutist thinking rather than any acceptance of relativism or conditionalism.” (Kelly, 1970, p.12-13).
The point about constructs is that they are dimensions of contrast and comparison, not difference and separation. Contrast implies that both poles of the dichotomy are necessary for the meaning of the construct. These poles cannot be independent of each other, and cannot be meaningfully separated. Although dualisms are also bipolar, when they are used in theoretical applications, one or other pole of the dichotomy tends to become submerged, and ultimately invisible. By comparison, when people impose their constructs onto events, they impose whole constructs, not just one or other of the poles.
Further misunderstanding of Kelly’s position appears to have arisen because of his use of the word ‘personal’ in the title of his theory. For him, however, persons are never conceived as individuals who have independent meanings. They are always in relationship with others and are continuously constructing their personal construct systems in their social interactions. Such persons are inquiring processes, and their actions are ways of posing questions. Personal construct theory explicitly builds in the social by recognizing the commonality and sociality of anticipations that allow us to share expectations of each other’s actions, and to adjust to each other’s viewpoints (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, pp.63-68). In particular, he argued that sociality “establishes grounds for … envisioning … a truly psychological basis for society” (Kelly, 1970, p.22). This then, is a radically different formulation of the ‘person’ that transcends the usual distinction between individual and social levels of analysis, focusing instead on the dynamics that play between these levels.
Regardless of how others may have construed personal construct theory, it is quite clear that Kelly himself did not intend it to be read as essentialistic, dualistic, or individualistic. We hope that Kelly’s own responses to his critics will allow our readers to suspend their judgments on personal construct theory as we now proceed with developing the remainder of our argument.
Emotion as a social process
So far we have been making the case for learning as a continuous process of inquiry and reconstrual. What then are the implications of this approach for theorizing a relationship between learning and emotion? Turning once again to the pragmatists for inspiration, William James asserted that emotion can only be understood in relation to the unfolding of experience (James, 1890/1950), while Dewey and Mead soundly rejected claims that emotion may be explained in terms of a simple stimulus-response causality (Dewey, 1894; Dewey, 1895; Mead, 1895). They shared James’ view that emotion must be located within the holistic flow of experience, but further, they argued that different emotions reflect varying degrees of tension between habituated behaviors and reflective actions.  In particular, Dewey argued that the obstacles that initiate inquiry are experienced as ‘felt difficulties’. Mead similarly related emotions to the unfolding temporality of actions, but within a thoroughly social conception of experience and action. He proposed that emotion expresses the relationship between the intended meaning of a gesture and the perceived meaning of the response it engenders. Put simply, emotions arise when a difference is recognized between what was intended by an inquiring gesture and what was interpreted from it. As such, emotion is not only felt as an embodied experience, but also it acts as a communicative gesture in the ongoing flow of experience. It is this gesturing that is accessible to us as researchers of emotion.
It seems then, that pragmatism offers an account of both learning and emotion in terms of the same underlying mechanism; that which compares the expectations and perceived consequences of actions. However, it stops short of developing an explanatory vocabulary that relates specific experiences of emotion to different learning experiences. Once again, we have found Kelly to be an invaluable ally in this quest. Like the pragmatists, he proposed that emotions arise when there are differences between an inquiring anticipation and the response it calls out. For him, the expression of emotion, like any other gesture, constitutes an act of experimentation or inquiry. So for instance, “a child’s temper tantrum [may be seen] as a frantic experimental effort to articulate some urgent question about human relationships for which no one so far has been willing to give him a candid answer” (Kelly, 1969b, p.293). This casts temper tantrums in a distinctly relational and dynamic light that differs from the more individualistic and essentialist orientations of many other psychological theories. 
In the context of his clinical work, Kelly (1955/1991, Volume 1, Chapter 10) developed definitions for six specific types of emotion experience, namely threat, fear, anxiety, guilt, aggressiveness, and hostility. He referred to these as ‘dimensions of transition’ to reflect their function in the reconstruing of events. Subsequently McCoy (1977) proposed an additional suite of thirteen definitions of commonly encountered types of emotion experience: bewilderment, doubt, love, happiness, satisfaction, complacency, sadness, self-confidence, shame, contempt/disgust, contentment, surprise and anger. All nineteen of these emotion experiences are defined in terms of differences between the intended meaning of a gesture and the perceived meaning of the response elicited, where these differences may either confirm or disconfirm the inquiring anticipations. In other words, emotion experiences arise from the ongoing flow of events rather than from any essential qualities of the individual.  While the labels attached to these emotion experiences are the same as those found in more conventional discussions of emotion, their definitions are explicitly linked to underlying generative dynamics.  In effect, Kelly and McCoy have invented a new vocabulary that allows us to speak of emotion experiences in distinctively social and dynamic terms. 
For the purposes of this paper, we will discuss just four of the Kelly and McCoy emotion experiences, as these will be useful in the illustrative example that follows. In making this selection though, we do not wish to imply any sort of priority or preference amongst these emotion experiences. It is more a practical consideration of what is needed to illustrate our argument here. Furthermore, we acknowledge that other labels may equally be used to describe the emotion experiences we observe in the example, but for the sake of theoretical clarity we have chosen to stick with the relational definitions provided by Kelly and McCoy.
In terms of this new vocabulary, anxiety is defined as “the recognition that the events with which one is confronted lie outside the range of convenience of one’s construct system” (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, p.365).  That is, personal experience has not equipped the construer to adequately interpret events.  It is almost inevitable then that learning situations will induce a state of anxiety, which the construer will seek to reduce in some way.  Guilt is a similar, but more extreme emotion experience where the construer’s most strongly held beliefs about who she is appear to be disconfirmed by events. The “[p]erception of one’s apparent dislodgement from one’s core role structure constitutes the experience of guilt” (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, p.370). In this sense, guilt has nothing to do with value judgments about good or evil; rather it is the experience of acting in a way that is inconsistent with whom the construer believes herself to be. Guilt signals that she has slipped her mooring from her sense of self. 
Hostility involves turning a blind eye to social cues that might suggest a need to change one’s construal of a situation. “Hostility is the continued effort to extort validational evidence in favor of a type of social prediction which has already proved itself a failure” (Kelly, 1955/1991, Volume 1, p.375). This is classically what is happening when people talk past each other, failing to understand the significance of each other’s gestures.   In effect sociality, or the ability to stand in someone else’s shoes, is absent in such exchanges.  Hostility then, represents an obstacle to learning, not least because it is very difficult to see in oneself. Finally, love is  defined as “a state of awareness of the validation of one’s core structure” (McCoy, 1977, p.109).  That is, love affirms our most deeply held beliefs about who we are.  It is about being accepted for who the construer believes herself to be rather than any romantic notion of affectionate devotion.  The experience of love is not uncommon in organizations, especially in situations of intense learning such as a product development group or a project team.  
To illustrate our argument, we now turn to an example where we identify occurrences of anxiety, guilt, threat and love as defined here, and discuss their relationship with learning as the members of a project team progressively reconstrue the unfolding events. 
The Interplay of Emotion and Learning in Practice

This illustration focuses on the activities of a team of four architects as they worked together on a project to prepare an entry for a design competition.  It follows the experiences of Greg
, providing his own personal account of the shifting emotional character of the collaboration and the often conflicting feelings that emerged as the project proceeded. Greg approached one of us with his story because he was feeling very upset by developments in the team and he needed someone ‘neutral’ to talk to. The content of this original therapeutic discussion is not accessible to us for the purposes of research. However, Greg agreed to provide us with research data in the form of reflections that he had written during the course of the events that unfolded. These reflections comprise a well considered, evocative narrative (Bochner et al., 1997) in which Greg conducts an inner conversation as he struggles to make meaning out of the unfolding situation in the project team. The vibrancy of his language in this account certainly suggests that the emotions of the experience were still very much alive for him as he wrote. Indeed, he commented that reconnecting with the emotions of the situation enhanced his recollection of the events. Importantly, in addition to Greg’s voice, we researchers were also conversants in this meaning making process as we, in our own ways, tried to make sense of his experience by construing the gestures in his narrative.  We approached this in the spirit of co-inquiry between ourselves and Greg, with meaning emerging from joint processes of offering, challenging, and aligning interpretations, co-mingling our various perspectives in an effort to make sense of the events he described.
About a year after this initial conversation, Greg made contact again.  By this stage the heat had gone out of his situation, so he was able to offer further reflections on developments over the intervening year.  Once again he provided these to us in writing. As such, the data combine both a contemporaneous commentary and subsequent reflections on events. Since Greg offered his account to us after the event, and given the nature of what happened, there were practical constraints on collecting similar narratives from the other protagonists. Despite these limitations, the richly self-reflective data provided by Greg’s narrative offered us a rare opportunity to illustrate our theorization of the interplay between emotion experiences and learning.

Although a single account has obvious limitations in terms of what insights it can offer into the perspectives of the other actors, there is still much that can be gained, especially in the context of a pragmatist understanding of the social self, which recognizes the engaged, personalized, yet socially-embedded character of such stories (Watson, 2009).  As Denzin (1989, p.81) has commented: “Lives and their experiences are represented in stories … These stories move outward from the selves of the person and inwards to the groups that give them meaning and structure.” The two-way dynamic implied here invites a very different approach to data interpretation and analysis, one that integrates the personal and the social as co-constituents of temporal experience. William James (1912/2006) coined the term ‘radical empiricism’ to capture this difference, while more recently the notion of ‘social poetics’ has come to reflect this ontologically radical alternative to research inquiry (Cunliffe, 2002), where the focus is less on the veracity of the story and more on the consequences that the story can suggest. Following this sort of approach, we have endeavored to stay close to pragmatist philosophy by focusing on communicative gestures as aspects of generative practice. In particular, our analysis focused on emotional gesturing within Greg’s self-reported experiences and his construals of the actions of others. Our approach was firstly to identify emotional gestures within the data, and secondly to interpret these in the context of the unfolding narrative.
So, turning now to the story, Greg is an English-speaking Canadian architect who, having worked for a few years post-qualification in Canada, sought to further his career by joining a small professional firm in the United Kingdom.  Soon after his arrival he saw an announcement for a design competition in an architectural journal and suggested to his colleagues that this was something the firm might consider entering.  The idea was greeted with enthusiasm, especially by David (a senior partner) who pulled together a project team to design a submission.  The team included Nicola and Duncan, both associates with several years’ experience.  Greg was excited about the prospect of working closely with his new colleagues:
“I hadn’t known them for long, but I enjoyed their company and I respected their professional skills, so it seemed like a not-to-be-missed opportunity.  And actually I was feeling quite lonely in my isolation from home and friends [in Canada], so this collaboration came to be quite significant in my life.  I very much looked forward to our meetings and I loved the excitement of generating new ideas and seeing new concepts emerge from our discussions.  I worked hard and it was great.  Working with these people felt really affirming for me - it affirmed my decision to change jobs and it boosted my confidence as a professional.”

Greg’s decision to move to the UK was a conscious choice to put himself into new and challenging situations where he would learn a lot and develop new skills.

“I left almost everything that was familiar to me behind - my friends, my colleagues, my culture, my home, the physical environment - all of the things I have identified with strongly in my previous life … When you move to a different culture it is less comfortable in many ways.  For instance, I can’t talk in the ways that I do at home because people here wouldn’t understand … we have a different way of expressing humor there, so people here don’t ‘get’ me.  So you might say I’m experiencing a culture shock.”

Being a long way from the safety of familiar settings and relationships, and having yet to develop social connections in his new environment, Greg acknowledged that he became quite dependent on his work colleagues for providing social as well as professional interactions.

“Virtually all of my relationships in the UK were with my immediate colleagues, so they were very important to me.  The problem was that I was working so hard to get myself established in my job … that I really didn’t get round to seeking friendships elsewhere.”

Although these three excerpts from Greg’s story relate to the earliest stages of the project, they already show some of the complexities of the interplay between emotions and learning. Firstly, it is clear that Greg made a conscious choice to move outside of his comfort zone by emigrating to the UK, where his past experience was inadequate for construing all of his new circumstances. Not surprisingly then, Greg experienced feelings of isolation and displacement that are consistent with Kelly’s (1955/1991,Volume 1, p.365) definition of anxiety, which arises when the meaning of new events cannot be sufficiently well interpreted on the basis of past experience alone. Greg’s anxiety invoked learning as he reconstrued his situation in order to better anticipate the future consequences of his, and others’, actions. This is arguably what Greg had hoped for by placing himself on a steep learning curve, but even this intention was not enough to alleviate the inevitable anxiety associated with the need to reconstrue events. Secondly, working on this project with the other team members evidently offered Greg significant validation, both professionally and personally. It “affirmed my decision to change jobs” and “boosted my confidence as a professional”. According to McCoy (1977, p.109), this validation of the self leads to the emotional experience of love.  Greg’s feelings about the collaboration also crucially colored his orientation towards learning through these joint activities.  The fact that he “loved the excitement of generating new ideas” suggests a productive context for learning, which in turn further fed his experience of love. This combination of self-validation and productive learning may quite possibly have alleviated some of the anxiety associated with Greg’s new circumstances. 

However, this is not to suggest an entirely Elysian state of affairs as love also suggests vulnerability.  By vesting the team experience with so much emotion, Greg was taking the risk that his validating self-construals might be disrupted.  This vulnerability was exposed when the activities of the team seemed not to be developing in the way that Greg had hoped.  After the initial excitement of the early meetings in which the outline of a design concept had been agreed between the architects, they each accepted responsibility to further develop one part of the design.  It was during their periodic meetings to discuss progress that Greg became increasingly concerned.

“A lot of time was spent joking around and not actually getting on with the job.  At first I saw this as a necessary element of building our relationships and our trust in each other.  But then, time frames started to slip, allocated tasks were left uncompleted, or worse, untouched, and the competition deadline was looming … I began to suspect that joking was being used as a way if distracting attention from what really wasn’t working in the group … I made several attempts over a period of some weeks to raise my concerns with my colleagues, but eventually it became clear that my alarm bells were probably being interpreted in the joking mood that generally prevailed in our meetings.”

What we see here is a growing resistance amongst all of the team members to hear what each of the others is saying.  Greg was ultimately unable (or unwilling) to construe the “joking around” as anything that could be positive for the project, while David, Nicola and Duncan were apparently unable (or unwilling) to hear Greg’s concerns about time slippage.  It seems they assumed he was just joking, mirroring his own construal of their actions. These misconstruals resulted in a cycle of non-learning in which all of the actors appear to have become increasingly entrenched in their own constructions of events, and decreasingly able to admit alternative ways of understanding the situation. In effect, the team members ceased listening to each other, or trying to understand differences between their actual experiences and what they were anticipating would happen. Consequently, they were not aware of any signals that would disrupt their habitual ways of being. In Kelly’s terms (1955/1991, Volume 1, p.375), the emotion experience during this stage of the project team’s conduct may be understood as hostility. That is, the actors were denying any inadequacies in their own construals of events, so there was no imperative to learn.  

For Greg, these feelings rapidly escalated to the level of crisis as he experienced the pain of potential failure. 

“The crisis came to a head following a Friday afternoon meeting at which, once again, we hadn’t made the amount of progress that I thought was necessary if the entry was to be delivered on time.  I am a planner; I could see all of the significant commitments that were crowding my diary from then until the deadline, and I knew that I no longer had enough time to see the development through to completion.  I went through a hellish few days of intense anxiety and depression … It felt like there were two different parts of myself that were tearing me apart – on one hand I wanted to disassociate myself from what seemed doomed as a less-than-professional standard of team performance, and on the other hand I really wanted to preserve the friendships that I had with my colleagues.  Ultimately I chose to try to act with as much integrity as the situation would allow by giving my colleagues as much notice as possible that I would not be able to fulfill my commitment to the project.  Although this was a clear failure to do what I had said I would do, at least I was giving advance warning so that an alternative solution might be found. I felt a huge wave of relief once I’d made this decision.”  

The level of crisis that Greg experienced is evident in his vivid language: He had “a hellish few days” during which he experienced “intense anxiety and depression” and an inner conflict that was “tearing me apart”. Then, when the crisis finally broke he “felt a huge wave of relief”. The anxiety and love of the earlier stages of the project were now in direct conflict, and Greg felt he had to make an impossible choice between professional integrity and friendship. As he construed it, it seemed as if events were pushing him to behave in ways that were out of line with who he truly believed himself to be. Being obliged to act out of character, in Kelly’s view (1955/1991, Volume 1, p.370), leads to the experience of guilt, which in this case was accompanied by some deeply uncomfortable learning as Greg tried to anticipate the future consequences of whatever action he might choose to take. Unable to live with this guilt, he made a choice that brought immediate relief to what had been an intolerable situation for him.  However, he was by then so far beyond his past experience that, with his constructs in disarray, he was unable to anticipate the longer term consequences of his action and was taken completely by surprise by the reactions his gesture engendered.  David’s response appeared outwardly aggressive as he strongly voiced his disapproval. Greg reported that “David made a stingingly sarcastic personal attack on my professionalism”, which ironically, is precisely what Greg had hoped to avert through his actions.  By contrast, Nicola and Duncan both appeared to react with considerably more calm.  Nicola simply stepped away from the issue and “refused to engage in any further discussion”, whereas Duncan wanted to have “a reasonable and rational discussion” about what was clearly an emotionally charged situation.  

Greg’s construal of these reactions suggests two distinct forms of emotional gesture from the other members of the team. Firstly, according to Greg, it was David who was always late in producing promised inputs of the standard required for the project.  Greg’s action may have inadvertently obliged David to recognize that his behavior had not been consistent with his own sense of himself as a senior architect. In other words, David’s angry outburst is consistent with the experience of guilt; his core sense of himself as a professional and a colleague was brought into question by Greg’s actions.  Secondly, both Nicola and Duncan appear to have reacted with hostility.  This is most obvious in Nicola’s case, where she appears to deny that anything at all has happened.  This ‘business-as-usual’ approach is very characteristic of a hostile reaction.  Duncan similarly appears to be in denial.  By attempting to talk things through in a rational way he was, according to Greg, adopting his usual modus operandi.  In other words, he was denying the possibility that his own construct system was inadequate in this situation.  Once again a case of ‘business-as-usual’, which leaves little opportunity for learning. 

Some time after the crisis the team met to discuss what had gone wrong.  They all agreed that they would like to work together again, but to facilitate this they proposed in future to have some very clear communication guidelines that could be used should any member of the team feel they were not being heard.  Secondly, they agreed to be a lot more explicit about their various time commitments before undertaking another collaborative project.  All of this sounds as if it could have been extracted from any management textbook, all rationality and devoid of emotion.  This response seems to suggest that by this stage all members of the team had ceased to be interested in communicating meaningfully with each other. In other words, they had all settled into a state of hostility, which would obstruct any further attempts to learn how to work with each other more effectively.  Indeed, over the following months Greg found he had less and less contact with the others.
“I started to feel like some kind of social pariah. I couldn’t even get eye contact with the others, let alone get involved with them on any new projects.”

 Ultimately, the team has never worked together again, and one year on, the team members had scattered to the four winds.  Whilst Greg apparently remained keen to learn from his new environment, the team more generally appears to have taken the lesson that they cannot and will not work together again. Each team member will presumably carry their unreconstructed experiences into their future collaborations, where they will undoubtedly be offered further opportunities to learn by reconstruing.

Discussion

This illustrative example shows something of how emotions and learning are intertwined in human transactions. Although, the story is told exclusively through Greg’s eyes, it nevertheless demonstrates the communicative function of emotion, and the associated implications for collective learning. Greg’s account of these events is the account of a social self; that is, it reflects the relational understandings that emerged through the social interactions of the project team members. As Antikainen & Komonen (2003, p.150) have put it: “[T]he social context is not something separate from the story, but it is realized in the individual's narrative.  A story about the self is also a story about the world surrounding the self.”  By following Greg’s narrative as it unfolds, we have been able to trace the dynamic and shifting character of relational experiences over time, revealing the processes of emotion and learning as they emerged and co-produced each other. It is this focus on the how of emotion and learning that distinguishes our approach from other studies where the identification and classification of emotion-types or learning outcomes tend to be privileged ahead of practice and experience.

The four particular emotion experiences that we have drawn on in the example (anxiety, love, guilt and hostility) have been defined by Kelly and McCoy in terms of the relationship between the meaning of an inquiring gesture and its anticipated response. As such, these definitions are entirely consistent with the pragmatist underpinnings of our theoretical argument, which emphasize the relational dynamics of meaning-making. Unlike many typologies of emotions that appear in the literature (e.g. the circumplex model used by Barsade & Gibson, 2007), these definitions reflect dynamic, relational understandings of emotions as communicative gestures. Although on first glance the definitions may appear counter-intuitive, we suggest that they significantly strengthen our argument by providing a workable vocabulary for interpreting emotion experiences. Indeed, without such clear definitions, our argument would be at risk of drowning in the already confusing array of more than 550 English-language words used to represent different emotional states (Averill, 1975).  

Each of the four emotion experiences that we have used in analyzing the illustrative example has particular implications for learning. To the extent that learning involves change, it is difficult to imagine learning without anxiety. From a pragmatist perspective, learning is a process of experimentation and inquiry that shapes the emergent future, so by definition outcomes can be anticipated, but not known in advance. The consequent experience of uncertainty is exactly what we take anxiety to be. By contrast, love is a powerful, personally validating experience that draws actors more deeply into the relationality of their situation. A strongly validated self is more likely to be able to cope with the uncertainties and ambiguities that are inherent in creative learning processes. This view of love is similar to Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002) or what Maslow called ‘peak experiences’ (Maslow, 1971). Perhaps surprisingly love, at least as we have defined it here, is not an uncommon experience in situations where successful outcomes are dependent upon cooperation and collaboration, and it is certainly evident in the optimism and enthusiasm that characterized the early stages of Greg’s involvement with the project team.

The relationship between learning and both anxiety and love has previously been alluded to in the literature (e.g. Antonacopoulou & Gabriel, 2001; Gabriel & Griffiths, 2002), albeit in a more descriptive way than the approach we are advocating here. However, the other two emotion experiences that we observed in the example have not been previously linked to learning.  Guilt signals the need for profound personal change in order to restore identity integrity. This necessarily demands intense and often difficult learning, especially where dramatic construct transitions are called for. However, it is important to emphasize that it remains a matter of personal choice whether, and how, these reconstructive changes are undertaken. In Greg’s case, he chose to alleviate guilt by withdrawing from the project, thereby triggering some very painful and completely unanticipated learning. In contrast, David chose to express guilt in an angry outburst of accusation and blame displacement, potentially avoiding any new learning that his reconstrual of the situation may have offered. Ultimately though, it is hostility that most profoundly obstructs the team’s ongoing learning. Once all four team members had ceased to recognize the inadequacy of their own constructs in the context of their project activities, there was little prospect of reversing the downward spiral of mutually reinforcing construals. Their inability (or unwillingness) to see events from each other’s perspectives effectively terminated their collective learning experience. 

The pragmatist orientation that we have brought to our analysis emphasizes the continuous and interlocking flux of emotions across the social transactions of the project team. Emotional gestures are there for all to see and interpret within the context of their own particular situations. Evidently hostility seeps amongst the team members like an emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 1994) that spreads by means of communicative gestures, the meanings of which inform embodied communicative responses. In this manner, an emotional gesture like hostility or love is spread about through the construals and actions of the members of a group, gradually becoming part of the group’s collective experience of meaning making. Once these meanings are embodied, they can be carried into new social situations where the contagion may continue to spread. As in medical science, contagion is a relational phenomenon.  We suggest that the relational view of emotion and learning that we have proposed here has the potential to offer new ways of extending empirical research into the processes of emotional contagion.

It is also apparent from our analysis that what would conventionally be termed ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ emotions, or ‘good’ and ‘bad’ learning, can co-exist. Psychodynamic approaches to emotion in organizations are naturally geared towards the diagnosis of pathologies, while the rise of positivity in organization studies draws attention more towards the advantages of  ‘feeling good’ (Fineman, 2006).  However, the possibility of mixed emotions has been increasingly acknowledged in the literature (e.g. Fong, 2006; Larsen et al., 2001). At the same time, there is a widespread tendency in the organizational learning literature to associate learning solely with positive outcomes (e.g. Huber, 1991; Tsang, 1997).  Whereas this is certainly apparent in the early stages of our example, it is equally clear that learning was happening throughout the course of the events described. Thus it is quite possible for learning to result in both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ outcomes. The theoretical framework we have developed here readily accommodates these various possibilities because it does not depend on value judgments about positive and negative, or good and bad.  Rather it provides a vocabulary to assist in the theoretical and empirical description of how the processes of emotion and learning co-evolve.

Finally, there are, of course, significant methodological implications that arise from the explicitly anti-essentialist and anti-dualistic framework that we have posed. Perhaps most importantly, researcher engagement is itself a relational process, so the relational dynamics of emotion and learning are every bit as applicable to researchers as to their research participants. This is very much in line with the pragmatists’ emphatic rejection of ‘spectator’ models of knowledge in favor of more engaged perspectives that recognize the social dynamics of knowledge construction (Cunliffe 2002). The researcher is, therefore, a co-constructing agent whose emotion and learning practices are necessarily intertwined throughout the inquiry. Just as our interpretations and understandings were shaped by Greg’s narratives, so were his views on what he experienced touched by the interpretative categories and concepts that we mobilized. In the illustrative example presented in this paper then, the experiences reported by Greg were undeniably and unavoidably influenced through our conversations with him. For this very reason, our interpretations of the gesture and response transactions are no less authentic than those of any other agents involved. The key, from a pragmatist perspective, is to explore the possible consequences of these interpretations.

Conclusion

There is a small, but growing literature that is concerned with the interplay between emotion and learning in organizations. So far however, most contributions to this tend more towards description than explanation, so there is a clear need for a more analytical and processual way of approaching this topic. In this paper we have responded to this challenge by drawing on explicitly processual perspectives from pragmatist philosophy and personal construct theory to propose a common theoretical platform for the analysis of both emotion and learning. More specifically, we have argued that emotion and learning may both be understood as dynamic relational practices that are part and parcel of the everyday social interactions of organizational members. Both practices arise in gestural conversations where differences between intended meanings and perceived interpretations may come to be recognized by socially engaged selves. We suggest that a common theoretical platform such as this, provides a way of deepening inquiry into the interplay between emotion and learning.

Our re-conceptualization of emotion and learning is distinctive because it emphasizes flux and change ahead of immutable qualities and predictable outcomes. This approach offers a way of overcoming at least some of the theoretical obstacles inherent in much of the existing literature, which tends to neglect the creative and dynamic possibilities of human engagement.  This, we argue, is what has been missing in contemporary understandings of emotion and learning in organizations.
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