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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: SOCIOLOGY, SOCIAL THEORY, AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES, CONTINUING ENTANGLEMENTS

PAUL ADLER, PAUL DU GAY, GLENN MORGAN, AND MIKE REED

INTRODUCTION

THE present volume is the successor to an earlier collection entitled The Oxford Handbook of Sociology and Organization Studies: Classical Foundations. The Introduction to the latter was titled: ‘A Social Science which Forgets Its Founders Is Lost’ (Adler, 2009: 3–19). Whereas that volume aimed to renew awareness of the rich heritage bequeathed to organization studies by pre-1950 sociology, this second companion volume aims to strengthen ties between organization studies and contemporary sociological work. While the first volume sought to remedy our field’s tendency to amnesia, this successor volume targets our increasing tendency to myopia.

    Organization studies is an applied field at the intersection of several disciplines—most notably, sociology, psychology, economics, and political science. Of these, sociology has had by far the greatest and most enduring impact. However, our dialogue with sociology has tended to atrophy over time. For instance, in publications from within the field of organization studies references to work in sociology are increasingly rare (as shown by Augier, March, & Sullivan, 2005). In our graduate programmes, reading lists are increasingly populated by studies in the field’s own journals. Professors encourage students to focus their research on gaps and issues already salient in this body of scholarship. It is increasingly rare therefore to require coursework in related social sciences. On the one hand, this sense of self-reliance could be taken as a sign of healthy maturation within organization studies. On the other, however, the risks of sterility surely mount with so much inbreeding.

    In this Introduction we describe why we believe this deeper engagement with the social sciences, and especially sociology, is important. Given that much mainstream sociology has been increasingly framed in relation to the concerns of social theory, we expand accordingly our field of view in this volume. We then discuss the selection criteria that we used to identify relevant theorists, schools, and concepts; the brief that authors were given; and our view of both the threats to and advantages of this more explicit recognition of the interconnectedness between organization studies and the work of sociology and social theory.

THE PERILS OF MYOPIA

As the companion volume showed, the roots of organization studies lie predominantly in sociological studies, going back to Weber, Durkheim, Simmel, and Veblen, and central figures in the mid-twentieth century such as Parsons, Merton, Gouldner, and Hughes. Bluntly stated, without sociology there would be no organization studies. Moreover, there has been a clear sociological inflection to much of the work within organization studies as the field has continued to develop in new directions (Scott, 2004; Meyer & Boxenbaum, 2010). Indeed, as Scott (2004: 7) has indicated, many of the developments within the field during the 1960s and 1970s that are often regarded as ‘internal’ to organization studies itself—such as network theory, organizational ecology, and institutional theory—were based on the work of sociologists. So, just as there is a danger that current professional preoccupations within the field of organization studies blind researchers to the value of the classics, so there is a parallel danger that we will ignore the value of relevant contemporary work in the field of sociology and social theory. This volume is therefore dedicated to showing how some key contemporary theorists, schools, and ideas in sociology and social theory have already enriched the study of organizations, and how a deeper engagement with these contemporary currents could further enhance the explanatory power and reach of work in our field.

    The trend to myopia in organization studies has become more troubling as economic and political instability has intensified in recent decades. Our field’s ability to address and engage with these matters of concern has been less than convincing, not least in a way that connects with wider publics outside the confines of the university. Not only do we risk ignoring the impact of this turbulence on the organizations we study, but we risk ignoring the role of these same organizations in generating this turbulence. Indeed, many taken-for-granted assumptions about the efficacy and effectiveness of contemporary management practices have been put into question in recent years. The theories, techniques, and ethos taught in business schools have not escaped unscathed from this period of critical reflection either. But the voice of organization studies, while not entirely silent on these matters, has been notably absent from public debate.

THE ORIGINS OF OUR MYOPIA

Our working hypothesis is that organization studies’ silence in relation to pressing matters of public concern relating to its own core objects—organization and organizing—is in part the product of theoretical stagnation at the heart of organization studies, and that this stagnation is due in no small measure to our growing myopia.

    Over the last few decades, universities across the world have become subjected to pressures to specialize in order to win prestige, funding, and students. This has had a considerable impact on faculty and graduate students through performance criteria that emphasize standardized metrics for measuring the quality of research: ranking lists of journals, citation indices, impact factors, etc. In spite of a broad recognition that research on big issues requires a multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary focus, the structure of the system increasingly pushes us towards highly specialized contributions, pulling fields such as sociology and organization studies further apart as each becomes more focused on its own audience, its own theoretical and methodological frameworks, and its own institutional dynamics.

    The effects of this general process of specialization are compounded by the institutional differentiation between sociology departments and business schools. Organization studies is today located predominantly within the institutional framework of the business school; in contrast, prior to the 1970s major contributors were more often located in sociology departments, frequently conducting their work under the umbrella heading of industrial sociology or the sociology of organization. As organization studies migrated from sociology departments to the business school, industrial sociology and the sociology of organizations began to disappear from the sociology curriculum.

    As organization studies has developed in this context, it has become increasingly specialized into separate micro, meso, and macro domains, focused respectively on individuals and groups, organizations, and industries and fields. The increasing distance from sociology has had a particularly debilitating effect on the meso, organizational domain—once the core of organization studies. Whereas micro research has been energized by the infusion of concepts from social psychology, and macro research has been energized by the infusion of neo-institutional theory and heterodox economic theories, meso research has largely dissipated. With some notable exceptions, much of it still relies on ‘contingency theory’ (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Thompson, 1967) and ‘behavioral decision theory’ (March & Cyert, 1963)—theories that date from the 1960s. It is surely this lack of theoretical momentum that explains why courses on meso-level ‘organization design’ have increasingly disappeared from MBA curricula or have been pushed to its periphery. This trend in theory and teaching is in striking contrast to the proliferation of new organizational designs in the real world—networks, open innovation, horizontal process structures, distributed leadership, and so forth—and to the persistent debates in management circles and in the broader public about organization design issues: top management compensation, fitness of organizational arrangements for the purposes they are designed to fulfil, the structuring of management authority, role-clarity, accountability and power, the precariousness of flexible employment, corporate social responsibility, and so on (Greenwood & Miller, 2010).

    This theoretical stagnation is, we submit, largely due to the growing distance between meso research and work being undertaken in sociology and social theory. While theoretical progress can surely be made by a stronger connection between meso research and psychology or economics, or with their micro and macro organization-studies counterparts, these starting points are intrinsically limited. Robust theories of properly organizational phenomena are unlikely to emerge through the aggregation of individual and interpersonal factors, whether these are based on the sparse rational-choice models of economics or from the richer models drawn from psychology. Sociology is the study of human collectivities, and as such offers the royal road to a science of organization.

    There are, we submit, currently too few travellers on this road. The main exceptions have been in Europe rather than the US, where we find a stream of work referencing theorists such as Dewey, Goffman, Foucault, and Habermas. It is true that this work sometimes displays a distressing tendency towards esoteric opacity, which hobbles our ability to engage the concerns of the wider scholarly world or the public at large. But it is this road that our handbook aims to repopulate.

THE FOCUS OF THIS VOLUME

We remain convinced that organization studies has a critical role to play in helping organizations and societies address the great social and environmental challenges ahead. To play this role, our field will need to re-energize and reorient its theoretical and empirical agendas, and in particular to reinvigorate research at the meso, organizational level. And to achieve this goal of reviving the explanatory power and public relevance of organization studies, the most promising path is a renewed and deeper engagement with contemporary sociology and social theory.

    This volume aims to encourage that engagement by offering authoritative guides to key authors and themes. In making our chapter selections, we have focused on authors, schools, and conceptual debates that met three criteria. First, they had to be substantial contributions to sociology and social theory over the last 50 years and to be recognized as such by those working in these areas. Second, they had to have had an influence on scholars working in the field of organization studies, an influence that has shaped theoretical, conceptual, and empirical developments in a substantive way. Third, they had to be recognizably ‘outside’ what most students and researchers consider as theories relevant to organization studies. Theoretical perspectives like neo-institutionalism, population ecology, resource dependency, contingency theory, agency theory, practice studies, and critical management studies, for example, are, no matter what their origin—which in many cases is predominantly sociological, as we indicated earlier—now represented as ‘core’ positions internal to our field. In other words, they have become properties of the field of organization studies. Because they are so integral to the field of organization studies in this way, they do not count for us as influencing organization studies from ‘the outside’. For this reason, some of the ‘usual suspects’ in discussions of theory in organization studies are missing from this handbook.

    One issue that quickly emerged was whether we were constructing a volume around ‘great men’—which would have been problematic not just from the point of view of gendering the field, but also because the generation of ideas and knowledge is often a collective effort. Our volume represents a compromise. Some chapters focus on individuals who stand out for their contributions in shaping debates and theories. Others focus on themes or approaches that represent the efforts of ‘thought collectives’ rather than individuals.

    In selecting the chapter topics, we struggled with the boundaries of sociology and social theory. Indeed, of all the social sciences sociology has by far the most porous boundaries. Some readers may therefore be disappointed at the lack of discussion of influential figures at the cusp of social theory and philosophy whose work has undoubtedly entered into the field of organization studies. Thus we decided not to include individual chapters on notable postmodern and post-structuralist theorists and philosophers such as Lyotard, Baudrillard, Lacan, and Deleuze and Guattari. Nor did we include thinkers working at the interface of cultural and social theory such as Žižek. Instead, we put our main emphasis on contributions that have been predominantly theoretical and conceptual in orientation and effect (generally a necessary characteristic to achieve the sort of ‘influence’ in which we were interested) but, and it is an important but, have also had an impact on the empirical study of organizations and organizing processes by providing important analytical tools to researchers. Of course, this is by no means a watertight definition: why Luhmann but not Lacan? Why Giddens, but not Granovetter? Why Callon but not Laclau? However, in the end, as with any such work, we had to rely on our own judgements.

    In the process, one of the interesting things that emerged concerned the internationalization and interaction of the theories that we eventually included. This text itself is written in English and yet it projects itself as a text for an international audience of organization studies scholars, irrespective of their native tongues and home origins. In doing so, the text reflects the hegemony of Anglo-American scholarly forms in the era of globalized knowledge production. To join the global conversation of organization studies, a prerequisite is the English language. Definitions of influence are actually about influence in English speaking journals and books on organization studies. This is in spite of the fact that many large non-English speaking scholarly communities have flourishing traditions of organization studies in different languages, e.g. in France and Germany, or in Latin America in Argentina and Brazil. While these are now engaging and merging with the Anglo-American networks, associations, and groups to constitute a form of transnational community, there are some countries where we have little sense of how sociology or organization studies is constituted, most notably in China where, other than those which come structured for the international audience in English language contributions, the nature and role of social theorizing is very opaque to many in the Western audience. Perhaps this will change with the rapid developments that are occurring in China and other emergent economies. Perhaps a handbook such as this 30 years from now will be filled with references to Chinese, Korean, Russian, Brazilian, Indian, Egyptian, or Nigerian scholars. We hope so. But for the present, we acknowledge that this handbook is a view from a certain perspective—that of English speaking and Anglo-American dominated organization studies.

    Conversely, however, in identifying sociologists and social theorists, our perspective was forced beyond that English speaking community, and particularly towards France and Germany. Some readers may be tempted to see the number of chapters on figures from these contexts as reflecting our failure to distinguish intellectual fashion from substance, perhaps a symptom of the continuing seductive power of Parisian philosophizing and Germanic system-building. However, our chapters on Foucault, Bourdieu, and others in France, and on Habermas and Luhmann in Germany, show clearly that these authors have indeed been influential in the development of organization studies and still hold considerable promise for further enriching our field.

    We have not neglected influential trends in Anglo-American sociology. Here we have mainly identified sociologists and social theorists who have stood somewhat to the side of the mainstream but who, by virtue of their insights, have proved influential over the long term, e.g. authors such as Mills, Goffman, and Garfinkel. It is noticeable that these chapters reveal a considerable crossover in the influence of US-based and European scholars. We hope that this volume will help strengthen further those linkages.

    As concerns chapter authors, our first criterion was that authors should themselves be centrally involved in the research area that they were writing about. We did not confine ourselves to authors who were recognizably in the field of organization studies, although that is the predominant group. We did however ask that authors of chapters, whether they defined themselves as within the field of organization studies or outside it, be willing to engage with the influence of the particular theorist or school on organization studies. We did not simply want an account of key ideas but also a discussion of how those ideas had entered into organization studies and with what effects. We also asked our contributors to address an audience including both established researchers and new entrants to the field. Our goal has been to provide an authoritative and clear guide to the literature and debates. The chapters were therefore designed to be read both as stand-alone contributions and as sources for further reading for those so inclined.

SOCIOLOGY, SOCIAL THEORY, AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES: THE FUTURE

How will the relationship between sociology and organization studies develop in the future? As discussed earlier, institutional factors will make it difficult to reopen the lines of communication between the fields. Beyond the physical distance and differentiated publication norms, there is the matter of identity (Scott, 2004). Here, concerns have focused in particular on the manner in which the business school location brings with it an engagement in the task of training present and future business practitioners, a clientele with a specific focus on straightforward applications, and most frequently oriented to the for-profit ethos. Relatedly, this potential shift in the identity and ethos of organizational sociology through its relocation to the business school also poses the problem of where and who exactly will train future generations of organizational sociologists. Ultimately, if the purposes of business schools narrow further, the interactions with sociology and other social sciences may be further undermined, leading to an inward-focused organization studies driven ever more by the business sector’s needs.

    If there is a more optimistic prognosis, we think it lies in the internationalization of our field. This internationalization works in two ways: on the one hand, through translating the work of non-English language authors, and on the other through their increasing presence in journals, conferences networks, and professional associations. In both ways, our non-English speaking colleagues bring with them different perspectives, different conceptual languages, and different interdisciplinary linkages. The result is a diverse range of hybridized forms of thinking and research that can help to develop new agendas in both the English speaking community and others. The rise of organization studies in China, Latin America, and other emergent economies suggests that one path for re-energizing organization studies lies in increasing hybridization and diversity.

    A second path for renewal lies, we believe, in strengthening the public value of the social sciences—orienting our research to the challenges facing humanity in the twenty-first century (Brewer, 2013). A reinvigorated field of organization studies has the intellectual capacity and moral potential to help us better understand many of the ‘wicked problems’—such as climate change and increasing socio-economic inequality—that confront us, and the various political options that we have for trying to deal with them. Both the causes and remedies for these wicked problems implicate substantially the organizations we study. By creatively recombining selected elements of different perspectives, agendas, and languages, organization studies can help sensitize us to the underlying organizational mechanisms and processes that shape the power relationships through which the ‘authorized allocation and distribution’ of scarce resources occurs and its long-term impact on substantive outcomes. Indeed, this kind of thinking and research may also encourage business schools to become somewhat less insular in their preoccupations and agendas by forcing them to engage with the wider ‘public issues’ that C. Wright Mills put at the very core of the ‘sociological imagination’.
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PART I

EUROPEAN INFLUENCES

French and German Sociology and Social Theory


CHAPTER 2

MICHEL FOUCAULT AND THE ADMINISTERING OF LIVES

ANDREA MENNICKEN AND PETER MILLER

INTRODUCTION*

MICHEL Foucault is a nuisance for scholars of organizations. Not only did he say little about the topic, but he made it clear on numerous occasions that his interests lay elsewhere—particularly with practices, but also with a set of disciplines that at first sight have little to do with formal organizations. Conversely, and equally awkwardly, one of his most central concerns was with the administering and organizing of lives, both within and beyond carceral settings. So, we are faced with a considerable challenge: to make the link between Foucault’s writings on the one hand, which are centrally concerned with the activity of administering, and the concerns of scholars of organizations and administration on the other. And we need to do this while not effacing the profoundly innovative and potentially discomforting way in which Foucault posed questions and framed his objects of interest. Further, we need to do so while respecting the shifting nature of Foucault’s preoccupations, yet without traducing the continuity of concerns that can be lost if a proclivity for periodizing takes precedence over analysing.

    There is a further challenge: how to select from or distil the vast corpus of Foucault’s writings across a 30-year period. Our way of dealing with this is to select themes, many of which span the large part of Foucault’s life as a scholar and activist, even if the nuances of their framing and the objects to which they were applied varied considerably. We make no claim that these themes contain all of Foucault’s concerns. Nor do we claim that there are not other, equally plausible, ways of slicing through his oeuvre, which sits rather awkwardly somewhere between political theory, philosophy, history, and sociology. We do claim, however, that this way of viewing Foucault’s work allows us to discern the key displacements that Foucault’s writings suggest, and that this allows us in turn to identify some key features of his work that have relevance for scholars of organizations.

    We identify four such themes or displacements: first, a move from asking ‘why’ type questions to asking ‘how’ type questions; second, a concern with subjectivity that avoids the ethical polarization of subject and object in favour of an analysis of the historically varying ways in which the capacities and attributes of subjects are constituted; third, a focus on practices rather than organizations, and a concern to analyse sets or assemblages of practices both in terms of how they emerge and how they are stabilized over time; fourth, a focus on rationalities in the plural as distinct from rationality or rationalization in the singular, suggesting the importance of emphasizing that practices do not exist outside a particular regime of rationality, but also that such regimes of rationality need to be studied in terms of the diverse fields and levels at which they are formulated.

    In the next section, we consider each of these four themes in turn. In the section that follows, we consider the ‘Foucault effect’ in organization studies. We suggest that this effect has been productive, in that it has extended the investigation of the multiple sites of emergence of technologies of rule, and the forms they assume, beyond those analysed by Foucault and his co-workers. Also, we suggest that it has contributed more generally to a transformation of organization studies which entailed a new way of thinking about power, and an increased focus on issues of language and identity. However, we also suggest that an overpreoccupation with the notion of discipline and the image of the Panopticon, a relative neglect by some of practices and the assemblages in which they operate, combined with a predilection for theoretical micro-differentiation rather than detailed empirical investigation, has somewhat limited our understanding of the ways in which organization studies can benefit from a critical engagement with Foucault’s writings.1 Further, we suggest that the tendency, in some quarters, to rehearse and recycle the very categories that Foucault and others have sought to reframe, in particular the comforting calculus of domination and emancipation, has limited the potential for careful investigation of the recent and still ongoing profound changes in the administering of lives in the West and the Rest (Hall, 1992). In the final section, we offer some comments on the utilization of Foucault’s work by accounting scholars. This has been one of the most sustained areas of enquiry adjacent to organizational analysis in which Foucault’s style of analysis has been deployed, although, and with important exceptions, it has been relatively neglected by organization scholars.2

QUESTIONS OF METHOD

Even today, Foucault’s writings can appear disconcerting or daunting. This is not only because of their remarkable volume and scope,3 but because a series of conceptual displacements were central to his work. It is no doubt this, rather than any inherent obtuseness of style, that gives rise to the often heard comment that Foucault’s writings are difficult or dense. Here, we will enumerate just some of the key shifts that he effected.

    A first key move was from ‘why’ to ‘how’. Organization scholars and many others, including political theorists, had typically asked ‘why’ type questions. Why, for instance, did a particular organization or type of organization appear or change at a particular moment in time? Why did a particular problem present itself at a particular moment in time? Here, the notion of interests (whether professional, or occupational, or personal) was often appealed to, together with gestures to processes such as globalization or modernization. Foucault asked a different question, not ‘why’ but ‘how’. How, for instance, did madness, or disease, or delinquency, or sexuality, come to be established as something that really exists and that can be known and acted on? In a range of studies spanning several decades, Foucault explored what he called at one point rather enigmatically the ‘surfaces of emergence’ of such phenomena (Foucault, 1972: 41), and how they were linked to a conjoint process of normalizing and of subjecting such objects of concern to the division between true and false. Such surfaces of emergence vary, he argued, across periods and places. They may be the family, the immediate social group, the workplace, or whatever. Later, the term ‘problematization’ came to play a similar role, suggesting that we should focus on the ways in which certain phenomena come to be framed and constituted as problems to be addressed (see also Castel, 1994). This meant discarding the objectivity often attributed to problems, the notion that problems are sitting out there waiting to be discovered, and that once discovered solutions will be devised for them, or that the connecting of problems and solutions is more or less random (see e.g. the garbage can model of organizational choice by Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972). Instead, Foucault and others suggested that problematizing is a delicate process of assembling and aligning actors and arguments such that a measure of agreement is achieved, meaning that depopulation, pauperism, the decline of the race, industrial militancy, lack of competitiveness, or whatever are both significant problems and that they can be addressed. To adapt a phrase of Ian Hacking’s, if solutions appear to fit problems so tidily, this is because they have been made to fit, rather than because that is how the world is (Hacking, 1983).

    This suggests a focus on the production or emergence of phenomena, the study of the conceptual and practical operations through which something such as madness can be brought into existence as the object of a body of knowledge and a set of normalizing practices (Foucault, 1967, 1977). In one of his most important studies, albeit one that appears rather distant from the concerns of organization scholars, Foucault examined what he enigmatically called the historical a priori of the ‘clinical gaze’, the conditions of possibility for the forming of a contingent interlocking or stabilizing of a heterogeneous set of relations (Foucault, 1973; cf. also Gordon, 1980a: 243). Similarly, in his more recent writings on governmentality (see e.g. Foucault, 2007, 2008), Foucault was concerned with how type questions applied to the formation of phenomena, in this instance how the art of governing has sought not only to govern individuals and populations, but in doing so to construct very particular types of persons and sets of persons along with a range of reflections on the aims and objectives of governing. This is why Foucault and others have placed such emphasis on programmes, on the activity of programming, and on rationalities. We consider this in more detail in the following sections, as the significance of attending to the realm of the programmatic, in all its multiple forms, has at times been misunderstood and misrepresented in the organization studies literature. What is at issue here is a concern with the changing shape of the thinkable and the doable (Gordon, 1991: 7), a focus on the ways in which a variety of actors and texts have set out who can govern, to what ends, through what devices, to what extent, and so on.

    This leads us on to a second key displacement, concerning subjectivity. Many have written about the effects of particular practices on the subjectivity of workers, managers, children, mothers, and so on (see e.g. Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1979; Lipietz, 1992; Noble, 1977, 1984). Indeed, some organization scholars have called for greater attention to subjectivity or agency (see e.g. Beckert, 2009; Crozier & Friedberg, 1980; DiMaggio, 1988; Lawrence, 1999; Oliver, 1991; Powell, 1991). Foucault’s concern was different. Rather than positing a universal form for the human subject, he examined the historically variable ways in which the capacities and attributes of subjects were constituted (see e.g. Foucault, 1988, 2001 [1982]; but see also du Gay, 1993, 1996a, 1996b; Heller, Sosna, & Wellbery, 1986; Knights & Willmott, 1989; Martin, Gutman, & Hutton, 1988). Put differently, Foucault resolutely discarded the ethical polarization of subject and object, which elevates subjectivity to the position of moral autonomy, and similarly rejected the assumption that domination falsifies the essence of human subjectivity (Gordon, 1980a: 239). In its place, he put forward a conception of power that takes the form of both subjectification and objectification, a form of power that is intrinsically dependent on making individuals subjects (Foucault, 2001 [1982]: 331).

    This scepticism about ontological claims concerning subjectivity entailed an equivalent commitment, throughout his work from Madness and Civilization to The Will to Know, to explore the multiple conditions of possibility for the making of the modern subject (see also Foucault, 1988). As Foucault himself put it, his concern was to produce a history of the different ways in which ‘human beings are made subjects’ (Foucault, 2001 [1982]: 326). This takes us to the heart of our present, an era that cherishes a commitment to individuals as knowing and knowable subjects, coupled with incessant endeavours to administer and normalize their conduct (see also Meyer & Jepperson, 2000). Initially, for Foucault, this took the form of examining the specific ‘truth games’, administrative techniques, and institutional settings through which human beings sought to develop knowledge about themselves and others, whether through the disciplines of psychiatry, medicine, biology, or economics. Subsequently, Foucault gave more explicit attention to what he called ‘technologies of the self’, the ways in which individuals act on their selves, and how this action on the self can be linked up to actions on the social body as a whole. Foucault spoke here of actions on the actions of others, the conduct of conduct. For, what defines a relationship of power, according to Foucault, is that it is a mode of action that does not act directly on others. Instead, it acts upon their actions, whether an existing action or one that may arise in the future. And, the ‘other’ over whom power is exercised remains resolutely a person who acts, who is faced with a whole field of possible actions and reactions (Foucault, 2001 [1982]: 341–2).

    Regardless of the nuances of emphasis throughout his writings, and the varying empirical focus of his investigations, this is what allowed Foucault to frame the issue of power in such a distinctive and relational manner (Miller, 2010; Veyne, 1978). And it is also what makes Foucault’s writings so relevant for scholars of organizations. The manager making a decision about how to spend or allocate a budget, how to achieve a specified return on investment or a required internal rate of return, is almost the perfect embodiment of power understood in this manner. For the manager remains ‘free’ to decide, yet is enmeshed within a web of financial norms that rule out telling her how to act in a specific instance. Governing, understood in this sense, is not only about overtly political structures or states, rather it covers all socially legitimated modes of action that are more or less considered and calculated, and that seek to act in a deliberate manner upon the possibilities of action of others. As Foucault put it so succinctly, to govern in this sense is to ‘structure the possible field of action of others’ (Foucault, 2001 [1982]: 341).

    Foucault once said, somewhat enigmatically, that it was not power but the subject that was the general theme of his research (Foucault, 2001 [1982]: 326). By this, he meant that to analyse power relations entailed analysing the myriad of ways in which individuals are made subjects, the multiple ways in which socially legitimated authorities seek to act indirectly on the actions of others. While this might be carried out in the more obviously political domains of existence, it had, if anything, even more resonance for those less obviously political domains, such as within families, schools, communities, and hospitals. Perhaps most importantly for our purposes here, it meant analysing the almost incessant attempts to administer or act on the actions of others within organizations and firms.

    Insofar as much of these attempts to act on the actions of others entail attempts to economize social relations (see Çalışkan & Callon, 2009, 2010; see also Miller & Power, 2013), both within the already marketized realm and beyond, this linking of a concern with the subject and a preoccupation with relations of power enabled Foucault to provide a highly perceptive analysis of the phenomenon of liberalism and neo-liberalism. For such governmental rationalities depend on seeking to govern well by governing less. Foucault’s notion of government, or governmentality, was based on the distinctive premise that power, understood as a form of action on the actions of others, is dependent on freedom. Understood as the conduct of others’ conduct, government here was not limited to overtly political structures and the management of states, it meant a much broader concern with the ways in which the conduct of individuals or groups might be directed (cf. the analogy with Weber’s concerns, Gordon, 2001: xxix). It meant also giving particular attention to the techniques and practices that seek to link up the administration of individuals and the administration of populations, something that has been given heightened significance since the late 1970s as a number of Western governments began confronting their citizens with a dual injunction: to respect the realities of the market, while accepting their duties to become enterprising selves (see also du Gay, 1993, 1994; Gordon, 2001: xxiii).

    No doubt this marks a shift in Foucault’s concerns, from the specialized knowledges of the individual (psychiatry, medicine, penology) and their institutional counterparts (the asylum, the hospital, the prison) to the exercise of government over an entire population. But the concern with subjectivity remains a constant, and is if anything made even more central to the administering of lives. Put differently, the ‘macro’ and the ‘micro’ analysis of power come together in a particular historical moment, one that both emphasizes the responsibilities of individuals to become entrepreneurs of themselves, while elevating the notion of economic enterprise to a generalized principle for the social body as a whole. Subjectivity, refashioned here according to the notion of the individual as an ensemble of enterprises, provides a way of redescribing governmental action through a progressive economization of social relations centred on the injunction that individuals make enterprises of their lives (see Foucault, 2008; but also du Gay, 1993; Gordon, 2001; Rose, 1989, 1998).

    Foucault’s concerns with the links between a particular notion of subjectivity and the governing of populations were clearly set out in his lecture on ‘governmentality’ delivered at the Collège de France in 1978 (Foucault, 2007). A little over a decade later this lecture, together with a range of commentaries and analyses, was made widely available in English (Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991). The reception of these materials was far from immediate (cf. Miller & Rose, 1995a, showing how ‘governmentality studies’ were developing by then), although the recent translation of a series of lectures delivered the following year have encouraged renewed attention to the phenomenon of neo-liberalism and the particular governmental rationality it articulates and the devices on which it depends (Foucault, 2008).

    A complementary line of enquiry, and an unlikely yet highly relevant one for scholars of organizations, was that opened up by Foucault’s writings on the history of sexuality (Foucault, 1981 [1976]). Here, Foucault framed the issue of sex and sexuality as part of a much broader phenomenon: the entry of life, and attempts to optimize and administer it, into systems of political power. This meant emphasizing the ways in which the governing of individual behaviours is linked to the governing of populations. Put differently, towards the end of the eighteenth century ‘population’ emerged as an economic and political problem. Sexuality was but one part, albeit a very important one, of the more general phenomenon of the administering of individual lives and entire populations. Foucault’s admittedly rather cryptic comments on method here gave rise to some misunderstandings. For instance, the statement that ‘power is everywhere’ (Foucault, 1981 [1976]: 93) may have given support to those that saw in Foucault’s work a dystopian image of a form of power that is omnipotent, however inaccurate such a reading would be. Such misreadings are unfortunate, as Foucault’s emphasis on the productive role of power relations, their immanence in the spheres in which they operate (economic processes, knowledge relationships, sexual relations), and the multiple points from which they operate, were immensely suggestive for those that wished to extend the empirical reach of his analyses, as subsequent studies have shown (see also Miller & Rose, 1995a).

    Of particular importance for our purposes was his emphasis on a notion of power based on attempts to administer life so as to optimize it, albeit through a panoply of controls, regulations, and interventions (Foucault, 1981 [1976]: 135–45). Foucault pointed to two linked series of interventions. One focused on the body as a machine: its disciplining, the optimization of its capability, and the attempt to enhance its usefulness and integrate it into ever more efficient systems of economic controls. The other focused on the population as a whole: its propagation, birth and death rates, level of health, life expectancy, longevity, and so forth. Foucault used the term ‘sovereign power’ to designate a form of power that was limited to the taking of life, the power of death, and contrasted this with the rather awkwardly named ‘bio-power’, a form of power based on the administration of bodies and the calculated management of life. Echoing Marx’s analysis of the development of capitalism and the accumulation of capital, Foucault remarked that this would not have been possible without the parallel ‘accumulation of men’, the ‘controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of the phenomenon of population to economic processes’ (Foucault, 1981 [1976]: 141). This was a theme that he elaborated on in 1976 in a collaborative volume titled Les machines à guérir (Foucault et al., 1976). There Foucault spoke of the emergence of the health and physical well-being of the population as one of the key objectives of political power in the late eighteenth century (see also Foucault, 1980 [1976]: 170). The preservation, upkeep, and conservation of the ‘labour force’ are part of a wider phenomenon, one that centres on attempts to intervene so as to modify lives not only to ensure their subjection but to enhance their utility. Such interventions operated in a multiplicity of diverse sites, including the family, the army, schools, and so on. In such sites, individual lives, as well as life viewed collectively, were made subject to explicit calculations designed to allow it to be governed and administered.

    A third key displacement was to focus on practices, together with an emphasis on analysing sets or assemblages of interdependent practices and how they emerge and are stabilized at particular moments in time. This is perhaps one of the more troubling or discomforting aspects of Foucault’s writings for scholars of organizations, insofar as it displaces the category of organization from centre stage, and puts there instead the study of sets of heterogeneous practices. Put differently, the focus of attention shifts from the organization (whether singly, or as a set of related organizations, as in more recent network analysis) to the historically contingent and interrelated sets of ideas and instruments that are deployed within, across, and between entities that seek to administer the lives of others.

    Echoing his earlier arguments in The Archaeology of Knowledge (Foucault, 1972), Foucault spoke of analysing a ‘regime of practices’, the regularities, logic, and self-evidence that connects what is said and what is done, the codes imposed, and the reasons given. To analyse regimes of practices means to analyse programmes of conduct that have prescriptive effects concerning what is to be done, and codifying effects regarding what is to be known (Foucault, 1991 [1981]: 75). It means analysing the interrelations and interdependency between the discursive and the non-discursive, not only what is said and done but the ways in which what is said programmes or codes what can and should be done (cf. also Gordon, 1980a; Miller & Rose, 2008). So, it was not a matter of writing a history of the prison as an organization or institution, but the practice of imprisonment, with the aim of showing how this came to be accepted at a certain moment as a key component of the penal system, something apparently indispensable and self-evident. Likewise with madness, it was a matter of showing how a whole set of practices helped give reality to the phenomenon of madness as something that could be known and acted upon as something natural and taken for granted.

    It is important to emphasize here that the notion of practices is not reducible to that of ‘material devices’, such as a pricing equation, a shopping cart or a nuclear reactor (Muniesa, Millo, & Callon, 2007: 2–3). The recent rediscovery of performativity has been helpful in giving renewed attention to the domain of economic sociology, and it has also emphasized the importance of a particular subset of instruments that serve to format the economy (Callon, 1998; MacKenzie, 2006; MacKenzie & Millo, 2003; MacKenzie, Muniesa, & Siu, 2007). But it has led to a relative neglect of the interrelations between such instruments and the historically varying ideas or rationalities that require and inspire them. As the historian Paul Veyne remarked over 30 years ago, for Foucault it was not a matter of starting from the study of objects, but analysing the sets of practices that fashion and form the objects which become the correlate of historically specific sets of practices (Veyne, 1978: 218). As Veyne also remarked, this places relations at the heart of the analysis, and it highlights a key methodological injunction of Foucault’s: to accord primacy to the relations that link actors, instruments, and ideas (Veyne, 1978: 236). This means attending not only to the devices that instrumentalize the real, but analysing their interdependence with the multiple rationalities and codes that seek to prescribe how the real is to be programmed. As Rose and Miller argued prior to the recent rediscovery of performativity (see also Austin, 1962; Hänninen & Palonen, 1990; Shapiro, 1984), such rationalities are not merely contemplative or justificatory, they are performative (Rose & Miller, 1992: 177), and this applies as much to the governing of economic life as it does to the exercise of political rule (Miller & Rose, 1990).

    Foucault was not interested in studying this or that device as something that appeared to ‘perform’ more or less by itself, but worked according to a principle of ‘causal multiplication’ (Foucault, 1991 [1981]: 76). As he put it, this meant ‘lightening the weight of causality’, multiplying the processes and practices that bring something such as punishment or madness into existence. This meant an increasing polymorphism of the elements brought into relation with each other, an increasing polymorphism of the relations described, and an increasing polymorphism of the domains of reference (Foucault, 1991 [1981]: 77). Commenting on Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1977), which is perhaps Foucault’s most sociological book, and the one that caught the attention of many organization scholars and indeed others, Deleuze spoke of the ‘spatio-temporal multiplicity’ that is intrinsic to the diagram or the abstract machine, which itself is made up of a tissue of non-localizable relations that are immanent to the domain in which they operate, and coextensive with the social field (Deleuze, 1999 [1988]: 21–38).

    For scholars of organizations, this means attending to such assemblages, rather than focusing only on the devices that help to instrumentalize them (Miller & Rose, 1990: 7) (see also Deleuze, 1999 [1988]; Miller, 1991; Miller & O’Leary, 1994b).4 The minimum unit of analysis according to this view is the assemblage, whether it is the health-assemblage, the madness-assemblage, or the punishment-assemblage, all of which Foucault studied, or the producing-assemblage or the market-assemblage which others have recently started to analyse (see e.g. du Gay, Millo, & Tuck, 2012). Such assemblages are themselves multiplicities, made up of many heterogeneous liaisons and relations. Their only unity is that of their co-functioning, and their operation is always and necessarily both social and technical.

    A fourth displacement concerns rationality, or rather rationalities. On this point, Foucault was occasionally and rather unusually immoderate in his comments concerning parallel lines of enquiry, in this instance the writings of Max Weber and the Frankfurt School. Perhaps his strongest remark in this regard was to say that ‘the word rationalization is dangerous’ (Foucault, 2001 [1982]: 329, italics in original) (see also Foucault, 2001 [1979]: 299). He went on to say that we should analyse specific rationalities, rather than invoke the notion of rationalization in general. Instead of taking the rationalization of society or culture, this meant analysing such a process in the diverse fields in which it took place: madness, illness, death, crime, sexuality, and so on. Understandably, Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982) saw Foucault’s writings as inheriting Weber’s concerns with the increasing objectification of social life through bureaucratization and calculative thinking, while shifting the focus to a genealogical analysis (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982: 165). Foucault himself argued against postulating an absolute or invariant value inherent in reason, and in favour of examining how particular forms of rationality inscribe themselves in practices or sets of practices, on the grounds that ‘practices’ do not exist outside a particular regime of rationality (Foucault, 1991 [1981]: 79).

    The point, however, is not to traduce Weber in order to do justice to Foucault, as Colin Gordon has aptly remarked (Gordon, 1987: 294). Indeed, as the writings of Wilhelm Hennis have demonstrated (see e.g. Hennis, 1983), Weber’s concerns with Lebensführung, the conduct of life, are much closer to Foucault’s concern with ‘technologies of the self’ than previous commentators have suggested (Schluchter, 1979, 1981). The point is to register firmly the importance in Foucault’s writings of attending to the reflected or programmatic aspects of social life. This is not to conflate the discursive or the programmatic with daily life in prisons, asylums, factories, or whatever. The aim in fact is the reverse, to insist on the gap that separates programmes and their effects. Nor is it to conjure up some dystopian vision of social subjection in which the programmatic achieves omnipotence and obliterates difference and differentiation. As Miller and Rose (1990: 10) have argued, programmes are ‘congenitally failing’, and are defined by their inherent limits, their often rivalrous nature, the multitude of difficulties and obstacles that arise as they are put to work, whether this takes the form of underfunding, professional and intra-professional rivalries, communication systems that fail, or whatever. ‘Reality’ always escapes, for it is too unruly to be captured by the dreams and schemes of the programmers.

    That said, programmes are much more than wishes or intentions. Programmes presuppose that the domain they help bring into existence and seek to intervene in can be known and be made programmable. Programmes, and the language and ideas through which they are articulated, are inherently performative (Rose & Miller, 1992: 177). The specific domains they address and problematize—the layout of a factory floor, national competitiveness, product quality, or whatever—are themselves co-created with the solutions they devise. And these relatively localized programmes are themselves linked, often in rather tenuous and mediated ways, with more abstract political rationalities or ideas that seek to specify the principles that should guide the administering of lives and the responsibilities of rulers and the ruled: freedom, justice, equality, mutual responsibility, enterprise, efficiency, fairness, and so on.

    This is why Rose and Miller (1992) proposed a tripartite distinction between political rationalities, programmes, and technologies, and insisted on their mutual interrelations, even if this has at times been reduced to a binary distinction between programmes and technologies (cf. also Gordon, 1980a, and his tripartite distinction between strategies, programmes, and technologies). And this is why Foucault’s writings have so much to offer to scholars of organizations. For they offer a way of linking up the ‘macro’ and the ‘micro’. So, rather than view Foucault’s focus on governmental rationalities in his later writings as a redirecting of his concerns, and rather than complain that governmentality scholars collapse historiography into abstract programmes (McKinlay & Pezet, 2010: 491), the tripartite distinction between rationalities, programmes, and technologies should be seen as a way of bringing together the local and the non-local, the macro and the micro. It is no doubt the case that much of Foucault’s later writings on the notion of governmentality focus on the more abstract and macro end of the spectrum. But, as has been pointed out more recently, a concern with political rationalities, and with more localized political programmes such as the ‘Modernizing Government’ initiative in the UK, can fruitfully be linked with analysis of the ‘everyday doings of practitioners’ (Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011). This is not a matter, however, of abandoning the analysis of political rationalities and the realm of the programmatic. Instead, it is a matter of seeking to trace the mediated ways in which larger political transformations are operationalized and instrumentalized through the local concerns and preoccupations of practitioners, the assembling and linking together of disparate and possibly competing sets of actors, activities, and aspirations (Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011: 222; see also Mennicken, 2008). A central tenet of much of Foucault’s writings is to attend to the multiplicity of objects, domains, layers, and strata (Gordon, 2001: xx). Foucault spoke of ‘causal multiplication’ as a way of analysing the singularity of an event, a way of attending to the multiple processes which constitute it (Foucault, 1991 [1981]: 76). This means discovering the connections, the encounters, the blockages, the plays of force, the strategies, and so on that allow something such as incarceration to become a central component of the penal order. And this causal multiplication, according to Foucault, always retains at least a grain of thought (Foucault, 2001 [1981]: 456) (see also Gordon, 2001; Hacking, 1992).

THE FOUCAULT EFFECT IN ORGANIZATION STUDIES

Much of the preceding is, of course, now widely accepted by many scholars of organizations. Foucauldian categories and concepts have become a central part of the toolbox of organization studies, particularly among European scholars, although others still appear to be more intent on rehearsing or reinstating the very categories that Foucault’s work has helped displace. It is not our aim here to trace or celebrate the gradual dissemination of Foucault’s writings, and the writings of his co-travellers, within organization studies. But we do think it is helpful to offer some highly selective remarks on some of the key themes and studies that together add up to what we term here the Foucault effect in organization studies (see also Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006: chapter 8), while also offering some cautionary remarks. For an effect of this kind is a curious phenomenon (Carter, 2008), it is something that spreads itself over a surface, and that has an immanent cause that is difficult to separate from its effects (Deleuze, 2001: 70).5 The ‘Foucault effect’ in organization studies is the making visible of a particular way of doing the history of the present, of analysing the various ways in which the administering or governing of lives in a wide range of settings has been made thinkable and practicable. The ‘Foucault effect’ in organization studies, as we show below, has made a significant contribution to the establishment of a post-Marxist platform for ‘the renewal of the powers of critique’ (Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991: x) in the study of organizations. It has helped to deprive organizational practices and technologies of their self-evidence, acknowledging ‘that there is a parcel of thought in even the crassest and most obtuse parts of social reality’ (Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991: x).

    Despite these welcoming effects, and the more general transformation of organization studies that it has both facilitated and benefitted from, we suggest that the utilization of Foucault’s work in organization studies has been somewhat partial, and that there is still much more that can be done to benefit from his insights. We argue that there has been an overemphasis on the notion of discipline, which for some has conjured up a dystopian image of a totally disciplined society and a neglect of resistance (see e.g. Thompson & Ackroyd, 1995), as well as a neglect of the ways in which subjects relate to and ‘manoeuvre’ around discourse (Newton, 1996: 139). This, together with a reluctance on the part of some to set aside the comforting categories of domination and emancipation that Foucault’s work did so much to transcend, means that there has been less attention to detailed empirical analysis of practices and the assemblages in which they operate, together with an overpreoccupation with theoretical micro-differentiation.6 As a result, we know rather less than we should about the remarkable transformations that have taken place across the past two decades and more in administrative apparatuses and the administering of lives in the West and the Rest (Hall, 1992), many of which have taken place within the orbit of neo-liberalism and associated endeavours to economize the entire social sphere (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009, 2010; Mennicken, 2008; Mennicken & Miller, 2012; Miller & Power, 2013).7

    As Carter et al. (2002) have pointed out, although Foucault has become ‘an icon and a fashion’ in organization studies (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006: 229; but see also Carter, 2008), this has only been the case relatively recently. Indeed, it was only in the late 1990s that Foucault’s ideas began to achieve momentum in organizational sociology. One of the first articles that sought to examine how Foucault’s writings might be used for organizational analysis appeared in the journal Organization Studies in 1988 (Burrell, 1988). In his article, ‘Modernism, Post Modernism and Organizational Analysis 2: The Contribution of Michel Foucault’, Gibson Burrell discussed and compared the notions of archaeology and genealogy, and sought to explicate the possible implications of Foucault’s notion of disciplinary power for scholars of organizations. He pointed in particular to what other literatures have called isomorphism, although in this instance it was a matter of asking, following Foucault, how it is that prisons, factories, and hospitals come to ‘resemble’ each other. He also considered how organization scholars might extend Foucault’s insights concerning disciplinary power to such topics as information technology, spatial design, and other forms of surveillance.8

    One year earlier, organization theorist Stewart Clegg wrote a discussion note in which he reflected on the adequacy of approaches to the study of language and power in organization analysis (Clegg, 1987). In that piece, Clegg suggested developing Foucault’s (1977) concerns with power and discourse analysis (see also Clegg & Hardy, 1996; Hardy, 1996; Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004). A couple of years later, in 1989, Clegg published his highly influential book Frameworks of Power (1989), in which he utilized Foucault’s work on power in his conceptualization of ‘circuits of power’ which seeks to represent the ways in which power may flow through different modalities (distinguishing between episodic, dispositional, and facilitative power) (see also Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006: 240–7). By 1994, Clegg was writing about the links between Foucault and Weber, describing Foucault as ‘the contemporary theorist who has come nearest to carrying out a Weberian project with respect to the analysis of organizations’ (Clegg, 1994: 149). In 2006, Clegg reformulated some of these ideas in Power and Organizations, co-authored with Courpasson and Phillips (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006: chapter 8). Drawing on Foucault, Clegg et al. highlighted the importance of looking at small questions: ‘It is in the little things of socially constructed normalcy that we see power in organizations being slowly constructed’ (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006: 228). Taking up Foucault’s conception of power, together with later work on governmentality (Foucault, 1991 [1979], 2007; Gordon, 1980b; Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 1992), they emphasized the ‘play of techniques, the mundane practices that shape everyday life’, and how these shape and structure forms of conduct and selfhood (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006: 230).

    In the early years of the reception of Foucault in organization studies, much emphasis was placed on Foucault’s relevance for the study of mechanisms of surveillance and discipline in the post-Fordist organization: the rise of computer-based monitoring, the use of closed-circuit television cameras, and the just-in-time labour process (see in particular Sewell & Wilkinson, 1992; but see also Burrell, 1988; and Townley 1993, 1994), as well as the effects of management knowledge on the constitution of the employee (Jacques, 1996). Barbara Townley, a colleague of Gibson Burrell at Warwick, before moving to the University of Alberta in the early 1990s (see Carter, 2008: 19), applied Foucault’s work very fruitfully to the study of human resource management (HRM) (Townley, 1993, 1994).

    Townley argued that HRM should be understood as a discourse and set of practices that attempt to reduce the indeterminacy involved in the employment contract (Townley, 1993). Rereading HRM practices from a Foucauldian power-knowledge perspective, she argued that power in organizations is employed ‘at all levels, and through many dimensions’ (Townley, 1993: 520; but see also Townley, 1994). Following Foucault, she highlighted the relational aspect of power, and focused on the ‘how’ of power in organizations: the practices, techniques, and procedures that give it effect. Studying the HRM instruments of management by objectives (MBO) and selection testing, and echoing Foucauldian ideas of governmentality, she argued that ‘HRM serves to render organizations and their participants calculable arenas, offering, through a variety of technologies, the means by which activities and individuals become knowable and governable’ (Townley, 1993: 526).

    Parallel to Townley, Grey conducted an ethnographic study of one of the big international public accounting firms, examining the disciplinary and socialization techniques applied to lower-level entrants which, he argued, helped to constitute ‘the career as a project of the self’ and ‘labour process discipline’ (Grey, 1994; see also Grey, 1998). Four years later, in 1998, Covaleski et al. published the results from a field study of the (then) ‘big six’ public accounting firms, in which they examined the use of MBO and mentoring in administering the lives of accounting professionals (Covaleski et al., 1998). Utilizing Foucault, and following Grey (1994) and Townley (1993, 1994), they sought to describe how ‘power seeps into the very grain of individuals, reaches right into their bodies, permeates their gestures, their posture, what they say, how they learn to live and work with other people’ (Foucault, 1977, cited in Covaleski et al. 1998: 294).

    These and other Foucault-oriented organization studies of disciplinary power, mechanisms of surveillance, and technologies of the self (see e.g. the edited volume by McKinlay & Starkey, 1998), made an important contribution to understanding ‘power and subjectivity at work’ (Knights & Willmott, 1989). David Knights and Hugh Willmott, for example, drew upon the work of Foucault ‘to suggest a more adequate appreciation of processes of subjugation in which subjectivity is fetishised in identity’ (Knights & Willmott, 1989: 535), highlighting the connectedness of power and subjectivity (see also Knights & McCabe, 1998; McKinlay & Starkey, 1998). Following Foucault, they rejected polarizations of subject and object, and drew out the significance of the ‘production of subjects’ for the reproduction of the capital–labour relation (Knights & Willmott, 1989: 543). In so doing, Knights and Willmott sought to shift attention away from structuralist and Marxist debates in organizational sociology (see also Clegg, 1989). In a similar move, Sewell and Wilkinson used Foucault to show that just-in-time and total quality control (TQM) regimes both create and demand systems of surveillance to instil discipline (Sewell & Wilkinson, 1992: 271; see also the works by Knights & McCabe on TQM, e.g. Knights & McCabe, 1998).

    In the late 1980s, and throughout the 1990s, Foucault-oriented scholarship in organization studies drew mainly on Discipline and Punish, with its emphasis on mechanisms of surveillance as a modality of power/knowledge. In recent years the emphasis has shifted, and increasing attention has been paid to Foucault’s History of Sexuality (McKinlay, 2006; Starkey & Hatchuel, 2002; Townley, 2002), the management, conduct, and care of the self (McKinlay, 2002; Pezet, 2007), ethics (Ibarra-Colado et al. 2006; Parker, 1998; Wray-Bliss, 2002), Foucault’s work on biopolitics and governmentality (Munro, 2012), the diverse arts of government, resistance, and freedom (see e.g. Barratt, 2008; Caldwell, 2007; Fleming & Spicer, 2003; Jones & Spicer, 2005; but see also Rose, 1999), as well as Foucault’s compatibility with critical realism (Al-Moudi, 2007). Calls have also been made to make more use in organizational sociology of Foucault’s work on parrhesia (Foucault, 2001), the enactment of provocative dialogue, to counteract the often meretricious allegations of the apolitical nature of Foucauldian scholarship (see in particular Barratt, 2008; but see also Skinner, 2011). Referring in particular to Foucault’s later works, Barratt usefully highlights the disruptive potential of a historical sensibility, and suggests reasserting the ethical objectives of genealogy as a way of disrupting organizational common sense (Barratt, 2008). Barratt also argues that the study of programmatic statements of authorities ought to be complemented with studies of the messy and compromised ways in which forms of (managerial) knowledge are enacted (see also O’Malley, 1996; O’Malley, Weir, & Shearing, 1997). Ethnographic research, he rightly suggests, has a role to play here, in documenting the practical dynamics of power and resistance, and allowing for the possibility that the voices of a more heterogeneous range of organizational actors are heard. Barratt’s article is valuable in drawing attention to the later work of Foucault, and for highlighting its ethico-political dimensions. Indeed, much of what he says is consistent with the arguments in the preceding section of this chapter. That said, insofar as it does not provide detailed empirical or historical engagement with specific events or issues, his paper runs the risk of reinforcing the somewhat inward-looking nature of many debates within organizational analysis, where micro-differentiations in theoretical credentials appear to count more than analysis of things that have happened or are happening today. Newton (1998) addresses the issue of subjectivity in the writings of Foucault and organizational Foucauldians, and rightly notes that the latter often end up invoking notions of subjectivity and selfhood that are at odds with Foucault’s discarding of the ethical polarization of subject and object. Yet, while noting Foucault’s contribution to a decentring and historicizing of the notion of the subject, he still seems to yearn for an ethics of the ‘real’ self, one that would tell us how to change our selves and the world we inhabit, something that Foucault repeatedly disavowed.

    Organization studies has benefitted considerably from an engagement with the writings of Foucault and his co-workers. But we suggest that this engagement has been somewhat partial, and that it could have benefitted more. This is due in part, we suggest, to an overpreoccupation with the notion of discipline and the image of a totally disciplined society or organization. But it is also due to repeated and often meretricious appeals to notions of resistance and the importance of being ‘critical’ (see e.g. Thompson & Ackroyd, 1995), as if critique was some sort of historically invariant a priori. This is at times coupled with misguided attempts to reframe Foucault’s categories into the very ones that his work has sought to transcend. The notion of subjectivity is a case in point here, and in the preceding section we have sought to explain how we understand Foucault’s notions of subjectivity and subjectivation, which takes us beyond repeated and largely empty appeals to notions of agency. In place of such internecine squabbles over concepts that have no part in a Foucauldian analysis of the stuff of organizational life, we have suggested an agenda that focuses not on organizations, not on discipline, and not on subjectivity, as if these were foundational categories that should tell us how and what to analyse. We have suggested that the analysis of practices should be primary, together with analysis of the assemblages of ideas and instruments, actors, and aspirations that form among these multiple and ontologically distinct components. Just as ideas do not work by themselves, so too with practices, which only exist within historically specific rationalities and assemblages. To understand such assemblages means analysing the local and the non-local, the macro and the micro, and how they come to be connected (see e.g. Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011; Mennicken, 2008; Samiolo, 2012). It means paying attention to the emergence and stabilization of novel assemblages, such as the recent and still ongoing attempts to economize the entire social sphere (see also Çalışkan & Callon, 2009, 2010). And it means acknowledging the importance of causal multiplication, rather than thinking we might find the locus of change in one place. It is, we suggest, attempting such empirical studies that will allow organization scholars to benefit further from a critical engagement with the writings of Foucault, and in turn a critical engagement with the phenomena they study.

GOVERNING AND CALCULATING

Foucault’s analyses of power, of disciplinary mechanisms, and of governmental rationalities encourage us to draw out the inherently political character of technologies of organizing, administering, and calculating (Foucault, 1981 [1976]: 138).9 Such Foucauldian themes featured as early as the late 1980s in one of organization studies’ most proximate neighbouring disciplines, the field of accounting studies (see also Carter, 2008: 16; Power, 2011). With Foucault, such studies helped us to see the conjoint disciplining effects of accounting numbers, their involvement in the production of neo-liberal subjectivities, and their contribution in a particularly personal way to the economizing of the entire social field. A focus on the technologies of accounting, we argue, helped us get to grips with what we might call the inner workings of governmentality (Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991; Foucault, 2007, 2008), in particular neo-liberal modalities of governing and how these operate within and through organizations. For accounting technologies are key organizational practices that have helped bring about a significant shift in how power is exerted in advanced industrial societies. Accounting numbers, such as those produced through standard costing and budgeting, have a distinctive capacity for acting on the actions of others, one that goes far beyond the abstract injunctions of economic theory. Through their ability to produce certain forms of visibility and transparency, accounting numbers both create and constrain subjectivity. By linking decisions to the supposedly impersonal logic of quantification rather than to subjective judgement, accounting numbers configure persons, domains, and actions as objective and comparable. This, in turn, renders them governable. For the objects and subjects of economic calculation, once standardized through accounting, are accorded a very particular form of visibility. This creates distinctive possibilities for intervention while potentially displacing others.

    Accounting technologies make it possible to articulate and operationalize abstract neo-liberal concepts, such as notions of competitiveness, markets, efficiency, and entrepreneurship. Accounting numbers constitute firms, organizations, and sub-units as competing, market-oriented entities, which can be analysed, compared, and acted upon. Accounting makes the incomparable comparable, by distilling substantively different kinds or classes of things into a single financial figure (the return on investment of a division, the net present value of an investment opportunity, the financial ratios of a company) (Miller, 1992, 2010). Accounting figures can also turn qualities (e.g. the quality of health care or the decency of imprisonment) into quantities, through devices such as patient satisfaction questionnaires, rankings (of schools, universities, care homes, prisons, and so on), balanced score-cards, and much else besides. These, in turn, can then be subjected to a variety of further calculations and comparisons through audits and other forms of more or less public assessment (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Kurunmäki & Miller, 2006; Mennicken, 2010, 2013; Power, 1997; Samiolo, 2012).

    This way of understanding and analysing the roles of accounting and its imbrication in a more general economizing of the entire social field is relatively recent (see also Miller & Power, 2013). From the 1950s to the 1970s, the social scientific understanding of calculative technologies in organizations remained dominated by behavioural studies of budgeting and management control systems (see e.g. Argyris, 1954). In the 1980s this changed. Inspired to a significant extent by Foucault’s writings (see also Power, 2011: 43–4), Anthony Hopwood, who in 1976 had founded the now internationally reputed journal Accounting, Organizations and Society, outlined a research programme that placed the study of the wider social and political aspects of accounting practices at its heart. In 1985, Hopwood and his co-authors outlined ‘a three branched genealogy’ of the specific social space within which ideas and techniques of value added accounting appeared and developed (Burchell, Clubb, & Hopwood, 1985). Drawing on Foucault’s early writings (in particular Discipline and Punish), and at a time when others were starting to speak in terms of different types of complexes or assemblages (Donzelot, 1980; Rose, 1985), Hopwood et al. described this social space as an ‘accounting constellation’, ‘a particular field of relations which existed between certain institutions, economic and administrative processes, bodies of knowledge, systems of norms and measurement, and classification techniques’ (Burchell, Clubb, & Hopwood, 1985: 400). In 1987, Hopwood developed his neo-Foucauldian approach to the study of accounting further, by explicitly utilizing Foucault’s notion of archaeology (Hopwood, 1987). In the same year, this time building on Foucault’s histories of medicine, psychiatry, and the prison, together with his analyses of disciplinary power, Miller and O’Leary examined the involvement of accounting in constructing the ‘governable person’ (Miller & O’Leary, 1987). In a similar vein, in their study of ‘The Genesis of Accountability’ Hoskin and Macve traced how the US Military Academy at West Point contributed to the production of a meticulous ‘grammatocentric’ and ‘panoptic’ system for human accountability giving rise to US managerialism in the nineteenth century (Hoskin & Macve, 1988).

    Around the same time, Miller and Rose set out some of the contours of what they described as the study of modes of governing economic life (Miller & Rose, 1990, 2008), while the study of governmentality more generally began to flourish through a number of forums, including the loosely formed History of the Present group. With these developments, accounting, and instruments of performance management more broadly, began to be analysed in the context of organizations as a technology for the ‘conduct of conducts’ (see also du Gay, 1996a). Power, for example, investigated the audit explosion in the 1980s in the UK, and argued that the rise and expansion of auditing from the corporate sector to the public sector was inextricably linked to ‘a commitment to push control further into organizational structures, inscribing it within systems which can then be audited’ (Power, 1997: 42). Drawing on Power’s highly influential analysis of the audit society, Radcliffe examined how a reconfiguration of political rationalities in terms of performance-oriented ‘management’ stimulated the development of efficiency auditing in the local government of Alberta (Radcliffe, 1998).

    The authors cited above have drawn explicitly on Foucault’s writings, particularly his remarks on governmentality. They have also drawn on concepts borrowed from elsewhere, including social studies of science, the philosophy of science, actor-network theory, and new institutionalism, to name just the most obvious. They always studied ‘events’, characterized by their singularity and a principle of ‘causal multiplication’, as Foucault put it when arguing for the importance of ‘lightening the weight of causality’ (Foucault, 1991 [1981]: 76–7). The above studies have used Foucault’s writings to generate a heuristic for empirically rich and historically sensitive descriptions of the multifaceted roles that organization and calculation play in the governing of economic and social life. As Miller and Rose (2008: 5) have put it, more important than a quest to faithfully replicate a particular concept or method is something rather more elusive, a mode of analysis, an ethos of investigation that was opened up by Foucault’s writings. That, we suggest, is the distinctive contribution of the encounter between scholars of accounting and the Foucauldian concern with analysing the diverse modalities through which the administering of lives is achieved.

CONCLUSIONS

The writings of Michel Foucault have been an inspiration to many who have sought to understand and analyse the ways in which our lives are administered and organized. They have also perplexed or irritated others, who have seen them as arcane or anaesthetizing (Foucault, 1991 [1981]: 82–6; but see also Curtis, 1995; Froud et al., 1998; McKinlay & Pezet, 2010). In this chapter, we have attempted to distil what many have seen of value in Foucault’s writings, while seeking also to dispel some of the misconceptions surrounding his work, which may have put off those who would otherwise have found it to be of value. We identified four themes that have animated Foucault’s writings across three decades or so. First, we have emphasized his preference for ‘how’ type questions rather than ‘why’ type questions. Second, we have highlighted his concern with subjectivity or personhood, which entailed setting aside the ethical polarization of subject and object, in favour of an analysis of the historically varying ways in which the capacities and attributes of subjects are constituted. Third, we have drawn attention to Foucault’s preference for studying practices—practices of organizing, governing, and calculating—rather than organizations, and for examining such practices in terms of the affiliations that emerge among practices, so as to form assemblages of interdependent practices. Fourth, we have remarked on Foucault’s insistence that practices do not exist outside a particular regime of rationality, but that such regimes of rationality need to be analysed in the multiple and diverse fields in which they are formulated, rather than in terms of a singular process of rationalization.

    We have emphasized that these four themes are not meant to be exhaustive, and that other ways of delineating the multiple strands of Foucault’s writings are of course possible. We suggest, however, that these four themes have animated his writings across the large part of his oeuvre, and that they form a more or less coherent and complementary set of concerns that are relevant to scholars of organizations. A word of caution is in order here. We have emphasized the elements of continuity in Foucault’s concerns, rather than seeking to periodize or partition. This of course is not to suggest that there are no shifts of emphasis in Foucault’s writings, whether subtle or at times significant, nor that he has not reframed the objects of his concern, and more than once. And it certainly does not mean that there has been a continuity of empirical objects. Far from it, indeed one of the remarkable achievements of Foucault’s writings has been their ability to cover such a broad range of phenomena, including madness, the body, sexuality, punishment, and selfhood more generally. Such objects of concern may appear, to those unfamiliar with Foucault’s writings, to be distant from the study of organizations. But we hope to have shown, in our schematic coverage of Foucault’s writings, in our discussion of the ‘Foucault effect in organization studies’, and in our brief discussion of Foucault-inspired studies in accounting, how the themes that have featured in such studies have implications for scholars of organizations.

    In view of some of the misunderstandings that Foucault’s writings have at times evoked, it may be worth noting some caveats. For instance, a concern with ‘how’ type questions does not mean neglecting analysis of the conditions which have made possible certain changes, whether within relatively localized settings in firms or other organizations (such as the layout of a factory floor), or larger-scale social transformations (such as the ways in which public services are organized and delivered), or more generally the ways in which work and the administering of the workplace is enacted and valorized at the societal level (du Gay, 1996b; Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011; Mennicken, 2013; Miller & O’Leary, 1993, 1994a; Miller & Rose, 1995b). We have pointed in this chapter to the notion of ‘surfaces of emergence’ that Foucault coined as early as 1972, as well as to his appeal nearly a decade later to ‘causal multiplication’ and ‘lightening the weight of causality’. In differing ways, such concepts point towards a gentler form of causality than some continue to quest for. But they certainly do not suggest the abnegation of a concern to analyse the conditions that have made possible the emergence of phenomena that are new, and that deserve our attention.

    Similarly, a concern with the ways in which the capacities and attributes of subjects are historically formed, whether in the workplace, the home, the school, or wherever, does not mean that the making up of persons is an epistemological blank cheque. The formation of modern notions of actorhood has been a lengthy and complex process, and it is still ongoing (Hacking, 2002; Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; Rose, 1989). To borrow the delightfully prosaic terminology of Ian Hacking, ‘ideas’ and ‘things’ play important roles here (Hacking, 1992). Relatedly, and to invoke Foucauldian terminology, to analyse the interdependence between what is said and what is done, between rationalities, programmes, and technologies, suggests a nuanced notion of practices which requires us to be attentive to the grain of thought that is present in even the most mundane parts of social reality (Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991: x). Practices can assume a variety of forms, and the study of their interrelations leads us from highly localized or ‘micro’ settings to much larger or ‘macro’ issues, and back again.

    Our discussion of the ‘Foucault effect’ in the domain of organization studies has embraced those writings that have explicitly sought to utilize and extend Foucault’s concerns. But we do not view such an ‘effect’ as limited to those that explicitly affiliate themselves with or cite Foucault. It is a much broader phenomenon, and goes significantly beyond so-called governmentality studies. The Foucault effect in organization studies is as much to do with the writings of Ian Hacking, Anthony Hopwood, Ted Porter, John Meyer and his colleagues, and Michael Power, as well as those who have studied processes of standardization more generally (Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000; Higgins & Larner, 2010). The intellectual partitioning that suffuses the social and political sciences, in an era when interdisciplinary work is trumpeted ever louder, is as much a potential impediment to organization scholars as it is to other areas of enquiry. One small hope that we have in writing this chapter is that it may help attenuate such partitioning.

    Finally, some brief words of a prospective rather than retrospective nature may be appropriate in conclusion. It would be fair to say that Foucault’s own writings have typically addressed large-scale transformations that have taken place over several decades, and in some cases over much longer timeframes. Organization scholars are often interested, at least in part, in more localized changes, within and between organizations, whether conducted ethnographically or otherwise. We have argued here that there is much of value in the writings of Foucault for such studies, and indeed there are already examples of such studies. But much more can no doubt be done in this respect, if the principle of multiplication—of levels, domains, and practices—is respected, and also if the links between such different levels, domains, and practices is fully explored so as to analyse the assemblages that form. It is not easy to study the conjoint emergence of practices and their associated rationales in both local and non-local settings, but our understanding of the administering of lives within and beyond organizations will be advanced to the extent that we attempt such studies. Much can also be gained if we attend more explicitly to the roles played by what have been called ‘mediating instruments’ or ‘mediating models’ (Miller & O’Leary, 2007; Morgan, 2012; Morrison & Morgan, 1999; Wise, 1988). While organization scholars have paid great attention to inter-organizational relations, less attention has been paid to the instruments that help link actors and aspirations, the devices that facilitate the transfer of information across domains and among formally separate legal entities. Likewise, we suggest that scholars of organizations could pay more attention to the multiple forms of territorializing (Brown, Lawrence, & Robinson, 2005; Elden, 2007; Mennicken & Miller, 2012; Miller & Power, 2013). As Elden (2007) has remarked, territory is more than merely land, and territorializing is not confined to states and statehood. For Foucault, what occurred was not a substitution of a ‘territorial state’ with a ‘population state’, but, as he put it in the course summary of Security, Territory, Population, ‘a shift of accent and the appearance of new objectives, and hence of new problems and new techniques’ (Foucault, 2007: 325). Put differently, attending to processes of territorializing is a matter of exploring how the administering of lives, the governing of children, of souls, of households, of hospitals, of teachers, of managers, of social workers, of retired persons, and much more besides, depends on a series of micro-territorializations (Mennicken & Miller, 2012). Instruments and practices of organizing, including calculative practices and the abstract ideas that animate them, play a vital role here. Instruments of accountancy, used widely in and on organizations, for example, presuppose and recursively construct the calculable spaces that actors inhabit within organizations and society. This may be a matter of delineating particular physical spaces, such as a factory floor or a subarea of it, an office, a hospital ward, or any other accounting unit. Or it may be a matter of defining a more abstractly conceived space, such as a department, a division, a particular cost centre, and a group of users or customers (Miller & Power, 2013: 559; but see also Miller, 1992; Mennicken & Miller, 2012).

    These are just some suggestions for how Foucault’s work may be relevant to organizational scholars in the future. There remains much to be gained, we suggest, from a critical engagement with Foucault’s writings through detailed empirical investigations of the varied laboratories for the administering of lives, particularly if such investigations respect the principles of multiplication and the conjoint emergence of practices and their associated rationales. By removing the restriction of analysing only organizations, or even sets or networks of organizations, a substantial new empirical domain is opened up, one that is populated by assemblages for the administering of lives that form in both local and non-local settings, that effect multiple forms of territorializing, and that are facilitated in large part by a plethora of mediating instruments. From such a perspective, the stuff of organizational life is much more varied than it has at times appeared, and we can study it as it is, rather than trying to force it into unnecessarily constraining categories.

NOTES

    *  We would like to acknowledge the comments and encouragement provided by the editors of this volume on earlier versions of this chapter, and Paul du Gay in particular. Also, we would like to note the very helpful comments and reflections provided by Chris Carter, especially regarding the utilization of Foucault by organization scholars.

    1. There are of course exceptions, and without invidiously itemizing them we examine some of them in what follows.

    2. We have reflected on this curious non-encounter, albeit without any plausible explanations. It is particularly puzzling, given the significant personal and institutional connections that existed at various points.

    3. Over his relatively short lifespan, Foucault has produced numerous works, well known and widely cited classics, such as Discipline and Punish (1977), The History of Sexuality (1981 [1976]), Madness and Civilization (1967), The Order of Things (1970/2002), and The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), but also less widely cited books, such as The Birth of the Clinic (1973). Further, he has written a great number of essays (see e.g. Rabinow, 1984/1991). He has given a range of short interviews (see e.g. Gordon, 1980b), and he has left behind a vast archive of lectures, notes, and correspondences, which continue to keep Foucault scholars busy.

    4. Miller and O’Leary (1994b), for example, utilize the notion of assemblage to draw attention to the ensemble of actors, instruments, ideas and interventions, and the multiplicity of locales, within which the factory (in this case Caterpillar) was problematized and proposals for redesigning it emerged (492).

    5. See also Burchell et al. (1991).

    6. There are of course important exceptions, and we address some of those below. Anthony Hopwood (2009: 517), in a discussion of critical management studies, referred to the preoccupation with theory in characteristically pithy language as ‘endless minor theorizing’.

    7. Again, there are exceptions to this, and we consider some of them below.

    8. See also the book by Burrell (1997), which featured Foucault and became an important landmark in organization theory.

    9. This section has been adapted from Mennicken and Miller (2012).
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CHAPTER 3

BOURDIEU AND ORGANIZATIONAL THEORY: A GHOSTLY APPARITION?

BARBARA TOWNLEY

INTRODUCTION1

AN overview of Bourdieu’s contribution to organizational analysis could be written in two pages or 20. The brief version would be that Bourdieu, although strongly influential in the disciplines of education and sociology, has had little influence in the area of organization studies. A more considered argument would be that Bourdieu’s central concepts have underpinned many studies in the organizational arena, serving as an absent ‘other’ throughout much organization research.

    Born in the heavily rural Gascon region in France in 1930, Bourdieu was educated in Pau and studied at one of the grandes écoles, Ecole National Supérieure, in Paris. Although trained as a philosopher, it is his work as a sociologist that made his reputation. His early work in Algeria (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990 [1980]) provided the schematic understanding of his conceptual work, particularly his understanding of practice and concept of habitus. This was subsequently refined in later ‘field’ studies: an examination of education and its role in the reproduction of, rather than emancipation from, structural inequalities (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970); cultural consumption and taste and its relationship to class and classification (Bourdieu, 1984); an analysis of the French university system and the relative weights of intellectual and academic capital (Bourdieu, 1988 [1984]); the creation and canonization of art (Bourdieu, 1993, 1996); the role of the grandes écoles in perpetuating the French elite (Bourdieu, 1996 [1989]); an analysis of various art forms including photography, TV, and journalism (Bourdieu, 1990 [1965], 1998 [1996]); and the structure of the housing market (Bourdieu, 2005 [2000]). Bourdieu was a great empirical researcher, as the breadth of his interests (artists, intellectuals, class lifestyles, grand écoles, religion, the field of power, law, housing, etc.) and variety of his research methods (he was keen to integrate the ‘objectivity’ of statistics with more ‘subject’-oriented European research traditions) attest. He emphasized the importance of empirical research over theoretical exegesis, although interviews and essays (Bourdieu, 1990, 1998 [1994], 2000 [1997]; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) give an outline of his theoretical framework. He was appointed Chair at the Collège de France in 1981, and took up the invitation of President Francois Mitterrand to examine the direction and curricula of the French educational system. His work in the 1990s included critiques of neo-liberal economic policy for its impact on the poor (Bourdieu, Accardo, & Ferguson, 1999) and involvement in strikes and political activity. He died in 2002.

    The range of Bourdieu’s work, breadth of knowledge, and reference to classics and social theory is formidable, and pays homage to three dominant bodies of thought: to Marx’s concerns of class, reproduction, and practical forms of life; Durkheim’s interest in classifications, symbolic forms, and their links to social structures; and Weber’s interest in stratification and status (Brubaker, 2004; Fowler, 2000). He was influenced by Althusser’s reading of Marx, particularly its stress on practice and capital; and by Bachelard and Canguilhelm, whose work on the history of science stress the importance of examining the ‘conditions of realization’ of ‘truth’: i.e. how truth and falsity are constructed, rather than whether ‘truth’ is factually accurate. The development of Bourdieu’s analytical framework, however, needs to be seen primarily in relation to two dominant motifs which informed the intellectual context of his work—objectivism and subjectivism—positions that he was keen to reconcile (Brubaker, 2004; Schatzki, 2001). French intellectual tradition had been heavily influenced by Sartre and existentialism with their stress on individuality and subjectivity. Contrasted with this were more ‘objectivist’ writings, particularly the structuralism of Lévi Strauss, which emphasize culture as structural rules governing practice. While the subjectivist position holds to the truth of the primary experience of the world, objectivism privileges objective relations structuring practice and its representation. Bourdieu defined these contrasting positions as modes of knowledge fundamental to social science, with their integration the determining focus of his research. His purpose was to ‘escape from the ritual either/or choice between objectivism and subjectivism’, combining both in a ‘theory of practice’ (Bourdieu, 1977: 4). This chapter proceeds with a brief introduction to the main elements of Bourdieu’s work—his central concepts of habitus, field, capital, and their links to practice—before addressing their applications within the organization studies arena, specifically in the areas of institutional fields, social capital, and practice-based studies.

BOURDIEU’S CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND ‘THINKING TOOLS’

Bourdieu (1985) overcomes the objectivism/subjectivism ‘dualism’ through reference to ‘social space’, or a social topography. He conceives of the social world as a ‘space’ whose dimensions are structured by ‘principles of differentiation or distribution’, within which agents occupy structured positions according to how much capital they hold (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]). A heuristic device, social space represents a structure of objective relations that necessitates a relational understanding of the world: positions are defined in terms of ‘proximity, vicinity, distance’ and relations of order, ‘above, below, between’, etc. (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 6).

    Social space is structured by the unequal distribution of capital in both its objective and symbolic forms. Thus in Distinction, Bourdieu (1984) traces the lifestyle habits of French society, where position in social space informs what and how one eats, leisure activities, the sports one plays, political opinions, etc. Taste functions as a marker of ‘difference’, a differentiating or classificatory mechanism, a ‘principle of vision and division’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 8). Thus space is structured according to objective differences in capital and the symbolic significance of this structure. But, for difference to be socially pertinent, it must be recognized as such, i.e. those differentiating must be capable of making the distinction: the ‘voir’ function of ‘savoir’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 2). Individuals distinguish themselves from, or align themselves with, others through recognizing difference or similarity, i.e. their relative positions in ‘a space of relations’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 31).

    The point of ‘scientific work’ for Bourdieu is to establish knowledge not only of ‘the space of objective relations between different positions constituting the field’, but also what he terms ‘prises de positions’, positions taken within space reflecting understandings of it. Position-taking is an important element ‘in the reality and evolution’ of space (Bourdieu, 1985: 734). While the ‘objective’ relations give individuals their ‘space positions’, position-taking indicates how individuals modify or conserve this position. The indissolubility between structured space of positions (influenced by the volume and nature of the capital that is ascribed value within it) and ‘position-takings’, the actual stances that agents adopt, is emphasized by Bourdieu: they are ‘two translations of the same sentence’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 105).

    ‘Groupings’ are grounded in this structured space. On an aggregate basis, social distance influences the chances of meeting, getting on, and understanding others. But for Bourdieu, social classes do not ‘exist’. ‘What exists is a social space, a space of differences, in which classes exist…not as something given but as something to be done’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 12). A class is a ‘set of agents’ who ‘occupy similar positions…are subjected to similar conditionings, have every likelihood of having similar dispositions and interests and therefore producing similar practices and adopting similar stances’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 725). Class consciousness reflects ‘a sense of position occupied within that structure…a sense of one’s place’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 728). Although objective space determines ‘proximities and distances’, ‘compatibilities and incompatibilities’, this is a ‘class on paper’, a theoretical as opposed to a real class, ‘at most…a probable class’. Bourdieu thus denies that class is a universal principle of explanation and classification.

    Bourdieu’s understanding of the functioning of social space differentiates his work from standard readings of Marx and the reduction of ‘the social field solely to the economic’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 723). For Bourdieu, possession of material resources through the means of production is insufficient for an appreciation of power and domination. Social relations in general and relations of cultural production are as important as economic. Breaking with Marx’s ‘objectivism’, Bourdieu’s work stresses the importance of the representation of the social world and symbolic struggles. Heavily influenced by his own experience of the French education system, which he experienced as a mechanism of division rather than integration, he sees the unequal distribution of cultural and social resources as critically important to an understanding of society, hence his concern with reproduction and distinction. This approach broadens the concept of class from a purely economic concept, in terms of position in economic relations or division of labour, to acknowledge the critical role of culture in structuring class. Issues of class are not dichotomized antagonistic struggles, but layered contestations (Savage, Warde, & Devine, 2005). Although refusing to segregate or subordinate the symbolic realm relative to the economic, Bourdieu suggests that symbolic production and consumption are homologous with the economy, revolving around the accumulation and deployment of different forms of capital.

    This concept of social space or topography underpins the major organizing concepts of Bourdieu’s social analysis, which he refers to as his ‘thinking tools’: field, capital, and habitus (Wacquant, 1989: 50). Interdependent and co-constructed, with none predominant, they are drawn from his work in the field, and are integral to understanding social practices, which are his focus.

Fields

In a highly differentiated society conceived of as a system of relatively autonomous fields and multiple subfields, ‘field’ alerts us to the social space within which interactions take place: education, culture, academia, literature, science, housing, etc. Fields are social microcosms, separate and autonomous spaces structured by their own histories and internal logic and may depict a broad field (e.g. education); a specific field (e.g. a discipline); or the social agents within a field (e.g. a department of a school) (Thomson, 2008). His use of field also conveys the sense of a space of action; a field of forces; a field of play; and a field of struggle, a battlefield (Lemert, 1981).

    Although discrete, fields are not equivalent, but nested in hierarchical relations, with some fields more dominant than others. For example, the subfields of literature, art, and photography are dominated by the cultural field, the cultural field by the economic field. Because there is a degree of interdependence, changes in one field may impact on others, but although dominated, fields are not determined. Fields are also homologous in that they follow similar patterned practices, which for DiMaggio (1979) ‘permits provocative comparisons’ between fields such as art, science, and religion. Society is thus a complex ensemble of semi-autonomous ‘worlds’, social fields in which various forms of power circulate.

    Each field has its own logic. This structures a ‘doxa’, ‘general laws of functioning’, a ‘logic of practice’, a common parlance that explicates its accepted rationale. The doxa is the ‘undiscussed’ or ‘undisputed’, taken-for-granted assumptions accepted as self-evident in any field, unchallenged by orthodox or heterodox discourse or argument (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972]: 168). Thus the artistic field appeals to an ‘upside down economic world’ refusing or reversing the law of material profit: ‘art for art’s sake’ (Bourdieu, 1993). The content of artistic production, its expression, reception, and appreciation, are constituted by the subfields in which the work is produced and circulates. A field and its logic are formed by the field’s agents—in the case of art, the producers, critics, collectors, middlemen, curators, etc.,

    all who have ties with art, who live for art and, to varying degrees, from it, and who confront each other in struggles where the imposition of not only a world view but also of a vision of the artworld is at stake, and who through these struggles, participate in the production of the value of the artist and the art. (Bourdieu, 1987: 205)

Agents’ actions are both constrained and enabled by positions in the field. In this hierarchically structured space, agents occupy dominant and subordinate positions dependent on the amount of field-specific resources, or capital, each possesses and the success with which they exploit or use this. Struggles take place over the form of capital distinctive to the field and the hierarchies of its differentiation both within and between fields. Fields are thus competitive spaces, with power integral to their functioning and conflict and continuous change their characteristics. Although agents compete ‘for the same stakes’ (increased capital and legitimate authority), fields are also based on ‘distinction’, a process of differentiation through which participants seek to differentiate themselves from others, ‘in order to reduce competition and establish a monopoly over a particular sub-sector of the field’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 100). The development of genres within art forms, for example, and claims to legitimize these, typify this process.

    The struggles that arise regarding the stakes of the field should not, however, be viewed solely as self-interested action. The internal rules which structure the ‘game’ are understood as ‘truths’ or ‘principles’ by those participating in the field. Each field presupposes, and generates by its very functioning, a belief in the value of its stakes. An important aspect of the field is that it does not entail well-defined boundaries; at its borders are struggles as to what constitutes the values of the field and its legitimate boundaries. The boundaries of the field are often what are ‘at stake’, as debates about the extension of the market into spheres of cultural activity attest.

    For Bourdieu, society is thus a ‘system of relatively autonomous but structurally homologous fields’, with no one field having a universal explanatory principle. An individual’s ability to navigate the field is structured by their access to and engagement with the main mechanisms of the field: its capital; their understanding of the field; and dispositions that these furnish for the navigation process, i.e. their habitus.

Capital

Fields are defined by ‘three fundamental dimensions’ of capital: its volume or amount (a ‘set of actually usable resources and powers—economic, cultural and social’); its structure or composition (i.e. the relative weight of economic, social, and cultural capital); and the change in these two elements over time (Bourdieu, 1984: 114). Individuals have different ‘asset structures’, with hierarchies varying according to the field they occupy. Agents’ strategies, their power to play and influence the ‘game’, depend on their own capital and the distribution of field-specific capital. To perform effectively a player must have accumulated the appropriate capital, understood the capital configurations of the field, and mastered the ability to use capital effectively (mastered the field’s habitus). Thus capital may be understood as energy: it is the medium through which struggles are organized and positions are attained.

    Following Marx, Bourdieu sees capital as a social relation, but finds economic capital alone insufficient for his analysis: ‘it is impossible to account for the structure and functioning of the social world unless one introduces capital in all its forms and not solely on the one form recognized by economic theory’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 242). Rather, for Bourdieu (1986: 46), capital is ‘present in three guises’: economic, social, and cultural. Economic capital, easily convertible into money, takes the form of assets and property rights. Social capital indicates the actual and potential resources linked to the possession of ‘durable network[s]‌ of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition’ and the social obligations stemming from this, and depends ‘on the size of the network of connections’ an agent can effectively mobilize and on ‘the volume of capital (economic, cultural, or symbolic) possessed in his own right by each of those to whom he is connected’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 49). Cultural capital exists in several states: in an embodied state in the form of long lasting ‘dispositions’ (forms of being, behaviour), acquired through socialization of family and peers, or ‘work on oneself’ (‘self-improvement’, acquiring ‘cultivated’ habits and tastes of cultural appreciation and understanding, mastery of knowledge); in an objectified state as valued cultural, material objects; and in an institutionalized state, as acquired education, knowledge, and qualifications. Cultural and social capital may be convertible into economic capital in certain conditions.

    Capital thus exists in a number of forms with each ‘capable of conferring strength, power and consequently profit on their holder’ (Bourdieu, 1987: 4). Each is the product of an investment strategy, ‘individual or collective, consciously or unconsciously’; takes time to accumulate and thus has a universal equivalent of labour-time (capital as accumulated labour); has the potential to produce profits; reproduces itself in identical or expanded form; has a tendency to persist; and, reflecting historical patterns of accumulation, is unequally distributed. However, although access to one facilitates access to others, one does not automatically entail another. They remain distinct and separate forms, obeying distinct logics of accumulation and exercise (Brubaker, 2004: 39). Although ‘economic capital is at the root of all other forms of capital’, they are ‘never entirely reducible to that’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 47). Again drawing on the analogy of energy, forms of capital or power are mutually irreducible but potentially inter-convertible forms of power. More importantly, these other forms of capital ‘produce their most specific effects only to the extent that they conceal (not least from their possessors) the fact that economic capital is at their root [and] at the root of their effects’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 47).

    All forms of capital also have the capacity to function as symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 2000 [1997]: 242). Described by Bourdieu (1998 [1994]: 85) as ‘capital with a cognitive base’ resting on ‘cognition and recognition’, there is an ambiguity in its functioning. While it is recognized as ‘what counts’ or what ‘is at stake’, that which is recognized, acknowledged, and attributed as ‘currency’, as for example, prestige, renown, honour, it is ‘mis-recognized’ in that the economic and social conditions of its production remain hidden. Arbitrariness is mistaken for legitimate valuation. Thus symbolic capital is intimately linked to power. Symbolic power, the power to represent, to define and legitimize, is ‘a formidable social power’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 729). Bourdieu writes, ‘Knowledge of the social world and, more precisely, the categories that make it possible are the stakes par excellence of political struggle, the inextricably theoretical and practical struggles for the power to conserve or transform the social world by conserving or transforming the categories through which it is perceived’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 729). The symbolic effects of capital set ‘the frontier between the sacred and the profane, good and evil, the vulgar and the distinguished’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 735). Its effects, for example, may be seen in relation to the body and physical capital (Bourdieu, 1984). Profoundly influenced by social class, the symbolic value of the body is revealed through bodily gestures and ‘techniques of the body’ including ways of walking, talking, eating, body shape, gait, posture, stance, facial expression, etc.; its cultural significance is reflected in contrasting evaluations of ballet and boxing, modelling and manual labour. As Nicolini (2013: 59) notes, it is a form of capital that renders domination and its reproduction invisible, sustaining inequality through what Bourdieu refers to as ‘symbolic violence’.

    The efficacy of capital, however, depends on the field in which it operates. Capital is valorized in terms of the structure of a field, be this intellectual, academic, educational, scientific, literary, artistic, linguistic, etc. Struggles take place over the relationship among the various forms of capital distinctive to the field: ‘the relative value of the different species of capital…is continually being brought into question, reassessed, through struggles aimed at inflating or deflating the value of one or the other type of capital’ (Bourdieu, 1987: 10). However, as with social space generally, fields tend to be structured along two hierarchized poles centring around economic and cultural capital, giving rise to the distinctions, for example, between fields of restricted and large-scale cultural production, elitist and populist culture, and ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ sciences in academia.

    Access to capital, although highly influential, is not deterministic. While capital within one field may also give advantage in others, there is not a ‘direct mechanical relationship’. Field positions depend on the agent’s trajectory and on the position they occupy in the field by virtue of their endowment (volume and structure) of capital; their propensity to risky or cautious play (willingness to increase or conserve capital); and their propensity towards the preservation or the subversion of the broader distribution of capital. Drawing the analogy with a game of cards, Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 97–8) writes:

    just as the relative value of cards change with each game, the hierarchy of different species of capital (economic, social, cultural and symbolic) varies across the various fields…there are cards that are valid, efficacious in all fields—these are the fundamental species of capital—but their relative value as trump cards is determined by each field and even by successive states of the same field.

The capacity to deal the hand, however, will be deeply influenced by the agent’s habitus.

Habitus

The habitus informs agents on how to orient their actions to relate to the familiar, and to adapt to new, situations. It ‘translates’ the structured relations of the field into schemes of perception, thought, and action (dispositions) that enable the individual to function in the field. Its purpose is to account for practice and agency without the ‘objectivism of action’, or a ‘philosophy of the subject’, i.e. deliberate conscious intention. It mediates between structure and practice, ‘shaped by the former and regulating the latter’ (Brubaker, 2004: 43). Its genesis stems from the question of how order—for example, matrimonial practices of the Kabylia in Algeria—or the effects of class and taste, is achieved without behaviour ‘being the product of obedience to rules’ (Bourdieu, 1990: 65). The field provides the structure in which action takes place and through this, structures the habitus; while, simultaneously, the habitus provides the mechanism for interpreting and acting in the field. There is thus both structure and structuring, hence the definition of the habitus as ‘structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures’ (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972]: 97). Establishing the link between objective position and disposition (the subjective understanding of that position), habitus is how the ‘outer’ social and ‘inner’ self shape each other and is variously described as the ‘social embodied’, the ‘objective made subjective’, the ‘internalization of externality’, and the ‘externalization of internality’ (Maton, 2008). In Bourdieu’s early writings, influenced by structural linguistics, habitus was a grammar of actions, ‘mental structures’ through which the social world is apprehended. This was later modified and habitus became much more corporeal, ‘that which is acquired’ and ‘durably incorporated in the body in the form of permanent dispositions’ (Bourdieu, 1990 [1980]: 86). The body is the meeting point of individual and social structures: ‘structures are indeed “in” the agents’ (Liénard, Servais, & Bailey, 1979: 213). Changes of habitus are effected only when internalized: i.e. learned by the body, such that they become ‘second nature’, rather than consciously adopted.

    The habitus integrates past experiences acquired through life trajectories. It is how our history informs the present (ways of being, acting, and feeling), its influence on the choices we make and the actions we take. It is ‘history incarnate in the body’ (Wacquant, 1993: 4). There is, however, a distinction between a ‘primary’ and a ‘specific’ habitus; with the former informed by early familial and socialization processes, the latter developed within particular spheres of activity or fields (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]). The former is heavily influenced by ‘distance from necessity’, i.e. the requirement to provide for biological needs of food and shelter. Although experience is unique to each individual, shared structures of class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, and nationality, give rise to similar experiences. Similarity in work and life experience, lifestyles, and outlooks, etc. develop a class habitus. Each class has its own characteristic habitus (a mixture of schooling, language, and taste, etc.) with individual variations. This experience conditions understanding of what is probable, possible, and desirable, accounting for the development of a ‘sense of place’, ‘what is, and is not, ‘for the likes of us’’ (Bourdieu, 1987).

    However, as Bourdieu (2000 [1997]: 161) states, ‘habitus is not destiny’. It is generative (and hence should not be confused with habit). Although dispositions directly govern conduct, habitus is not immutable; it does not precipitate ‘determined’ action. Actions are dependent upon the interplay of habitus and circumstances, i.e. the interrelationship of habitus with the other key concepts of Bourdieu’s analysis, the field and its capital. The interrelationship of these elements influences the enacted practice that results. Action is influenced by options that present themselves and how these are perceived through dispositions. Actions also take place in contexts that are always evolving. The opportunity to ‘re-make’ or ‘un-make’ the social world is dependent, however, ‘on the basis of realistic knowledge of what it is and what [individuals] can do from the position they occupy within it’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 734). What is important, however, is the juncture between positions and dispositions. Where the habitus is allied with the logic of the field, it is ‘at home’ in the field it inhabits, it is likened to being a ‘fish in water’. Fields can and do change, with the result that the habitus that develops within one context, i.e. the field and its capital in one configuration, may no longer be suitable for new configurations. Where dispositions are too fixed, ‘out of step’ with existing circumstances, there is ‘hysteresis’. Practices that result appear anachronistic, dismissed as resistant.

Practice

Bourdieu’s ‘thinking tools’ grew out of his empirical research, particularly his work in Algeria, and an examination of a particular social phenomenon, ‘the reality of practices’ (Lamaison & Bourdieu, 1986: 115). In this, Bourdieu is influenced by Althusser’s (Althusser & Balibar, 1971) reading of Marx and his identification of practice as a central concept for understanding society; society is seen as a set of interconnected practices. For Bourdieu, however, practice is conceived as the ongoing, dynamic, and evolving relation between the field and habitus: ‘Practice results from the relations between one’s dispositions (habitus) and one’s position in a field (capital), within the current state of play of that social field’ (Maton, 2008: 51). Bourdieu (1984: 101) encapsulates this in an equation: [(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice.

    This focus on a practice is not, however, with the purpose of elevating the subjectivism of the ‘lived experience’—indeed, Bourdieu has the explicit intent of avoiding such reductionism—but rather, to understand how practice is structured within a ‘field of possibiles’. A field is made up of historical, specific practices, and practices that are also the specific actions of agents within it. To understand practice, it is necessary to understand both the evolving field in which practice takes place and the evolving habitus that engages with the field of practice. Practice is thus the consequence of the interplay between both the structures of the field and the structures of the habitus. In this sense, practices are both constraining and organizing: constraining in that the field of practices suggests what is pertinent, organizing in that practices have a tendency to elaboration and refinement.

    Bourdieu uses the analogy of a game to emphasize the active, creative nature of practices. He writes, ‘I have put forth a theory of practice as a product of a sens practique (practical sense)…of a socially constituted “sense of the game”’ (Wacquant, 1989: 42). Although it follows certain regularities, the ‘game’ is not a rule-bound activity but the understanding or ‘feel’ for these regularities. It is the ability to master what is required to function in a field, without this being a conscious, rational calculation. It is the understanding of what is ‘reasonable’ or ‘unreasonable’, what are ‘likely’ actions and ‘natural’ ways of behaving, and ‘what goes without saying’, etc. ‘Practical mastery’ occurs when activities become embodied ‘and turned into second nature’ (Bourdieu, 1990 [1980]: 63). Gained through experience, a sens practique is beneath ‘the level of explicit representation and verbal expression’ (Bourdieu, 1985: 728), but rather a quasi-bodily involvement in the world (1990: 66). This embodied engagement fosters the ability to adapt to varied situations through improvisation and invention. This ‘feel for the game’ born out of long immersion, emphasizes the importance of embodied practical understanding and knowledge: ‘What is ‘learned by the body’ is not something that one has, like knowledge that can be brandished, but something that one is’ (Bourdieu, 1990 [1980]: 73). With different histories (habitus) and in different social positions, however, some people are better equipped and better suited to ‘playing the game’.

    Bourdieu also recognizes research as a social practice. He writes, ‘the social fact is won, constructed, and confirmed’ (Robbins, 2008: 35). The purpose of research is not only to understand practical action, but also to ‘make sense of this making sense’. This reflexive method is crucial for research. Research should entail examining the process of objectification in research: ‘one has to look into the object constructed by science…to find the social conditions of possibility of the subject (researcher) and of his work in constructing the object…and so bring to light the social limits of his act of objectivism’ (Bourdieu, 2000 [1997]: 225). This goes beyond an awareness of the socio-historical context of the research, or an awareness or introspection of the researcher. Rather, reflexivity is an interrogation of the three areas: the researcher’s social position within the field; the field (the conditions that make possible and structure discourses, theories, and observations); and the scholastic point of view, in order to understand what is chosen as an object of study, why, and how it is constructed through the process of study. The researcher, therefore, must be aware of his or her own stakes and interests in the academic field and his or her practices. Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) is keen to note that the epistemic reflexivity he advocates is ‘diametrically opposed’ to the kind of ‘narcissistic reflexivity’ celebrated by some ‘postmodern’ writers, for whom the analytical gaze turns back on to the private person of the analyst.

    Reflexivity is a stricture against confusing a theoretical model of what happens in practice with the practice itself. It guards against reification, whereby concepts and models posed by a theoretical framework become taken as real phenomena; the scholarly gaze creating reality, appropriating and denying experience in practice: theoretical understanding taking the place of a practical understanding. Such ‘scholastic fallacy’ causes the researcher to (mis)construe the social world as an interpretive puzzle to be resolved, rather than a mesh of practical tasks to be accomplished in real time and space, which is what it is for social agents (Bourdieu, 2000 [1997]). It confounds the abstract logic of intellectual ratiocination with the situational, adaptive, and ‘fuzzy logic’ of practice (Bourdieu, 2000 [1997]). For Bourdieu, it is important to recognize that agents are ‘theory generating’, that apparently ‘non-theoretical’, partial, and immediate engagement with the social world, ‘ordinary experience’, is ‘theoretically’ informed by implicit theories of social functioning. It is only when this is recognized that theory becomes a practical engaged social activity, rather than the province of the ‘objective knower’. In this sense the theorist is a practitioner among other practitioners, of equal status. There is no privileged position.

CRITICISMS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

There is no consensus on the contribution of Bourdieu’s work. There are many criticisms: of its style, inaccessibility, and obscurantism; the imprecision of the concepts (DiMaggio (1979) refers to habitus as a ‘deus ex machina’); an economism and the homogenization of fields; a determinism and the inability to allow for change; an emphasis on binary oppositions of cultural and economic capital to the neglect of other structured relations, most notably gender; and its neglect of materiality, particularly in his analysis of cultural production (Brubaker, 2004; Friedland, 2009; Skeggs, 1997). There are also questions as to whether Bourdieu’s framework constitutes a theory of practices or a ‘powerful suggestive picture’ of practical intelligibility (Schatzki, 1987). Two prevalent criticisms, of determinism and economism, are addressed before outlining Bourdieu’s main contributions.

    There is much debate about the degree of agency within a Bourdieusian framework. From Althusser, Bourdieu recognized the importance of a theory of how people ‘come to be the way they are’, prior to a theory of how people are, with choices, desires, preferences, etc. the consequence rather than cause of social practice. Bourdieu sought to address the implicit determinism of such a position. He is keen, however, to avoid an interactionist position. For Bourdieu, interaction is the consequence of similarities in habitus, rather than habitus being the product of interactions. For some, this makes habitus overly deterministic. It is a criticism that Bourdieu explicitly refutes. Habitus ‘being a product of history…is an open system of dispositions that is constantly subjected to experiences and therefore constantly affected by them…. It is durable but not eternal’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 133). Although inherited capital suggests a range of probable trajectories because ‘individuals do not move about in social space in a random way’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 110), the actual trajectory chosen is influenced by the social and biographical trajectory of the agent, the structured position occupied in social space, and the principal field in which they operate: ‘the relation between social positions; dispositions (habitus) and position-takings’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 6).

    Bourdieu’s use of capital has been critiqued for its failure to take into account surplus value as in Marx, while the equivalences drawn between economic capital and other forms of capital have been questioned due to differences in their flexibility, fungibility, contextual dependence, and alienability (Savage, Warde, & Devine, 2005). More importantly, the use of capital, taken not just as the model for the economy but as a way of accounting for the structure and development of the whole society, evokes connotations of the reduction of all human endeavour to material self-interest and, through this, the homogenization of fields (Friedland, 2009). This is denied by Bourdieu (2005 [2000]), who claims such charges are the result of a ‘fast’ reading of his work. He critiques economism as being informed by an ‘intellectualist cogito’, presupposing that agents are motivated by conscious reasons, and that the functioning of one field is equally valid for all. ‘It consists of applying to all universes the nomos characteristic of the economic field’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 84). In other words, it denies the specificity of fields. Although fields may operate in a similar way, i.e. there are homologies, ‘what makes people enter and compete in the scientific field is not the same thing that makes them enter and compete in the economic field’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 84).

    Although interests and investments in different forms of capital are analogous to an economic logic, i.e. there is a ‘cost’ and a ‘profit’ to all practices, they are not reducible to this logic. While a field generates a specific form of interest, actions are ‘not necessarily conceived as a calculated pursuit of gain’ but have ‘every likelihood of being experienced in terms of the logic of emotional investment’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 57). For Bourdieu, the criticism of interest stems from our understanding of economic theory. Interest is not to be confused with the trans-historical and universal interest of utilitarian theory. Rather there are as many interests as there are fields. Bourdieu understands interest as ‘illusio’. Derived from ludus, Latin for game, illusio implies being caught up by a game and taking it seriously. It is to be ‘invested’ (both in an economic and psychoanalytic sense) and is opposed to disinterestedness or indifference, i.e. ‘having no interest in, or no preference for, playing; or not being able to differentiate stakes in the game’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 116). For those with no interest in the particular game, ‘the obviousness of the illusio [interest] is an illusion’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 79). It is illusory, having no weight.

    Bourdieu’s main aim in using the model of the economy to understand society is to transcend the opposition between economic reductionism and cultural idealism (Liénard, Servais, & Bailey, 1979). He writes, ‘by reducing the universe of exchanges to mercantile exchange, which is objectively and subjectively oriented to the maximization of profit, i.e., economically self-interested, it has implicitly defined the other forms of exchange as noneconomic and therefore disinterested’ (1986: 46). For Bourdieu, such conceptualization also denies the social conditions, intimately linked to the ‘economic’, that make the production and consumption of cultural goods possible. His interest is in an economy of practices, whereby mercantile exchange is just one particular case of exchange (Bourdieu, 1986).

    Bourdieu recognizes that ‘culture is interested and economics is cultural’ (Swartz & Zolberg, 2004: 6). Although cultural fields claim distance from economic fields, and sustain distance through an illusio(n) of autonomy and adherence to intrinsic qualities of truth, beauty, justice, etc., for Bourdieu they are equally implicated in structured inequalities of power. They function to produce and regulate different forms of symbolic capital and police its distribution. Systems of classification structure perceptions of the social world, including objects of aesthetic enjoyment. It is this ‘misrecognition’ that leads to symbolic violence, the misplaced belief in the arbitrary as being real, reinforcing relationships of hierarchy and domination. Cultural distinctions become the source of symbolic struggles with contestation over that which is valued, reflected in contests between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’: ‘taste classifies and it classifies the classifier’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 6).

    Bourdieu’s supporters identify many positive contributions: the integration of subjective and objective forms of knowledge and the recognition of the ‘intrinsically dual’ nature of social life (Brubaker, 2004); the importance of relational thinking; the emphasis on reflexivity, interrogating not only the ‘object’ of research, but also the ‘subject’ as an academic construct. Anxious to overcome the reification of structure and the subjectivism of agency, his view of the ‘dispositional’ actor provides greater purchase than either a rational actor or an intentionalist perspective (Swartz, 2008). Bourdieu also identifies the cultural field as being an important element in understanding domination (Savage, Warde, & Devine, 2005), and introduces a ‘materialist mode of questioning’ into the cultural sphere, ‘from which it was expelled when the modern view of art was invented’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 116).

    An important contribution lies in Bourdieu’s stress on the importance of thinking relationally: ‘the real is relational’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 96). From this derives his understanding of the agent (not the individual) and his critique of methodological individualism. He writes, ‘What exists in the social world are relations—not interactions between agents or inter-subjective ties between individuals but objective relations which exist independently of the individual consciousness and will’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 96). Both the field and habitus are relational structures. The field is composed of positions in relation; the habitus combines both structured and structuring aspects. Both have ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ elements and their own internal evolution and history. The object of social science, he argues,

    is the relation between the two realizations of historical action…the relation between the habitus…and fields…and everything born of this relation, social practices and representations…Social reality exists twice, in things and in min ds, in fields and in habitus, outside and inside agents. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 127)

This understanding informs his concept of the agent: ‘the notion of field reminds us that the true object of social science is not the individual’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 127). The agent is not a ‘rational subject’, ‘little monads guided solely by internal reason’; nor is it ‘particles of matter determined by external causes’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 136). It is not accounted for by ‘individualist’ theories, emphasizing shared internalized norms, mutual understandings and interpretations, and negotiated orders in securing patterned or stable order. Although biologically individuated, the agent is positioned within a specific context, endowed with trans-individual dispositions, whose practices reflect both the structural forces of the field and individual dispositions.

    Another important contribution of Bourdieu’s work lies in making power relations explicit. By extending the understanding and use of capital, and illustrating how goods traditionally excluded from economic analysis can be appropriated and constituted as capital, Bourdieu brings into focus processes in which different kinds of assets are transformed and exchanged within complex circuits and networks both within and across fields (Liénard, Servais, & Bailey, 1979). His ‘economy of practices’ shows how different capitals operate in practice within a field, and how they may be converted or translated from one form to another through the ‘transformational’ laws which ‘govern the transmutation of the different forms of capital into symbolic capital’ (Bourdieu, 1979: 83); and transubstantiation, ‘whereby material economic capital presents itself as immaterial cultural or social capital, or vice versa’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 46). He thus illustrates how ‘systems of domination persist and reproduce themselves without conscious recognition’ (DiMaggio, 1979: 1461). In addition, Bourdieu’s work also speaks to an intuitive grasp of power as agents engage in fields, their awareness of needing to ‘learn the rules of the game’ before they might function properly. It also helps make more visible why ‘social agents come to gravitate towards those social fields (and positions within those fields) that best match their dispositions and to try and avoid those fields that involve a field-habitus clash’ (Maton, 2008: 58).

CONTRIBUTIONS TO ORGANIZATION STUDIES

Given Bourdieu’s commitment to empirical research it is interesting to see if, and how, his work has been appropriated and used in the three main areas that make reference to his ‘thinking tools’: institutional theory and fields, social capital and network studies, and practice studies.

Institutional Fields and Logic

‘Fields’ have been the focus of neo-institutional theory, since DiMaggio and Powell’s (1991 [1983]) identification of the ‘field’ as a ‘level’ between the major institutions of social life and organizations. Arguing that institutional theory is best understood as operating at the organizational field level, fields are defined, somewhat tautologically as Friedland and Alford (1991) note, as the set of ‘those organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services or products’ (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991 [1983]: 65). Organizations take into consideration each other’s actions while framing their own, with field boundaries heavily influencing the choice of organizations to emulate and how practices diffuse.

    DiMaggio and Powell’s concept of field is informed by DiMaggio’s understanding of Bourdieu (DiMaggio, 1979). Mohr (2000: 66) notes, ‘DiMaggio…was also one of the first American sociologists to actively embrace Bourdieu’s intellectual project, both in his work on cultural capital as well as in his efforts to theorize organizational fields’. Curiously, however, there is no reference to Bourdieu’s work in DiMaggio and Powell’s (1991 [1983]) foundational article, but it influences, and is cited in, DiMaggio’s (1982) work on art museums which illustrates the relational structuring of actors and ‘how power and interests shape the evolution of organizational fields’ (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991: 31). DiMaggio and Powell also adopt Bourdieu’s understanding that fields and their boundaries may only be understood through empirical investigation, not a priori.

    The concept of field has been particularly useful in capturing the range of influences in an organizational ‘environment’ and changes occurring at field level. However, few studies explicitly use Bourdieu’s framework. Oakes et al.’s (1998) analysis of changes resulting from the introduction of business planning and performance measures in Alberta’s museums and interpretive centres explicitly uses Bourdieu’s work, drawing on cultural and economic capital to understand agents’ responses to perceived challenges to the curatorial and cultural orientation of museums to make them more ‘business like’. Maguire et al.’s (2004) analysis of HIV/AIDS treatment advocacy illustrates how two individuals use their positions in an emerging field in order to address a dispersed group of stakeholders and access resources to influence its development. Meyer and Höllerer’s (2010: 1242) study on the conflict between stakeholder and shareholder value reference the (unacknowledged) Bourdieusian concept of ‘field positions’; while Hardy and Maguire’s (2010) analysis of field-configuring events sees fields as relational spaces, comprising (and citing Bourdieu) a ‘structured space of positions’. Dacin et al.’s (2010) analysis of class, while not adopting an explicitly Bourdieusian analysis, nicely illustrates the role of habitus in individuals’ responses to dining in Cambridge colleges and its influences on behaviour and interaction beyond.

    Although the concept of the field was incorporated into institutional theory, its dynamic qualities emphasizing change and conflict were not. Field in institutional theory is characterized by stasis, and the ‘taken for granted’. For Bourdieu, however, fields are inherently dynamic, contested, and open to change; not requiring the deus ex machina of the institutional entrepreneur to account for this. While DiMaggio (1988) and others (Hinings and Tolbert, 2008) highlight the neglect of interest and agency in institutional analysis, Bourdieu’s understanding of capital, interest, or illusio, which provides the agency, politics, and change that have been lamented, has not been followed. The failure to address capital is to ignore an important element of fields: each field has its own stake, strategic behaviour is characterized by the competition for what is ‘at stake’, and the volume and composition of capital allows agents to gain advantage in a field. Capital, in other words, is central to the dynamics of fields.

    There are also parallels between Bourdieu’s use of the field’s ‘doxa’ and the current interest in institutional logics. For Bourdieu, like Weber, social evolution results in the progressive differentiation of society into relatively autonomous fields—the artistic, religious, economic, etc.—in which universes, ‘fields’, have their own ‘fundamental laws’, for example, the artistic field’s fidelity to ‘art for art’s sake’. The logic of fields are ‘specific and irreducible’ to other fields, with this ‘nomos’ used to evaluate the stakes at play in the field. The institutional logics literature also recognizes institutional orders (family, religion, state, market, profession, and corporation, subsequently expanded to include community) that provide frames of reference, vocabulary, and sense making, a sense of self and identity, as well as influencing a range of organizational behaviours including legitimacy, authority, identity, norms, strategy, and controls (Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012). However, for Bourdieu the ‘thinkable and the doable’, logic, relates to the capital of the field; ‘in order to construct the field, one must identify the forms of specific capital that operate within it, and to construct the forms of specific capital one must know the specific logic of the field’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 108). For all entrants to the field it dictates that ‘the game is worth playing’.

    Although Bourdieu is recognized as an ‘important precursor’ in the institutional logics field, his arguments about the role of capital have not been developed. Certainly the concept of capital would be pertinent to studies of the conflict between editorial and market orientations in publishing; professional versus managerial emphases in universities and symphony orchestras; contests between professional and market concerns in health care and genetic science; science and care emphases in health care education; developmental versus financial ethos in microfinance initiatives; fiduciary responsibility versus growth in mutual funds; feminist and therapeutic emphases in rape crisis centrzes; community- versus market-based banking; and stakeholder versus shareholder value within the private sector—all of which have been studied under the institutional logics banner (Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012).

    Another concept of potential relevance is Bourdieu’s sens practique. Battilana (2006: 670) notes that institutional theory ‘offers organization-level and organizational field-level explanations for phenomena that implicitly involve individual behaviour without providing a basis for the construction of a theory of individual behaviour’. Bourdieu’s sens practique derives from participating in a practice, and from this, understanding its logic, the logic of the practice (as opposed to the logic of the discourse). The sens practique is also highly dependent on understanding the capital of the field. Although Thornton et al. (2012: 33) distinguish ‘logics of action’ (described as a ‘variant’ of institutional logics work and associated with the work of Boltanski and Thévenot (2006)), focusing on ‘how individuals and organizations interpret and engage in practices’, they see this as the ‘sense and decision-making consequences of different institutional logics, rather than the role of institutionalization in shaping logics’. The institutional logics literature remains caught within analyses that are interpreted through ‘levels’ (individual (micro), organizational fields, institutional fields (meso), and societies (macro)), and a framework for analysis that still privileges the objectivism of ‘external constraints’ and subjectivism of ‘individual agency’, perspectives that Bourdieu’s understanding of structured positions, habitus, and feel for the game eschews. Caught in ‘levels’, the institutional logic framework must then elaborate a range of concepts, including goals, identity, and schema, to explain the application of logics at a ‘micro level’. Ockham’s razor would suggest that Bourdieu has some purchase in these circumstances. The recent focus on institutional work, however, illustrates a growing focus on practices as part of institution building and suggests Bourdieu’s work as relevant (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 2009), thus following DiMaggio and Powell’s (1991) earlier recommendation that Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and practice offer some benefits for institutional theory.

Social Capital and Networks

The use of social capital in organization studies is broadly understood as the access to and use of resources or assets inhering in networks (Lin, 1999). Its different strands of research, however, diverge. One strand sees social capital as a vehicle for enhancing norms and trust, a web of cooperative relationships that facilitate the resolution of collective action problems. Stemming from Putnam’s (1995) studies on ‘associative life’, civic association (volunteer groups, religious groups, professional and sports membership, etc.) is allied to enhanced social trust and civic engagement and linked to positive outcomes in, inter alia, educational attainment, combating urban poverty, unemployment, and drug and crime control. Social capital has an assumed positive, if not tautological, relationship with participation, trust, and democracy; its negative role in enhancing social compliance, conformity, and exclusion is far less frequently cited (Portes, 1998).

    Putnam’s work does not cite Bourdieu, but rather Coleman (1988) as having the ‘primary credit’ in developing the social capital framework. Coleman sees social capital as a way of introducing social structure into the rational action paradigm. It is an ‘extra’ resource available for individuals, facilitating actions within structure. Although the rational actor, homo economicus, remains, Coleman does emphasize the relational aspect of social capital: it ‘adheres in the structure of relations between and among actors’. It is identified in ethnic and family ties of the Jewish, Brooklyn-based wholesale diamond market; cellular organizational forms in political dissent; artisan markets in a Cairo souk; and neighbour safety in established community neighbourhoods in Jerusalem. Within these frameworks, obligations and expectations act as forms of ‘credit slips’, to bind cohesion and enhance trust, hence the basis of Putnam’s community-based analysis of social capital. Interestingly, in Coleman’s analysis, social capital is associated with the reproductive work of the family, ‘the creation of human capital in the next generation’, an analysis that in Bourdieu’s work would be an important aspect of cultural capital.

    Another strand of research sees social capital as an extension of individual human capital, a collective asset that enhances a group member’s life chances. Its focus is on the resources embedded in a social structure, their use, and mobilization in purposive actions (Lin, 1999). Investment in social networks, ‘networking’, is with the expectation of a return on investment, i.e. that interactions will produce ‘profits’, be these in the form of information, influence, or social credentials. This understanding of social capital translates into the analysis of networks, positions in hierarchical structure, the strength of ties, measures of network resources (their range, variety, and composition (the wealth and power status of contacts)), and network location, and how these may be used to create advantage. Research focuses on how social capital makes organizations work, the resources of personal and business networks, and their relation to career success, job search, innovation, team effectiveness, turnover, start-ups, inter-organizational linkages, supplier responsiveness, and economic advantage (Adler & Kwon, 2002).

    Here, the social world is conceived as being composed of clusters of densely connected individuals, usually displaying homogeneity, and of bridges between heterogonous clusters (Burt, 2000). ‘Brokerage positions’, or ‘bridging capital’, at the intersection of social worlds, bridges networks and has ‘allocative efficiency’, enhancing knowledge transfer and information dissemination. Social closure (bonding capital) has ‘adaptive efficiency’—reducing transaction costs, opportunism, and monitoring while enhancing cohesion, productivity, and learning—but the disadvantage of closing down access to information. Those who span structural holes because they bridge different networks, have access not only to new ideas and opportunities but the knowledge of where to access resources to implement them. While acknowledging that location within social structure is important, social capital remains ‘the contextual complement to human capital’. It is the necessary requirement to ensure that human capital comes to be realized.

    Bourdieu’s work is referenced in the work on networks and structural holes alongside that of Coleman and Lin: Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam have ‘a point of general agreement’ (Burt, 2001: 32). The appropriation of Bourdieu’s very political and sociological analysis into a neoclassical economic framework is taken as unproblematic. But this abstracts social capital from Bourdieu’s work on structural domination, reproduction, and inequality, sanitizing and depoliticizing it. Absent is an appreciation of structured positions of social space reflective of the capital of the field. ‘Network models’ operationalize social capital but obviate its meaning. Sociograms of lines and points represent agents and social relations. Network configuration (measures of density, connectivity, and hierarchy; ‘nodes’, ‘degree of centrality’, ‘sent’ versus ‘received’ status, etc.) conflate personal connections with the power effects of structured positions—there do not have to be personal connections for power and dominance to structure, and in some cases determine, the ‘rules of the game’. The concept of the ‘field’ recognizes this; the ‘contact’ approach obscures it (Knox, Savage, & Harvey, 2006). Also neglected is Bourdieu’s concept of social capital as the composition of capital that may be accessed through institutionalized relationships. The interconnection between capitals, their symbolic translation, and their social meaning and effectiveness as a source of power is lost. As Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 114) writes:

    in network analysis the study of underlying structures has been sacrificed to the analysis of particular linkages…and flows…no doubt because uncovering the structure requires that one put to work a relational mode of thinking that is more difficult to translate into quantitative and formalized data.

The structural reproduction of institutional and social power gains more prominence, however, in the study of elites. Bourdieu’s work on The State Nobility details the working of the elite French educational system, the grandes écoles, and the links they build between politics, leading corporations, and the French bourgeoisie. Harvey and Maclean’s (2008) study of business elites in France and the UK illustrates how, in the absence of the grandes écoles, cultural resources are intimately bound up in the reproduction of social elites, with the use of networking via sports and the arts typifying the British approach. Savage and Williams (2008) argue for more analyses of contemporary elites, especially across finance, business, politics, and the media, highlighting especially the role of financial intermediaries in an era of financialized capitalism. Reed (2012) also argues for an analysis that combines a position-based approach and an action-based approach in order to capture institutionalized power structures and emergent power networks, an approach that would not be out of keeping with a Bourdieusian framework.

Practice and Strategy as Practice

Organizational analysis has recently seen a turn to a practice perspective that identifies practices as the ‘primary building blocks of social reality’ (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011: 2). Used in a variety of contexts with a number of provenances, practice may be understood as a ‘stream of conduct’ or an ‘array of human activity’, embodied and materially mediated (Schatzki, 2001: 2). Its focus is actual practice (rather than accounts of practice), ‘to explain how the durability of orderings is achieved in practice, how facts become such, how order is performed, how things are put in place and stay that way’ (Nicolini et al., 2003: 18). Recognizing that patterned actions are always ongoing accomplishments, the literature emphasizes that actions and choices are not the consequence of conscious choice or intention, but a pre-reflective practical rationality born out of immersion in the universe they occupy. Lave (1986) and Lave and Wenger (1991), for example, stress that situated learning is more than ‘learning in situ’ and ‘learning by doing’ but involves the comprehensive involvement of the whole person, such that individual activity and knowledge about the world are mutually constitutive. Learning is thus not ‘situated’ in practice but integral to it. It is the gradual construction of an identity and learning to talk within a practice (rather than about it), that allows one to become part of a community.

    Bourdieu is often cited as a source. His principle concepts indicate why ‘competent practice arises not out of rational choice, normative compliance or situational ad-hocing’ but the ‘practical operation of the habitus’ (Wacquant, 1993: 5); ‘le sens practique’, the modus operandi of the field, is the consequence of engagement in social practices; a ‘shared habitus’, an embodied collective know-how, unites agents within a ‘field’ of practices. Certainly from Bourdieu there is the recognition of the social world being constituted by different fields of practices. However, it is Bourdieu’s early work in Algeria, and in particular his understanding of the duality of structure and agency, which is most frequently cited in practice analyses. This may be seen, for example, in Feldman and Pentland’s (2003) analysis of the ostensive and performative elements of routines. Indeed, Feldman specifically cites Bourdieu’s emphasis on relational thinking and his concept of habitus as being important in her analysis (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). Feldman and Pentland (2003: 102) identify Bourdieu’s concept of practice as being ‘inherently improvisational’. Distinguishing between the routine ‘in principle’, as an abstract generalized idea, the ostensive enables participants to recognize routines as such; while the performative as a specific action in situ is the routine in practice. The former becomes a resource for the action of the latter, permitting its maintenance and modification, thus allowing for the recognition of agency within an ongoing performance and the capacity for endogenous change. For Feldman and Pentland (2003), the ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ are mutually constitutive—stability and change inherent to the process.

    While accepting Bourdieu’s rejection of the dualism of structure and subjectivist reductionism, practice studies, however, often fail to incorporate into their analyses other aspects of Bourdieu’s explanatory understanding of practice, namely the concepts of field, capital, and habitus. As Swartz (2008: 48) notes, very few studies demonstrate that ‘practices flow from the intersection of habitus with capital and field positions’.

    The current interest in strategy as practice (SAP) also cites Bourdieu’s work. Developed from the ‘strategy as process’ strand of strategic management, SAP focuses ‘on the micro-level social activities, processes and practices that characterize organizational strategy and strategizing’ (Golsorkhi et al., 2010: 1). Its aim is to open up the ‘black box’ of strategy, and study ‘practical reason’. Unlike process-based analyses which focus on systems and processes, SAP stresses the importance of practices, i.e. what is actually done. Seeing agency as distributed and constituted through a ‘web of practices’, it enquires into: where and how the work of strategizing is done, how it is organized, who does it, the skills required for it and their acquisition, its tools and techniques, and how the products of strategizing are communicated and consumed (Whittington, 2003: 117).

    While SAP reflects a ‘do’ versus the ‘have’ orientation—strategy ‘in the making’—with Bourdieu often cited as part of the ‘practice turn’, the scholastic fallacy of the concept of ‘strategy’ and ‘strategizing’ remains unchallenged. It thus ‘encourages a fundamental logical error which consists in seeing the model that explains reality as constitutive of the reality described’ (Bourdieu, 1990: 90). This scholastic fallacy underpins SAP’s ability to colonize activities that may be labelled ‘doing strategy’, hence its very broad understanding as ‘all activities that lead to the emergence of organizational strategies conscious or not’ (Vaara & Whittington, 2012: 3). Despite his understanding of fields as fields of struggle likened to a competitive game, Bourdieu (1990: 90) writes of strategy: ‘it is a term I never use without hesitation’ and questions ‘if we should talk of strategy at all’ associated as it is with ‘an intellectualist and subjectivist tradition’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 129). Rather he sees what are labelled as strategies as being something suggested by the habitus, a reflection of the ‘feel for the game’. Despite an emphasis on practice, there is a neglect within SAP of Bourdieu’s central concepts of field, habitus, and capital which would help explicate this. An exception is Gomez and Bouty’s (2011) analysis of how habitus can function in helping shape a chef’s position in the field of French haute cuisine, illustrating how action may be organizationally effective, guided by the fit between a personal trajectory and the field in which it is enacted. Such a focus suggests a recognition of the sens practique or feel for the game, an ‘intentionless’ intention that enables an understanding of how ‘strategies’ may be enacted through a ‘bodily knowing’, a practical disposition which emphasizes some avenues of action over others.

CONCLUSIONS

Predictions of the appropriation and application of Bourdieu’s work are varied. For DiMaggio (1979: 1472)

    his ideas are likely to be transformed…by their entry into American sociology, taken selectively as hypotheses or orienting propositions according to the process of assimilation and productive mis-reading…. Used in that manner, they promise to provide a potent source of insight and stimulation.

In contrast, Garnham and Williams (1980: 209) warn: ‘the fragmentary and partial appropriation of what is a rich and unified body of theory and related empirical work…can lead to a danger of dangerously misreading the theory’. Both are appropriate evaluations.

    While Bourdieu’s work has been used to align studies of the ‘micro’ and ‘macro’, especially in studies of practice, there have been few studies that have combined an analysis of fields, habitus, and capital (or symbolic power, symbolic violence, doxa, and the importance of classification struggles). Most have taken one element of this triad. This, despite none of these concepts being stand-alone. Habitus, field, and capital are defined within a theoretical system they constitute; they do not exist in isolation. As Swartz (2008: 47) notes, ‘Bourdieu does not offer a theory of fields, a theory of capital or a theory of habitus’. In mitigation, however, Bourdieu’s work often entailed large teams of researchers, as is required by a full analysis of fields, capital, and habitus, using qualitative and quantitative methodologies: a factor that speaks to the significance of institutional underpinnings of research. Equally, few academics explicitly interrogate their work in terms of how this adds to the individual’s academic and symbolic capital, rarely acknowledging the ‘powers’, ‘monopolies’, ‘egoisms’, and ‘interests’ that affect the social universe in which our knowledge is created (Bourdieu, 1988 [1984]), although such recognition fuels ‘backstage’ gossip of academy conferences. Well-recognized ‘rules of the game’ ensure that studies are positioned in terms of ‘disinterested’ contributions to knowledge. In conclusion, we should probably agree with Emirbayer and Johnson (2008: 43) that ‘organizational analysis has yet to exploit fully the theoretical and empirical possibilities inherent in the writings of Pierre Bourdieu’.

    Bourdieu’s work serves as an important reminder of the political import and relevance of research. His theoretical framework and empirical interests highlight inequalities of power, not only in its economic, but also its social, cultural, and symbolic forms. He recognizes that a political or ‘emancipatory’ role can come from knowledge of constraints, revealing that which is hidden, and helping to minimize the symbolic violence within social relations. Indeed Bourdieu’s (Bourdieu, Accardo, & Ferguson, 1999) final work explicitly engaged with contemporary political issues, offering a critique of neo-liberal economic policy and its impact on students, the retired, farmers, workers, and immigrants, and the 1990s saw his involvement in social assemblies, strikes, and pressure groups. In many respects this interest reflects his initial concerns and research interests in the uprooting of Algerian peasants by French colonial power (Bourdieu, 2000). Lest this be dismissed as being ‘overtly’ political, if we take seriously the concept of politics as the site of representation, then we must recognize ourselves as ‘professional practitioners of representation’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]). We engage in ‘the privilege of fighting for the monopoly of the universal’ (Bourdieu, 1998 [1994]: 135). Our constructions should not hide behind scholastic fallacy. The struggle as to what ‘good’ organizational analysis is, and should be, is a struggle over the capital of the field. It needs to be recognized as such and our positions within this acknowledged. This behoves us to pay attention to how the field of organization studies is structured, the positions it allows and position-takings adopted, the habitus it engenders, and the capital it claims. For therein lies organization studies’ focus, import, and relevance.

NOTES

    1. My thanks go to Paul Adler for his very helpful comments on earlier drafts of this chapter, Pier Paolo Pasqualoni, Marta Calas and Linda Smircich for their guidance and suggestions, Mindy Grewar for final editing suggestions, and to Leslie Oakes who started it all.
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CHAPTER 4

THE MAKING OF A PARADIGM: EXPLORING THE POTENTIAL OF THE ECONOMY OF CONVENTION AND PRAGMATIC SOCIOLOGY OF CRITIQUE

ALAN SCOTT AND PIER PAOLO PASQUALONI

INTRODUCTION

THE organization of ideas into schools that form around the work of a particular individual or group—often in opposition to another (earlier) school—and are centred within a cosmopolitan-based institution from which their influence then spreads, is a familiar feature of the academic business particularly, although not exclusively, within the humanities and social sciences. Contemporary French social thought contains two notable examples: actor-network theory (ANT), which emerged out of the work of Bruno Latour and Michel Callon at the École des Mines, Paris (see Chapters 5 and 6, this volume), and the ‘economy of convention’ approach that congealed around the work of Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot at the École des hautes études en sciences sociales, Paris. Together, these two interrelated strands form the new French ‘pragmatic sociology’. The term ‘pragmatic’ here is a reference to the late nineteenth-/early twentieth-century American pragmatism of Peirce, James, Dewey, and Mead. Like their American precursors, the new French pragmatic sociology focuses on the way actors interpret and practically engage with the world. Language, understood as the basic social institution, is conceived here both as the medium of interaction and as a tool that allows actors to constitute and constantly (re-)negotiate reality.

    In the French case, the ‘pragmatic turn’ provided a way of challenging two influential positions. For the heterodox economist Laurent Thévenot, pragmatic sociology, and more specifically the economy of conventions, provided the basis of a critique of neoclassical economics (e.g. Thévenot, 1989). For the sociologist Luc Boltanski it provided a way of challenging the critical sociology of Pierre Bourdieu, which became the predominant approach within French sociology from the 1970s and to which Boltanski himself contributed significantly in his earlier work (see Bénatouïl, 1999). Bourdieu’s death in 2002 raised the question of succession: who would become the ‘dominant French sociologist’, to paraphrase Michèle Lamont (1987). Just as Bourdieu had broken with Raymond Aron (whose prodigy he was) in the 1960s, so Boltanski and Thévenot and their group broke—not without acrimony1—with Bourdieu and his school in the 1980s (see Boltanski, 2011 [2009]: 18–29). Out of this local, Parisian milieu has emerged a coherent set of arguments that have, as yet underexplored, implications for organizational analysis. There are two immediate areas of overlap and potential relevance to organization studies. First, pragmatic sociology shares many concerns with critical management theory (CMT), notably the influence of management models and practices on organizational relations and behaviour, and on the role of critique in organization. Second, there are affinities with neo-institutionalism.2

    At the most general level, both neo-institutionalism and pragmatic sociology present a challenge to the division of labour within the social sciences that issued from the Methodenstreit in the late nineteenth century and was reaffirmed in US sociology in the 1930s and 1940s through what David Stark (2009: 7) has called ‘Parsons’s Pact’, Talcott Parsons’s exclusion of economics from the otherwise imperialistic ambitions of his structural functionalism. Within this division of labour, economics emerged as a separate and central field, leaving the other social sciences to divide the rest of the spoils among themselves and with the dilemma of whether or not to imitate the highly successful methodology of neoclassical economics. Both neo-institutionalism and pragmatic sociology question this consensus, and with it the position of economics, by drawing the economy back into social relations, conventions, and action. Within pragmatic sociology and French heterodox economics, the notion of l’économie des conventions (e.g. Thévenot, 2001) symbolizes this move. Should this challenge succeed, the familiar, and often rigorously policed, boundaries between the social sciences will become unstable. In other words, these developments do at a conceptual and theoretical level what the proliferation of transdisciplinary ‘studies’ (of which organization studies is a key example) have already done substantively: call the century-old settlement and division of labour within the social sciences into question.

    As we hope to show in the following account, pragmatic sociology occupies a position between a—largely Anglophone—neo-institutionalism and, as Boltanski’s recent programmatic statement (2011) makes clear, the (Continental) European tradition of critical theory. In order to characterize and locate the potential contribution of this approach, this chapter is organized as follows: in the first section we examine the early work of Boltanski (still within a broadly Bourdieuian perspective) into cadres as a social class in the making. This will be followed by an account of the shift from Bourdieuian critical theory (see Chapter 3, this volume) to the theory and sociology of critique via a discussion of Boltanski’s and Thévenot’s work on justification, which sets out the principles of the economy of convention. In the third section we examine an influential application and extension of this perspective, in the work of Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello, to the ‘new’ spirit of contemporary capitalism. In the fourth section we shall consider some standard criticisms and identify a number of open questions. Although each section will, at least tentatively, suggest possible implications for understanding organizations, we shall conclude with a brief account of its reception and application—thus far—in Anglophone organization studies.

THE CADRE AND THE MAKING OF A CLASS

As Peter Wagner (1999: 342) notes, Boltanski’s early work, notably the 1982 study of French cadres,3 which also made his name in the Anglophone world after its translation in 1987 (1987 [1982]), is located within Bourdieuian critical sociology and, beyond and behind that, the Marxist tradition of ideology critique. It remained locked, in other words, into what Paul Ricoeur (1977) famously called the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’. But Wagner also observes that this work was ‘already trying to grasp the contradictions inherent in such a sociological attitude’ (1999: 342). Although The Making of a Class (‘groupe sociale’ in the original title) can in this sense be viewed as a transitional work, it is worth discussing here: first, to mark the difference between critical theory and the theory of critique that will be discussed in the following section, and second, because the link to organizations is more immediately evident than in some of the subsequent work. This is a work full of rich detail and here we can only sketch the broad arguments, and particularly those aspects that are relevant to the group’s later work.

    The book’s translator retained the French term ‘cadre’ (treating it as an English word) because there is no exact English equivalent; terms such as ‘executive’, ‘salaried staff’, and ‘manager’ being mere approximations (Boltanski, 1987 [1982], translator’s introduction: xiii). While some aspects of the role are indeed specific to France, the cadre is also a variant of a more general and recognizable phase in which managers were not yet trained as such within business schools, but were initially appointed on the basis of their technical qualifications, being gradually transformed into managers in the course of their careers within the company. For such autodidactic cadres, the ambiguous nature of the role confronted them—in a term that already adumbrates the later work of Boltanski and Thévenot—with a permanent ‘test’: ‘in this state of uncertainty, everything becomes a sign of election or dereliction; every move is watched and interpreted’ (Boltanski, 1987 [1982]: 17). On the other hand, the company could provide its cadres not only with economic security but also with a sense of worth thereby securing long-term loyalty, particularly from those who lacked ‘economic, cultural, or social capital of their own’ (Boltanski, 1987 [1982]: 23).

    At a methodological level, Boltanski rejects the sociological approach that treats categories such as ‘cadre’ as quasi-natural objects, preferring to view them as cases of the formation of a social group in Durkheim’s sense. This deconstructive and historical move was also intended to ‘counter distortions of the cadre’s image introduced in part by cadres themselves’ (Boltanski, 1987 [1982]: 34). Boltanski thus seeks to practice the ‘unmasking’ and ‘unveiling’ strategy that ‘discovers what is hidden beneath the surface, behind the appearances that ordinarily deceive us into thinking that what we see is all there is’ (Celikates, 2006: 26).

    What we see is a social category that can be treated as the object of quantitative sociological and statistical analysis. What is also there—on Boltanski’s historical account—is a political construct: the product of the attempt in the anti-socialist, Catholic, and corporatist politics of the 1930s to constitute a middle class as a buffer to the working class, and the casting of the figure of the engineer in a heroic mould—ultimately modelled on the military officer—under the Vichy Regime (1940–1944). Once the category had been formed out of the politics of the 1930s and 1940s it became the locus of the formation and pursuit of collective interests and claims making—e.g. for a separate retirement scheme. While engineers could hardly be considered lacking in ‘economic, cultural, or social capital of their own’ (many of them having been trained at top technical universities), Boltanski traces the gradual extension of the cadre category in the immediate post-war period to lower-level salaried personnel such as foremen and salesmen; the gradual fusion of the high-status engineer with lower-grade cadres, institutionalized within the cadres’ union (CGC). This ‘vulgarization’ served the interests of both higher and lower cadres. The latter became associated with a high-status group, while for the former the broadening of the group swelled their ranks and broadened the social base. Such developments eventually transformed the politics, aura, and meaning of the cadre. The ‘image, so often described in the 1960s, of the “forward-looking young cadre,” “embodiment of a new bourgeoisie without blinkers”’ (Boltanski, 1987 [1982]: 95) was far removed from the connotations of the 1930s and 1940s: army, church, and authority. The cadres became associated with modernity, and that, on Boltanski’s account, also meant Americanization.

    Before we move on to the influence of American management, we should note how his constructivist move is intended to distance his analysis from the theory of social class, notably but not exclusively in its Marxist form. Rather than view interests as prior to and generative of class, interests emerge, on this account, alongside the category. It is the category that (co-)generates the interests; that provides the nucleus around which collective interests and strategies consolidate. Furthermore, the relationships and interactions remain fluid and open to historical transformation. This emphasis upon social classification and its effects—also evident in Thévenot’s early work—is in part inspired by Durkheim and Mauss’s Primitive Classification (1963 [1903]), and is a theme that runs through the group’s later work discussed in the following sections.

    The final aspect of the work that we shall consider, because it is both relevant to the New Spirit of Capitalism (see section on ‘Management Texts and the New “Spirit” of Capitalism’) and organization studies, is the analysis of the influence of the US management model on French society.4 Boltanski argues that the American model was not simply a post-war imposition. It (also) provided local actors with a new solution to an old problem, the search ‘for a common ground between cadres and employers’ in which ‘cadres and the new middle class they typified were defined by contrast with the traditional small businessmen and the traditional, old-fashioned, Malthusian, Poujadist and reactionary middle class, a group that was presumably destined to disappear altogether’ (Boltanski, 1987 [1982]: 109). The cadre becomes aligned with modernity and progress, but for reasons that remained linked to French class politics. It was the American management model that supplied the language and the legitimation for these new solutions:

    The ‘managerial avant-garde’ valued the new psychosocial technologies at least in part because they seemed capable of reconciling requirements that had previously been seen as contradictory (because they derived from different realms of practice and different ideologies and, ultimately, from different social groups): on the one hand efficiency, rationalization, discipline, and respect for hierarchy, and on the other hand imagination, intelligence, initiative, and above all flexibility in relations with both superiors and subordinates. (Boltanski, 1987 [1982]: 124–25)

In The Making of a Class we already see the outlines of several of the central themes that were to be developed in collaboration with Thévenot, Chiapello, and others, not least the emphasis on the influence of US managerial models and practices, a leitmotiv that runs through the entire work of this school. Although this later work now overshadows the analysis of the cadres, the book remains valuable as a rich historical sociology of French class politics and employment relations. This strength—the close focus on a national case study—may, however, also be the work’s limitation, and perhaps have led Boltanski to exaggerate the differences between his and a more standard class analysis.

    The patterns Boltanski describes in France have their counterparts elsewhere, such as in the German Arbeiter/Angestellte (worker/salaried employee) distinction, which was, at least in southern Germany and Austria, also caught up in the anti-socialist, Catholic, and corporatist politics of the interwar period. This context gave rise within Austro-Marxism to the category Dienstklasse (Renner, 1953) which, in turn, was taken up by theoretically and methodological sophisticated British neo-Weberians—notably John Goldthorpe—as the ‘service class’. Now, it is unlikely that either the Austro-Marxists or their neo-Weberian successors were unaware of the political context in which this social category emerged—i.e. they did not necessarily view it naïvely as ‘quasi-natural’. But this is not a reason in and of itself for excluding the service class from quantitative sociological analysis. Even on constructivist arguments, things are real if they are real in their consequences (Thomas & Thomas, 1928), and ultimately what drives class analysis is precisely the link between class categories and collective action. This point was made rather sharply at the time of the book’s publication (in English translation) by an American reviewer who, in an otherwise very positive review, concluded: ‘etymology, however well done, is not in itself a substitute for theory’ (McNamee, 1988: 663).

    While, arguably, overstating its case at a theoretical level and based upon a single national case study, the work on the cadres is nevertheless exemplary in its reflexive treatment of group formation and its relation to political struggles on the one side and occupational structures on the other. It is, in this sense, more than merely a work of transition. The next stage of our story of the making of a paradigm focuses on the partial break with the principles of Bourdieu’s critical sociology and the development—at a much more abstract level—of an alternative framework.

FROM THE HERMENEUTICS OF SUSPICION TO A SOCIAL THEORY OF CRITIQUE

The economy of conventions as a distinct paradigm was announced with the publication of a special issue of Revue Economique (40(2), 1989). The collaboration between one of these heterodox economists (Thévenot) and the sociologist (Boltanski) in De la justification. Les économies de grandeur in 1991 (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006 [1991]) provided the key text that has shaped the subsequent work of both theorists and their various collaborators.

    Nowhere are the differences between pragmatic sociology and the Bourdieu School more evident than in the shift from ideology critique to an analysis of the critical capacities of agents themselves. Taking Bourdieu’s sociology—with its emphasis on domination and on physical and symbolic violence, and its reliance on (neo-)Marxist notions of ideology and ‘false consciousness’ with their separation of the incommensurable perspectives of agents and their critic(s)—as his example of a ‘critical social theory’, Robin Celikates notes:

    The whole critical project apparently stands in contradiction to what has been called the ‘interpretive’ or ‘pragmatic turn’ in social theory and philosophy—the now almost hegemonic view that social practices cannot be understood from an objective standpoint alone, because they are internally related to the interpretations and self-images of their participants that can only be grasped if one takes their perspective as fundamental. (Celikates, 2006: 21)

By taking both the critical capacities and practices of agents as a starting point, the economy of conventions situates itself in a tradition that not only accords priority to agents’ perspectives, but also to the accounts those agents themselves give of their place in the social worlds they inhabit. The standpoint of critique thus shifts from the domain of theory to practice. While going beyond a mere duplication of the accounts, claims, and practices advanced by the agents themselves,5 this ‘social theory of critique’ provides a democratized method in place of the epistemological privileges commonly regarded as being the exclusive domain of the social scientist.

    This shift of emphasis is well illustrated by the analysis of a sample of readers’ letters to the journal Le Monde. In subjecting these letters to both statistical and stylistic analysis, Boltanski et al. (1984) regarded the question posed by the journalists—whether or not the arguments advanced by the authors are well founded—as subordinate. Instead, they interpret these letters as ‘acts of public denunciation’ and emphasize that such acts need to be judged in terms of whether or not they conform to an ‘ordinary sense of normality’ (Boltanski, Darré, & Schilz, 1984: 5). In this spirit, their analysis aimed at finding preliminary answers to a twofold research question: what conditions must such acts meet in order to be accepted (as ‘normal’)? What induces the authors to perform an act which might place them outside any acceptable norm? This early piece of analysis also suggests that the economy of conventions did not have its origin in—loosely speaking—a deductive theory, but rather emerged inductively out of particular empirical and pragmatic concerns.

    The break with key core sociological premises, which still remain evident in Bourdieu’s dialectical conception of the interplay between habitus and field, becomes plain if we contrast pragmatic sociology with Durkheim’s claim that sociology must distance itself from the prejudices governing everyday life (Durkheim, 1982 [1895]) and it is precisely history that is unconscious in ordinary experience (Durkheim, 1977 [1904–05]). The work of Boltanski and Thévenot can be read as an attempt to collect (not least empirical) evidence to support the view that these underlying assumptions of much sociology are merely self-serving prejudices within a theoretical tradition that proclaims itself to be critical. Such prejudices rest upon a distinction between agents and their—relatively detached—critics. These two figures are fused in the theory of social critique. Pragmatic sociology seeks to displace a critical sociology of domination by emphasizing the conventions that facilitate practical action:

    actors have to align their actions with each other in situations characterized by uncertainty about, as well as complexity concerning, the possibilities of mutual understanding and evaluation. Such requirements for coordination can lead to enduring and then objective ‘solutions,’ which we characterize as conventions. (Diaz-Bone, 2009: 237)

What Boltanski and Thévenot characterized as the ‘competence model’ attempts to achieve ‘a formalization of the competence persons put to use when they act by referring to a sense of justice, and when they rely on arrangements in reality that support and confront this competence, by guaranteeing it the possibility of being efficient’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2000: 210). The model rests on three theoretical pillars (see Diaz-Bone & Thévenot, 2010: pars. 5–7).

    The first pillar is a cluster of closely related concepts: the ‘common good’ (bien commun), the cité (literally ‘city’ or ‘polis’), ‘regime of justification’, and ‘order of worth’. The basic underlying idea behind all these notions is that our sense of the justice of our actions and of the validity and fairness of the institutions within which we operate is not a mere ideological representation. Abstract ideas, particularly those stemming from political theory (e.g. competing conceptions of justice), find their way into common sense and into everyday discourse and practice. It is in this way that ideas acquire a practical ‘validity’ and provide legitimation for social practices and (sub-)systems.6 The common good serves as the main reference point of grammars involving ‘regimes of justification, which can be differentiated in terms of cités, and an “adequate” reference to them by the actors’ (Basaure, 2011: 267). The cité is the social ‘world’ within which we act, mutually coordinate our actions, and justify those actions to ourselves and to others. Systems of ideas create a ‘regime of justification’ by ascribing particular (moral) values and virtues to specific practices. They furnish actions and institutions with an ‘order of worth’ via which their validity and justice are assessed, and through which they are legitimized. Crucially, there is no single cité or order of worth, but a plurality of competing and contested orders.

    Second, it is the ‘reality test’ (épreuve de réalité) that constitutes the driving force of critique. In concrete situations, in which the potential for dispute and controversies is ever present, particular grammars of the common good cannot be taken for granted and give way to lines of critique and justification. Where these disputes become manifest, power relations can be temporally called into question as all participants seek to justify their actions to each other in a way reminiscent of Habermas’s ideal speech situation, while foregoing his claim that such free and open discourse is a universal regulative principle (see Chapter 8, this volume). Such conflicts demand these grammars be put to a test; a confrontation with reality. Thus, the sense of justice and the justifications agents refer to in everyday life are neither arbitrary nor mere post hoc rationalizations. Whenever conflicts arise claims must be verified—or falsified—by reference and recourse to both material and cognitive devices. Here there are clear borrowings from American pragmatism. The reality test serves to minimize, or at least enable actors to cope with, uncertainty.

    Finally, the term ‘qualification’ refers to procedures assessing both attributes and their value. It thus includes classifications or institutions that are involved in, and indeed frame, our judgements on both persons and objects. Here the approach not only shares the consistent focus on the interdependence of human and non-human agents with the work of Latour and Callon, but also, and perhaps more importantly, Durkheim’s and Mauss’s concern with classification.

    We might put some more flesh on these bones by giving a concrete example of how such struggles play out in reality:

    Situations in which different orders of worth are brought forward simultaneously result in disagreement which concerns not only the assessment of states of worth, but also the decision about the appropriate order of worth which is to govern the assessment. Thus the controversy over the ‘competitiveness of the public services’ may tend towards two different tests, one of civic worth, the other market-oriented. It leads to the operation of criticism or revelation (dénonciation). This operation has two stages: first, a certain common good is discredited and denounced as a particular good (revelation in the sense of exposure, the showing up of a false worth); then the common good of another order of worth is exhibited and valorized (revelation in the sense of showing off a real worth). The complete operation succeeds in reversing the situation by swinging it into another world: the so-called ‘citizen’ is simply the juxtaposition of clients with particular interests or, symmetrically, the so-called ‘client’ is in fact a citizen entitled to a public service open to all. (Thévenot, 2001: 410–11)

But how are these ‘orders of worth’ conceptualized within the economy of convention? Using three sources of data,7 Boltanski and Thévenot identify six such orders plus their philosophical roots:


    1. The world of inspiration (source: St Augustine’s writings): an order of worth illuminated through passion, imagination, creativity, ingenuity, even holiness and grace ‘as an immediate relationship to an external source from which all possible worth flows’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999: 370).

    2. The domestic world (source: the seventeenth-century French theologian Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet): a family-like order generated and maintained through established hierarchies in which worth (‘greatness’; grandeur) is acquired by holding a determinate place in ‘a hierarchy of trust’ which is ‘based on a chain of personal dependencies’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999: 370).

    3. The world of renown (source: Thomas Hobbes): Boltanski and Thévenot take their cue from the chapter on honour (chapter 10) in Leviathan in which Hobbes argued that worth relies on public opinion and esteem, fame, and respect and acknowledgement or recognition by others.

    4. The civic world (source: Rousseau’s contrait social): ‘a sovereign is formed by the convergence of human wills, as citizens give up their particular interests and direct themselves exclusively towards the common good’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999: 371), an attitude which makes up the value of each member of such a disembodied community.

    5. The market world (source: Adam Smith’s account of the working of markets): ‘The market link coordinates individuals through the mediation of scarce goods, the acquisition of which is pursued by everybody’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999: 372).

    6. The industrial world (source: Saint Simon): efficiency and the figure of the expert (depending on his/her position on a scale of professional capabilities) are the leading values.



We should note not only the plurality of these orders of worth, but also their coexistence within the same organization. These orders are conceived as mobile and flexible and they allow us to identify fundamental tensions or even dilemmas:

    We do not see organizations or institutions in strict correspondence to each order of worth: the civic worth corresponding to the state, the inspiration worth to the church, or the domestic worth to the family. All organizations have to cope with critical tensions between orders of worth. (Thévenot, 2001: 410)

This gives rise to disputes and conflicts within organizations concerning practices and governance instruments, which foster and/or contest specific orders of worth. It is these critical tensions—both within and between orders of worth—which represent a promising research topic for organizational analysis. Paul Blokker (2011: 255) provides an example of how the notion of competing orders can be applied to organizations, which also serves to illustrate a further differentiation between forms of critique advanced by Boltanski and Thévenot. He notes that conflict looms when ‘there is disagreement in a distinct situation over which world interpretation (or “polity”) is relevant and is to prevail’ or ‘in cases where there is agreement on how to interpret a situation, but in which the presence of elements which belong to other “worlds” is denounced’. Under such circumstances critique can take two forms: (i) a ‘corrective or reformist critique’, which focuses in the incomplete or ‘impure’ application of a criterion of justice on which there is broad consensus; and (ii) a radical critique, which counters the claims of the dominant order of worth by counterposing these to the standards of a competing cité (see Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999: 373). With respect to the former, Bokker gives an example from the higher education sector:

    In the example of the selection of new (academic) personnel, the denouncement of the selection of a local candidate by reference to the basic principles of merit or skills possessed and of equality, when acknowledged, would lead to a strengthening of a civic-industrial compromise as the foundation of hiring practices, at the detriment of the domestic order of worth. (Blokker, 2011: 255)

This example of reformist critique has particular relevance in Italy, where public debates have forced policy measures aimed at preventing nepotism among university managers. Such a reform, were it to succeed, would tend to strengthen rather than challenge the legitimation claims of the order of worth within which it is located.

    The perspective discussed in this section has not only been applied to micro- and meso-levels of organizational analysis, but also to macro-level issues (see Diaz-Bone & Thévenot, 2010). It could be adopted for synchronic (e.g. the comparison of French and the US contexts, see Lamont and Thévenot, 2000) and diachronic (see the next section) analysis, and for comparative research (cf. Blokker, 2011: 25). As Boltanski has noted, within Francophone organization studies both quantitative and qualitative methods have been fruitfully put to work in a variety of areas ranging from workplace conflict to journalistic malpractice (see Boltanski, 2011: 166, footnotes 12–22).

    We shall now turn to the most influential diachronic application of these arguments to date.

MANAGEMENT TEXTS AND THE NEW ‘SPIRIT’ OF CAPITALISM

The new spirit of capitalism (hereafter NSC) thesis developed by Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello in their celebrated book of the same name (2005 [1999]) represents an application and extension of the arguments concerning legitimation and justice developed by Boltanski and Thévenot. Consistent with the position set out there, Boltanski and Chiapello note that:

    […] global approaches often end up by attributing a preponderant role to explanatory factors […] which are dealt with as if they were forces that exist outside of the human condition, and out of the reach of nations who are subjected to them much as people are subjected to a storm. (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005 [1999]: 179)

This view results in an analysis that is refreshing in its (national) focus and reluctance to draw global conclusions, seeks to avoid fatalism and teleology, and recognizes its own incompleteness. Nevertheless, and perhaps unsurprisingly, it is the general diagnostic claims that have received most attention, notably the three-stage periodization of capitalism: proceeding from ‘the emancipation from the burden of domestic ties’ (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005: 425) (the first spirit, late nineteenth century to the 1930s); through the corporate-managerialist period, the second spirit, characterized by ‘the development of bureaucratized firms from the 1930s’ (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005: 487); and now projective-network capitalism, the third spirit that ‘gradually took shape at the end of the crisis of the 1960s and 1970s’ (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005: 201), largely displacing the second one ‘during the second half of the 1970s and in the 1980s’ (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005: 345). With respect to the latest ‘spirit’, the argument that project-based work is not only an increasingly dominant form but also a key source of contemporary capitalism’s legitimation has had a strong resonance. This move added a further order of worth to those identified in On Justification: the project-oriented (or ‘connectionist’) cité.8

    The term ‘spirit’ of capitalism evokes Weber as does the emphasis upon the ‘test’ (épreuve) and upon struggle. This section will discuss these three aspects—spirit, test, and struggle—making explicit the links to Weber.

Capitalism’s Spirit, Old and New

For Boltanski and Chiapello the ‘spirit’ of capitalism is not super-structural, but—as spirits should—it moves. As for Weber, an intrinsically meaningless activity—work—has become an end in itself, and thus has had to acquire and impart meaning. However, whereas the famous conclusion to the Protestant Ethic suggests that this original meaning falls away once this conduct of life—this ‘coat’—has been institutionalized into a ‘steel-hard casing’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 123), for Boltanski and Chiapello institutionalization is not enough: work has to acquire a new meaning and a new significance once its previous legitimation has exhausted itself and been challenged. Capitalism must periodically change its (moral) coat, not least to provide motivation for compliance and engagement.

    Just as Weber uses the maxims of leading Puritans to support his case for an elective affinity between Puritan forms of Protestantism and the spirit of capitalism, so Boltanski and Chiapello rely heavily on management texts to support their new spirit argument. The laboratory of capitalism’s spirit is no longer the Protestant sect, but the business school, and its medium, is that modern equivalent to the ‘mirror to the prince’ literature: works of management and leadership advice that give voice and seek to justify the new order of worth. On the NSC argument the new spirit articulated in such texts emerges as a response to, and partial absorption of, the capitalist critique of the 1960s. This response is highly selective, retaining the emphasis on personal freedom, self-determination, and authenticity, but marginalizing the social aspects of the 1960s’ critique: its demands for equality, social justice, and solidarity. While the economic justification of capitalism—as articulated in economic theory—remains stable over time, its social justification, which must demonstrate capitalism’s ‘stimulation’, ‘security’, and ‘justice’ (or ‘fairness’), is in periodic need of renewal. Taken together, the economic/theoretical and the social forms of legitimation constitute capitalism’s ‘justificatory regime’.

    In one key respect, the conduct of life associated with the project-oriented cité—capitalism’s latest manifestation—is very different from that of Weber’s Puritans: it is not based upon a calling in the sense of a life-long project with a sustained and methodical character. It is berufslos—without a calling (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 108). However, what is less frequently noticed is that Weber identifies a further aspect of the Protestant ethic beyond the calling, namely ‘economic profitability for the individual’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 109): ‘just as the endowment of the stable vocational calling with ascetic significance sheds an ethical glorification around the modern specialized expert, the providential interpretation of one’s chances for profit glorified the business person’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 109). So we have not one but two manifestations of this-worldly asceticism: work within a calling, and profit. One way of interpreting the ‘new’ spirit of capitalism would be to argue that the ‘full beam of ethical approval’ now shines more on the latter; that one form of worldly asceticism is gaining ground, with the specialized expert, lacking the required qualities of flexibility and adaptability, in danger of joining the poor among the damned. On such an interpretation, the project worker inherits the mantle of the nineteenth-century self-made man, and employability (rather than profitability in the strict sense) becomes the central value within the ‘providential interpretation of the economic cosmos’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 106).

    But in what respects can those modern subjects without a calling still be said to be locked into this-worldly asceticism? If we list Weber’s characterizations of early Puritan Protestants we get what looks remarkably like the qualities Boltanski and Chiapello ascribe to the project worker:


    1. Self-monitoring and self-discipline—i.e. an ‘alert, conscious, and self-aware life’ (Weber 2002, [1920]: 72): the ‘Puritan Christian perpetually monitored his state of grace’ and ‘“felt his own” pulse’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 76).

    2. Self-perfection: ‘striving to attain this consciousness of perfection marks the true convert’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 90).

    3. Anxiety: ‘Am I among the saved or among the damned?’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 69).

    4. Restlessness: ‘only through a fundamental transformation of the meanings of one’s life—in every hour and every action—could the effect of grace […] be testified through action’ (Weber, 2002 [1920]: 71).



How is it that those with analogue characteristics are fit for the ‘test’ within the project cité?

The Test: Virtue and Fortune

The notion of the test too has its roots in Boltanski and Thévenot’s work on justification (e.g. 2000: 219–20) where it establishes the order of worth via which justice, fairness, and deserts (and their opposites) are measured. The test bears comparison to Weber’s emphasis upon the mechanisms with which dominant powers and orders select for a certain type of subject (Menschentyp).9 The shared concern is with the kinds of orientation and skills that are selected for, not in some quasi-Darwinian sense but by the dominant life order.

    Boltanski and Chiapello (like Weber before them) are working with an implicit Machiavellian distinction between virtú and fortuna (Tugend and Schicksal, for Weber). In his influential The Machiavellian Moment, J. G. A. Pocock argues that Machiavelli lies in a tradition in which virtú was understood as the imposition of form on fortuna via action; via an ‘innovation’ that ‘opens the door to fortune because it offends some and disturbs all’ (Pocock, 1975: 160). Machiavelli’s concern was to identify the specific qualities that are required in order to rule effectively where the ruler aspires to be more than a mere administrator who reproduces the given material but strives to give it a new form. For Machiavelli (as for Weber), in the struggle that ensues the personal qualities of the leader are key. For Weber, these qualities (of the ideal politician) are analogous to those of the entrepreneur (Pocock’s ‘innovator’). If the state is, as Weber argues, an enterprise, then the politician is its entrepreneur: ‘the struggle for personal power and the acceptance of full personal responsibility for one’s cause (Sache)…is the very element in which the politician and the entrepreneur live and breathe’ (1994 [1918]: 161). This ability rests upon a refined sense of what is politically possible (Machiavelli’s distinction between the possible and desirable, Weber’s distinction between the ethics of responsibility and of conviction), and, for both, upon a strict separation between politics and morality (Machiavelli, 1961 [1513], ch. XV; Weber, 1994 [1919]: 358).

    In contrast to Machiavelli and Weber, Boltanski and Chiapello are working with a democratized version of the virtú/fortuna distinction. For Machiavelli, if fortuna changes then the virtú the prince possesses can become inappropriate to new conditions. But it is not merely Machiavelli’s prince or Weber’s professional politician (or other high-level professionals) who may find that their particular virtú is no longer suited to changing circumstances, but any actor caught within shifting powers and orders. Similarly, that order is itself challenged by new actors who seek to alter the grounds of the test. They too are ‘innovators’ in Pocock’s sense. They too ‘offend some and disturb all’. If successful they bring about what Boltanski and Chiapello call ‘displacements’. The rules of the game change bringing virtú and fortuna into line for the new institutional subjects, turning previous winners into losers who now lack the ability to act effectively. This lies at the heart of the struggle between different orders of worth.

Struggle: The Rising and Sinking Cité

The implications of Boltanski and Chiapello’s general analysis of the nature of contemporary capitalism for organization studies become clearer when we examine the third aspect of the NSC argument: the struggles between the various orders of worth. They are careful to argue that one cité is not simply replaced by another but that they exist in parallel, with the balance of legitimation tilting slowly in the direction of the up-and-coming regime (see the previous section ‘From the Hermeneutics of Suspicion to a Social Theory of Critique’ for an example). In the more familiar language of neo-institutionalism, this argument can be translated into the notion of ‘layering’: ‘the introduction of new elements setting in motion dynamics through which they, over time, actively crowd out or supplant by default the old system as the domain of the latter progressively shrinks relative to that of the former’ (Streeck & Thelen, 2005: 24). This process involves an active struggle between those who embody the old order and those institutional entrepreneurs who challenge it—between two kinds of subject (Weber’s Menschentypen).

    The uneasy coexistence of different Menschentypen is a familiar and central aspect of organizational micro-politics. Universities provide a particularly transparent example of the kinds of struggle because the relative security of the employment contracts of senior faculty turns the process of dislodgment described by Streeck and Thelen into a glacial one (cf. Burtscher, Pasqualoni, & Scott, 2006). This can be seen with particular clarity in the case of the project-oriented cité in which employability stands at the heart of individual concerns and group action. One manifestation of this is the contestation between tenured/tenure-track and non-tenure-track faculty, particularly those growing numbers working on precarious contracts and/or on a casual basis. The very existence of non-tenured faculty challenges the legitimacy of the traditional academic hierarchy, not least because their—often hand-to-mouth—existence, moving from one teaching contract and/or research project to another, ‘destabilizes’ the long-term commitment of established faculty to a single discipline, or to a small niche carefully carved out over a long period within that discipline (see Purcell, 2007). On the one hand, these new academic workers—who could almost be paradigmatic cases of Boltanski and Chiapello’s project workers—have an unstable and economically insecure existence, but, on the other, ‘history’ (or more precisely senior management) is on their side: ‘universities are currently undergoing a process of neoliberalization, by which employment security, living wages, and good benefits are being sacrificed on the altar of “flexibility”’ (Purcell, 2007: 130). These are conditions that are ripe for the kind of ‘status group’ (Stände in precisely Weber’s sense) and generational conflicts that are familiar across a broad spectrum of public and private organizations, conflicts in which the stakes are both material and symbolic as established actors seek to defend their ‘social standing’, ‘social claims’, and ‘social assent’ (Polanyi, 1957 [1944]: 46) against the claims of newcomers, and the latter seek to secure their position in the face of opposition. Both sides appeal to distinct—and seemingly incommensurable—sources of legitimation, ‘orders of worth’ in the parlance of pragmatic sociology.

    Boltanski and Chiapello’s analysis has triggered enormous interest, and we shall conclude by examining aspects of the reception of this work, and of the economy of conventions as a whole, both among social theorists (in the next section) and within organization studies (in the final section).

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND OPEN QUESTIONS: FROM CRITICAL SOCIOLOGY TO A PRAGMATIC SOCIOLOGY OF CRITIQUE, AND BACK

This chapter appears in the volume’s subdivision under (Continental) ‘European Influences’. ‘Europe’ here presumably refers not merely to a geopolitical space, but also to a certain tradition and style of theorizing. In this sense, the economy of convention might be considered ‘typically European’. However, as our occasional comparison of the arguments from this school with those emerging from neo-institutionalism suggests, in substance the approach may also represent a degree of convergence between European and Anglo-American sociology and social theory, and more specifically between neo-institutionalism and critical theory. In this sense, the economy of convention approach may itself exemplify one of the phenomena it analyses: the influence of US social sciences and management theory on European thought and European societies.

    In the European context (this time including the UK) the reception of the economy of convention has probably been slowed by the continuing influence of Bourdieu and his school, not only in Britain but also in Germany (see Diaz-Bone & Thévenot, 2010). This phase ended with the publication and subsequent—although rather delayed—translations of De la justification and Le nouvel esprit du capitalisme, which have sparked a spate of publications and journal debates, notably in the European Journal of Social Theory. The general tone of the reception has been appreciative but not uncritical. This probing rather than hostile critique has identified a number of open questions and as yet unresolved problems, and it is to these that we now turn.

    One central issue has been formulated by Kate Nash in terms of legitimation versus motivation: ‘do we really know that it’s really these noble ideals that motivate them [executives and managers]?’ (Couldry et al., 2010: 120). Are orders of worth motivational or do they merely (retrospectively) legitimate actions whose real motivations lie elsewhere? The Durkheimian influence on the economy of conventions, with its emphasis upon both classification and normativity, commits it to a strong thesis: everyday standards of justice affect the way we act. Something like the opposite answer can be found in what might be called the anti-normative literature on legitimation, notably in the work of the political anthropologist James C. Scott and the political theorist Rodney Barker. For Scott (1990) the legitimation of a regime rests less on positive support than upon the belief that little can be done in the face of power, a belief reinforced by ritual display and/or demonstrations of power. In Barker’s complementary argument (2001), legitimation becomes largely a matter of self-legitimation, the ways in which the powerful justify their actions to themselves and to their peers and ‘cousins’. It is elite actors’, not everyone’s, sense of justice and desert that counts.10 Barker’s argument raises the following questions: towards whom are justifications for action directed? For whom is legitimation important? With respect to the NSC argument, these questions raise two kinds of doubt, one about the reach of orders of worth, the other about their necessity. Sebastian Budgen expresses the former concern as follows:

    No strong evidence is advanced for the general influence of this [management] literature in French society as a whole. It is quite possible to believe that it has had a powerful impact on executives, without accepting that workers—even in the new ‘lean’ enterprises—really imbibe much of this ethos. (Budgen, 2000: 155)

The second, more far-reaching, doubt is epitomized by Ötsch et al. (2013) who argue that contemporary capitalism is underpinned less by a new ‘spirit’ than by a new ‘iron cage’, a set of financial and governance instruments that are increasingly reified, complex, and beyond political control. Such sceptical responses question the emphasis upon normativity in the economy of conventions, and we shall return to this issue at a more general level in a moment.

    A variation on these themes is the question as to whether ideas are causal. Can the transformation of the capitalist firm, the corporation, state agencies, and the organization of work since the 1970s in any sense be said to be the (distorted) result of the capitalism critique of the 1960s? In a broadly positive review of NSC, the influential American neo-institutionalist Neil Fligstein answers this question negatively:

    A better explanation of what happened is that firms in the 1970s faced an economic downturn that created slow growth and low profits. Managers were forced by owners to pay more attention to ‘maximizing shareholder value.’ This resulted in the reorganization of work that pushed managers not to view their careers as tied to a single organization but instead to accept longer hours, and more insecure work, but at higher pay. (Fligstein, 2006: 585)

While rejecting a strong (causal) version of the NSC thesis, Fligstein invokes Weber’s famous ‘switchman’ metaphor11 to propose a compromise. Ideals of personal liberation ‘fed into the renewed push for corporate profits in the 1980s and the 1990s by justifying sweeping changes in managerial work’ (Fligstein, 2006: 585). But this move turns emphasis upon justice into an emphasis on justification, but one again denuded of the normative connotations that the term has for Boltanski and Thévenot.

    These matters have been taken up within social theory, perhaps most thoroughly by the critical theorist Axel Honneth. Honneth’s view is that On Justification rests, first, upon an implicit desert principle that is smuggled into the argument ‘almost stealthily’, and which is made the ‘all-determining norm in the justification of modern social orders’ (Honneth, 2010: 379). Second, the list of classical works of political theory that are said to ultimately underlie competing conceptions of justice is decontextualized (e.g. no reference is made to reception) and highly selective: ‘neither the political republicanism of Kant nor the classical liberalism of John Locke are mentioned’ (Honneth, 2010: 381). The result is that:

    The pragmatic aspect of social existence is reduced to the dimension of the normative justification of the social order: it is not instrumental interests, not the need to control the environment or the intention of negotiating our existence, in whose horizon the world acquires meaning for us, but solely the deep-seated desire for a proof of the legitimacy of our societal institutions. (Honneth, 2010: 382)

The broad thrust of Honneth’s critique is that in the attempt to distance themselves from Bourdieu’s version of critical sociology and from his structuralism, Boltanski and Thévenot have rendered the moral order too amorphous. The impression they give—that any of the orders of justification can be evoked at any point (and are in that sense always equal)—neglects the specific institutionalized context and sphere of activity within which conflict is located. Furthermore, the implicit assumption that sociologists can abstain from making a judgement—can remain neutral between actors’ competing justice claims—is unsustainable. In these respects, in the attempt to avoid the well-known pitfalls of ideology critique they have ‘gone past the mark’ leaving ‘not even the ruins of any normative limitations standing there’: ‘society appears always only as a field of social action, in which anywhere and at any time, all the different regulatory arrangements that derive from culturally transmitted justification orders are possible’ (Honneth, 2010: 388).

    The kinds of criticism made by Honneth are echoed elsewhere in the reception of the economy of convention, sometimes less temperately. For example, Budgen (2000: 156) notes both the tendency of Boltanski and Chiapello to underplay ‘systematic pressures in favour of national conjunctural variables’ (essentially the same criticism as the one we levelled against the analysis of the cadres at the beginning of this chapter, in ‘The Cadre and the Making of a Class’) and the unwarranted idealism of their hope that high-level bureaucrats, executives, and even enlightened capitalists may support attempts to curtail the effects of unregulated markets. Here, Budgen concludes, we find ‘the limit of any such pragmatism, the points at which it deserts any sense of realism’. One possible response to this objection might be that such claims are  not generalizable in this way, but that it is an empirical question if and when such conditions operate.

    In his Adorno lectures, Boltanski (2011 [2009]) seeks to address some of these criticisms. In extreme situations in which relations of force have silenced critical voices—i.e. prevented any public articulation of critique—critical sociology, including Bourdieu’s ‘sociology of domination’, remains valid (cf. Boltanski & Chiapello (2005) [1999]: x). We should also be aware of the fact that power penetrates all human interaction and experience and thus has a significant impact on social agents. Nevertheless, it is equally important to acknowledge that it does so to varying degrees, which again can only be assessed for very specific contexts. Thus, whether coercive power is prevailing or not in a particular setting remains an empirical question. Wherever we observe open debate and conflicts arising from specific issues—thus, lifting the struggles to a metapragmatic level12—this is the domain where the pragmatic sociology of critique might be an appropriate framework, indeed one of the best available for making sense of what happens in a determinate context at a particular moment in history.

    Furthermore, ordinary speech situations in which all kinds of critique are suppressed remain the exception rather than the rule in Boltanski’s view. We all know that reformist critiques are virtually ubiquitous within institutionalized and organizational settings in particular. Thus, the economy of convention, by ascribing to actors the ability to make use of their critical capacities, brackets off power. This move creates a valuable and potentially fruitful analytical framework, not least for organization studies for which it provides both an alternative and complementary approach to those approaches focusing on power relations or, even more, domination. More specifically, it could well function as a corrective to those approaches that emphasize the ubiquitous rule of force, and thus for some reductionisms we encounter within some of the most influential approaches we commonly deal with in organization studies.

    Nevertheless, we should be aware of the fact that the economy of convention remains a paradigm in the making, and one might still doubt, as Peter Wagner (1999) did, that it is as yet a fully formed perspective or school. But this also means that there is room both to address the kind of criticisms discussed above, and for other areas of investigation—not least organization studies—to mine the economy of convention for conceptual tools and inspiration. The latter move would also help clarify the question as to whether the approach constitutes a coherent and fruitful research programme. It should also be noted that advocates of an economy of conventions are aware of, and are constantly discussing and seeking to transcend, the limits of their approach, illustrated by recent attempts to extend analyses to spheres beyond the realm of critique and justification (Boltanski, 2011 [2009]), to constraints limiting the capacity of (particular) agents or groups to articulate critique (Thévenot, 2009), and to less conventionalized (and thus a plurality of) regimes of engagement (Thévenot, 2007).

THE DELAYED TAKE UP OF THE ECONOMY OF CONVENTIONS IN ANGLOPHONE ORGANIZATION STUDIES

The long interval between the publication of the key texts in French and their translation into English has meant that the implications of the approach discussed here for Anglophone organization studies have only belatedly been recognized, and its influence is only now beginning to be felt. Rather than offer a general overview, we shall finally focus briefly on the most influential work to date that has taken up the approach, David Stark’s The Sense of Dissonance (2009).13

    With Stark we come full circle. While French pragmatic sociology took its cue from American pragmatism, the American Stark draws on both Boltanski and Thévenot and directly on philosophical pragmatism, notably on John Dewey. Stark takes up the notion of ‘worth’, which he contrasts to the more conventional sociologically (and perhaps ultimately Parsonian) notions of value (as the concern of economics) and values (as the concern of sociology). Worth fuses the two thereby subverting the neat division of labour between economics and sociology and breaking what he calls ‘Parsons’s Pact’ (see p. xxx). It is here that Stark makes explicit use of the economy of worth approach, which, he argues, recasts the terms of debate such that the ‘familiar culturalist versus materialist opposition becomes meaningless. All economic objects are thoroughly cultural, and no moral order could operate without specific material objects’ (2009: 13). While Stark departs from Boltanski and Thévenot on relatively minor points—e.g. in emphasizing more than they do that the order of worth does not necessarily reduce uncertainty (2009: 15)—the way he frames his argument is clearly compatible with the spirit of pragmatic sociology.

    However, the point that we wish to make by way of conclusion—not least because it says something more general about what happens when arguments from social theory and sociology are taken up by organization studies—is that, to use an old term from Weber, the ‘value relevance’ of the work—i.e. the selection of and orientation to the research object—differs in key respects from that of pragmatic sociology. Stark’s primary interest is in innovation, which he understands—in line with philosophical pragmatism—as a search in which ‘you do not know what you are looking for but will recognize it when you find it’ (2009: 1). This leads him to celebrate organizational complexity and reject the complexity-reducing fetish of much prescriptive organization theory and managerial practice. His case studies present empirical material to support this affirmation of complexity as an aid to innovation. Now, while this is an attractive position—particularly when compared to the ‘high modernist’ style of rule via the ‘cadastral map’ and the ‘organizational chart’ so vividly characterized by James C. Scott (1998)—the ‘cognitive interest’ underlying the research is quite different from that of Boltanski and Thévenot who remain—as our discussion of Boltanski’s On Critique showed—within a (French?/European?) tradition of critical sociology, despite their reservations about the latter’s overblown claims to cognitive privilege vis-à-vis the social actor.

    Our general point is this: when arguments developed within sociology or social theory are adapted as analytical tools for organization studies they become detached from the intentions that originally motivated, and cognitive interests that framed, them. They are then relocated in a new institutional context—within the business school—and epistemic community. This kind of transformation should not in any sense bother us—it is an inevitable part of the reception of all ideas—but it is, and perhaps not merely in respect to pragmatic sociology, something of which the readers of this volume should remain aware.

NOTES

    1. Diaz-Bone and Thévenot (2010: par. 32) report that the Bourdieu School would no longer cite the work of Boltanski and Thévenot after the early 1990s.

    2. Peter Wagner’s (1994) characterization of the approach as ‘French institutional theory’ similarly hints at such parallels.

    3. The significance of cadres had already been analysed by influential French sociologists and intellectuals, notably Alain Touraine and Georges Pérec. Our thanks to Franck Cochoy for drawing our attention to this, and also, along with Paul Adler, Paul du Gay, and Barbara Townley, for many other helpful suggestions.

    4. See Boltanski (1990) for a further discussion of this theme.

    5. This is a standard critique with which pragmatist and interpretative methodologies are frequently confronted.

    6. Here the influence of Albert Hirschman (the dedicatee of The New Spirit of Capitalism) is particularly evident. Like Hirschman (1997 [1977]), Boltanski, Thévenot, and their various collaborators assume that capitalism requires the victory of particular values over others. Whereas Hirschman is concerned with those values necessary for the initial ‘triumph’ of capitalism, the focus here is on the necessity for a regular renewal of such legitimating values.

    7. This includes empirical evidence gathered in fieldwork on disputes, main oeuvres of moral philosophy—particularly canonical texts concerned with ‘understanding a political and social equilibrium’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999: 366)—and handbooks or guides written with a pedagogical purpose for lay readers. See Boltanski and Thévenot, 2009: 365ff. for further elaboration.

    8. In their joint work, Lafaye and Thévenot (1993) had identified a cité relying on ecological justifications.

    9. See Ötsch et al. 2013, for a discussion of these similarities between the NSC argument and Weber’s question: ‘Was für Menschen?’ (What kind of men [are selected for by the dominant powers and orders]?).

10. A version of the problem is evident in an observation made from within the pragmatic sociology perspective. In an analysis of a text by the ‘management guru’ Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Chiapello and Fairclough (2002: 201) note that of the three dimensions of the legitimation of capitalism—stimulation, security, and justice—it is the first that is ‘most prominent’. They quickly note that this was anticipated by Boltanski and Chiapello as a stage ‘before the novelty wears off’. But that raises the question: do the first two items ever regain their—supposed—earlier centrality?

11. Weber’s argument is that interests normally drive action, but that at certain points (e.g. moments of crisis) ideas can realign or redirect interests; that beliefs can, under specific circumstances, alter actors’ perceptions of what their interests are and their fundamental orientation to the world (Gesinnung).

12. This concept refers to occasions when pragmatic (routine) action, which is characterized by low reflexivity and high tolerance of deviation, is suspended in favour of highly reflexive evaluation and debate (implying both justification and criticism).

13. For useful reviews of studies into organizations that have been influenced by pragmatic sociology, and of its possible further implications in this area, see Diaz-Bone (2009), Diaz-Bone & Thévenot (2010), and Jagd (2011) who emphasizes its influence on empirical studies.
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CHAPTER 5

BRUNO LATOUR: AN ACCIDENTAL ORGANIZATION THEORIST

BARBARA CZARNIAWSKA

INTRODUCTION

IN 2007, Bruno Latour was ranked by the Times Higher Education Supplement as one of the ten most cited authors in the humanities, living or dead.1 To readers familiar with his work, this depiction came as no surprise. Latour’s work is a materialization of the expression ‘transdisciplinary research’. Admitting to formal education in philosophy, he does not hesitate to reach for sociology, anthropology, history, semiology, fiction, and arts in his exploration of contemporary ways of life and work. I called him an accidental organization theorist in the title of this chapter, because even if his main interest is science and technology, his studies are always of organizations and organizing.

    Latour’s work brings to mind Flaubert’s battle against les idées reçues—received ideas. Recently, however, he nominated Gabriel Tarde as his spiritual guide and predecessor (Latour, 2002, 2010b). Richard Rorty saw him as Deweyan (Rorty, 2007), and Lynch (1982) suggested that his approach fulfils Schütz’s (1971 [1944]) idea of sociologist as stranger. These varied associations were undoubtedly one of the reasons that during the last three decades, his insights spread increasingly among organization scholars.2 As he is a prolific writer, there is an abundance of works from which to choose, and different scholars would undoubtedly choose different works. In what follows, I select some works that can be seen as the most significant to organization theory, although they are based upon and sometimes summarize a variety of other articles and books.

LABORATORY LIFE (1979): A SYMMETRICAL ANTHROPOLOGIST AT WORK

        Since the turn of the century, scores of men and women have penetrated deer forests, lived in hostile climates, and weathered hostility, boredom and disease in order to gather the remnants of so-called primitive societies. By contrast to the frequency of these anthropological excursions, relatively few attempts have been made to penetrate the intimacy of life among tribes which are much nearer at hand. (Latour & Woolgar, 1979 [1986]: 17)

Bruno Latour studied organizations from the outset. His first field study was conducted on behalf of the French Institute of Research for Development, and the sites were French factories on the Ivory Coast. Trying to understand why the expatriate cadres had difficulties finding African replacements, he noticed the asymmetrical ‘anthropologizing the Other’ then pervasive in Western anthropology. The remedy would be an ethnography of the modern practice: science (Latour, 2013). His friend Roger Guillemin offered him access to his laboratory at the Salk Institute, and for two years he tried to make sense of what was happening around him there. He and Steve Woolgar, a sociologist of science, decided to introduce an exotic frame of reference to analyse a phenomenon in their own native culture. Recall the previous quote and read on:

    We envisaged a research procedure analogous with that of an intrepid explorer of the Ivory Coast who, having studied the belief system or material production of ‘savage minds’ by living with tribesmen, sharing their hardships and almost becoming one of them, eventually returns with a body of observations which he can present as a preliminary research report. (Latour & Woolgar, 1979 [1986]: 28)

In what was to become a model for a ‘symmetrical anthropology’, Latour and Woolgar plunged head on into the sea of anthropological metaphors, but their laboratory fellows were not amused. They felt ill at ease being described as sorcerers, as Salk’s introduction to the book plainly indicated. (The problem with modern savages is that they are usually literate, and can read English as well.) The remaining readers, however, particularly organization scholars, were entertained and instructed. Anticipating the ‘velvet revolution’ of symbolic and cultural studies of organizations, Laboratory Life was the first close-up picture of work that was not done in the normative spirit of action research or ‘company doctors’. Unlike many later studies of culture, it focused directly on the work itself, and not on such surrounding rituals as coffee drinking.

    Whereas organization studies focused for decades first on industry and public administration and later on service organizations, here was an unknown type of organization and a type of work imagined rather than known. So near, and yet so far.

    Since then, a stream of ethnographies of scientific practices has erupted, still displeasing many a scientist. Sometimes I wonder if it is not the success of Laboratory Life that has drawn the recent plague of ‘positivism lite’ upon us (for a review, see Bort & Kieser, 2011). Natural scientists and their allies, such as economists, became so offended by the suggestion that what they do resembles social sciences and humanities much more than it resembles the idealized descriptions of scientific work that they mobilized (their networks are still powerful) and are doing their best to inflict a proper discipline upon us.

    But, as Latour has emphasized many a time, the task of social scientists is not to tell the studied people what they do, it is to convey that message to everybody else. The people under study may profit from the recontextualization of their experience (another task of a social scientist, according to Rorty, 1991), but it is imperative that the general public acquire a better and less stereotypical image of many types of work and various professions.

    Since then, organization scholars have widened their scope of interest; such exotic organizations as Bletchley Park (Grey, 2012) and such exotic occupations as piracy (Parker, 2012) are currently being brought to light. (Latour (2010a), in fact, wrote an ethnography of the French Conseil d’État.) The ethnography of work has become a stable addition to organization studies.3

WE HAVE NEVER BEEN MODERN (1993): TAKEN-FOR-GRANTED TURNED UPSIDE DOWN

    The hypothesis of this essay is that the word ‘modern’ designates two sets of entirely different practices which must remain distinct if they are to remain effective, but have recently begun to be confused. The first set of practices, by ‘translation’, creates mixtures between entirely new types of beings, hybrids of nature and culture. The second, by ‘purification’, creates two entirely distinct ontological zones: that of human beings on the one hand; that of non-humans on the other. Without the first set, the practices of purification would be fruitless and pointless. Without the second, the work of translation would be slowed down, limited, or even ruled out. The first set corresponds to what I have called networks; the second to what I shall call the modern critical stance. (Latour, 1993: 10–11)

Abandoning the pretensions of modernity would require the study of both translation and purification, and admitting that translation has continued since time immemorial, whereas purification is a modernist practice that need not be the core of social sciences.

    Latour’s favourite example of purification is the taken-for-granted dichotomy of ‘social’ and ‘technical’: what if they were never separated in practice, but only in theory and in everyday (in our case, managerial) parlance? The etymology of the word ‘social’ has nothing to do with people; it denotes something that is connected to something else (dogs and horses were epitomic socii in ancient times; now their place has been assumed by computers). The etymology of the word ‘technical’ is related to the distinction between types of knowledge as differentiated by Greek philosophers (techne vs. episteme, applied vs. basic knowledge), and as such was undeniably ‘human’. How did the technical and the social end up as opposites? How can any technical system ever exist without humans (and other artefacts) producing them, setting them in motion, maintaining them, constructing and destroying them? How can humans ever survive without socializing with artefacts—from a simple stick to the Web?

    Latour presented a long ‘genealogy’ of separation of social from technical as a history of modernist thought. They were first separated in an act of purification of ‘nature’ from ‘culture’, later triumphantly joined in one or another revolutionary project (such as an idea of sociotechnical systems). But there is nothing in the social that reserves it uniquely for humans, and nothing in the technical that excludes humans from it. Humans and such non-humans as animals, artefacts, and machines, have always existed and acted in collectives, constructing one another, dependent upon one another, inseparable.

    The notion of sociotechnical systems does not remove the problem, as it still suggests only a connection between two subsystems. Latour opted for the notion of hybrids, joining such acute observers of our societies as cyberneticists (Moravec, 1984) and feminists (Haraway, 1991), who have commented upon the increasing symbiosis between organic and non-organic body parts. Latour noted that hybridization manifests itself in ‘political ecology’, conferring legal rights to land, animals, and plants; and in ‘technoscience’, a fusion of science, business, objects, and people. In this light, the traditional focus on ‘man-machine interaction’ is replaced by a focus on human-non-human coaction. Latour’s oft-quoted example, ‘Hi, I am the coordinator of yeast chromosome 11’ (1999: 203), is a person (‘I’), a corporate body (‘the coordinator’), and a natural phenomenon (‘yeast chromosome 11’). Studying the ‘interactions’ among the three would be more bizarre than the acceptance of such a hybrid as a normal occurrence. Scholars need ‘to reorient and regulate the proliferation of monsters by representing their existence officially’ (Latour, 1993: 12).4 Such acceptance, however, requires one to undertake a truly revolutionary step: admitting that ‘social’ is not what people do when not busy with their ‘individual’ lives (which Margaret Thatcher fervently believed5), but a human condition, to which the machines had already been co-opted in the caves.

    When the task of purification is completed, it is often used for emancipatory goals; those who are truly modern and able to differentiate between the false and the authentic consciousness may instruct the pre-moderns, still lost in confusion. This ironic description can be easily applied to management and organization studies. First of all, there is an internal dichotomy to be upheld: one is either a eulogistic management scholar or a critical one. Second, and consequently, neither of these management studies can faithfully portray management practices. These practices are—as anybody who ever studied an organization or was even employed by one knows—sometimes bad, sometimes good; sometimes evil, sometimes just and fair; sometimes stupefying and sometimes enlightening; sometimes routine and sometimes innovative; sometimes deplorable and sometimes admirable. Who is going to report it, if all management scholars need to decide that everything is either bad or good? Third, an a priori critical stance impoverishes the quality of the analysis, which tends only to confirm the original thesis.

    Perhaps the question asked by Latour in a later text (2003–2004: 26) is worth considering even in management studies: ‘What if explanations resorting automatically to power, society, discourse, had outlived their usefulness, and deteriorated to the point of now feeding also the most gullible sort of critiques?’ Studying ‘power structures’ not only solidifies these structures, but also mystifies their origins. People and organizations appear powerful because they successfully hide behind them a fragile network of associations, as well as the (seldom glorious) history of their construction. Researchers should be inspecting (or retrospecting) the work in progress, not admiring (or despairing over) the result. Indeed, it is not difficult to be convinced that a symmetrical approach—an approach that reserves judgement about who is the hero and who is the villain until after the study, is the most appropriate for management studies.6

    In all his works, Latour propagates a symmetrical anthropology, which best fits a scholar who accepts his suggestion that we have never become completely modern.7 Tables, lists, and recipes are undoubtedly the modern props of organizational knowledge, for example, but it is equally instructive to examine non-modern modes of knowing that are still present in contemporary organizations. Oral histories may be as valid as official documents.

    Does it mean that this symmetrical anthropology will again be reduced to discourse studies? Much impressed by ethnomethodology, Latour nevertheless pointed out that it could explain sociality, but not society: there is nothing in a discourse to fix various actions, to make situations repeatable. For him, technology is such a fixing and connecting device. It is reproduction technologies that permit the location of present conversations in history—in past conversations that is. Thus he launched a way of presenting research that would give voice to both humans and non-humans, of which the work presented next is a good example.

ARAMIS OR THE LOVE OF TECHNOLOGY (1996), OR THE ART OF DEPLOYMENT

In Aramis, the Master and his Pupil—modelled, to my eye, most closely on William of Baskerville and Adso in Eco’s The Name of the Rose—are given the task of solving the mystery of the death of beautiful Aramis, or Agencement en Rames Automatisées de Modules Indépendents dans les Stations (arrangement of automated trains of independent modules in stations). The Master is a sociologist of science and technology, the Pupil an engineer who takes courses in social sciences at École des Mines,8 and Aramis is a piece of transportation machinery, with cars that couple and decouple automatically, following the programming of its passengers. Born in the late 1960s, Aramis promised to be the kind of technology that serves humans and saves the environment, yet by November 1987 it was nothing but a piece of dead machinery in a technology museum.

    Following the imperative of giving voice to non-humans, Latour gave Aramis a voice of his (?) own. At a certain point in this story, however, Master and Pupil, who study Aramis’s ‘life’, have a heated exchange on the sensibility of such a move: ‘Do you think I don’t know,’ barks the Master at the doubting Pupil, ‘that giving Aramis a voice is but an anthropomorphization, creating a puppet with a voice? But if you think that puppets are “just ordinary things in our hands”, then you’ve never talked to puppeteers’ (Latour, 1996: 59).

    In Bakhtinian terms (see e.g. Bakhtin, 1981), the author of Aramis introduced variegated speech, although it is doubtful if this is the way he achieved symmetry between humans and non-humans. The reader still believes (unjustly so) that Mayor Chirac owns a voice, but not for a moment that Aramis does.

    Perhaps social scientists can become, at best, the spokespersons for others, translating their speech by saying something that we think they mean (as in the case of Aramis9). It is necessary to emphasize, however, that voices are irreducible to one another, and only translation is possible—but translation as transformation, not as the ‘same-saying’ (MacIntyre, 1988).

    Variegated speech, or pluriphony, is an important element in reports from field studies, but there is another aspect of Aramis that is worth emphasizing. Latour’s text mixes not only two tales, but also two plots, or the theories of two phenomena: the introduction of new technologies and research in social sciences. After all, a plot is ‘the conceptual structure which binds the events of a story together […] Plots are not events, but structures of events’ (Bernstein, 1990: 55).

    The story of Aramis begins as a combination of two classic storylines: one a detective story (who killed Aramis?) and the other a Bildungsroman (the story of Pupil learning from Master). The plot of the first depends for its pull on curiosity—the readers know the effects, Aramis is dead and buried in the Museum of Technology, and the cause is sought: who did it? The plot of the second story, embedded in the first, depends on the push of (mild) suspense. Given Pupil’s hunger for knowledge and Master’s abundance of it, the readers may expect an enlightened Pupil in the end, albeit with various complications on the way.

    Complications, when they arrive, are not of the manageable kind that is the stuff of fairy tales. Obstacles stand in the way, not merely obstacles in the way of the heroes or their action programmes, but also of obstacles in the way of the plots. The construction of the main plot, which would explain the killing of an innovation, proves to be unfeasible. At a certain point, there were 20 contradictory interpretations offered for the demise of the Aramis project (Latour himself counted them elsewhere), all of them correct. On top of everything, just before the final report had to be produced, the Master vanishes, not because the Pupil has to learn autonomy, but because the Master has more important things to think about.

    Thus what began as a detective story turns into a tragic love story. Aramis has not been killed, it is just that nobody loved him enough to keep him alive. His less attractive rival, the metro system VAL, is loved and lives happily in Lille; a new Aramis is being born in San Diego. Will it live?10 Thus the first theory: love is a necessary requirement for the survival of an artefact in the centre of a macro-actor, and therefore the macro-actor itself.

    Also the Bildungsroman turns into its opposite, a tormented inner journey of the Master into self-reflection, doubt, and fear (Faust?). The Pupil gets his grade and tries to ignore the ramblings of his former Master, whose excessive reflection makes him turn against the sacred values of science. Hardly a conventional ending for a social science study, but certainly food for thought for Pupils and Masters. The plot, or the theory, presented also in various works of Latour as a statement, is that excessive reflection, especially self-reflection, does not produce good scientific results.

    The device of changing horses in the middle of the river, of transforming the main plots of the story, is a tricky business. One danger is obvious: the author may drown. Aramis, Master, and their author survive the journey well, but it does take a masterly driver. Another danger lies with the readers, who may not like the play of plots. Latour saved himself by undertaking a revolutionary transformation of plots, but landing with another set of recognizable and legitimate plots: lack of love leading to tragedy, excess reflection leading to depression. His text assumes a reader familiar with all the variety of plots in both fiction and sociology. Such allusions may be lost on some readers, but the main trick—emplotment—is exemplary, even if not easily imitated.

    In the first place, in spite of the exchange of plots, the text is coherent (actions and events have functions consistent with its interpretative scheme). At no point do readers need to ask themselves: ‘Why is he telling me this?’ It introduces a basic plot structure, then plays around it, by complicating it and by introducing subplots and counter-plots. A rich plot equals a well-thought-out theory, which, in social science monographs, unlike in novels, is explicitly articulated (at the end or at the beginning). After all, as Latour pointed out, scientific realism (he counted Aramis among realist works, sub-genre scientifiction) differs from fictional realism by the textual strategy of inviting readers to inspect the source of the facts, which most likely contains other similar references. The final loop in the chain then consists of interview transcriptions or some other ‘hard data’. In yet another study, he demonstrated in detail how such a chain operates in natural sciences.

PANDORA’S HOPE (1999): A METHODOLOGICAL INSPIRATION

This book is a collection of previously published essays, and many of them became a source of inspiration for young people looking for new and interesting ways of conducting field studies. I have selected the essay ‘Circulating Reference’ for closer scrutiny because it exemplifies an idea central to Latour’s work: the notion of translation as introduced by Michel Serres11 and applied to sociology by Michel Callon (1975). The concept of translation used by all three scholars is helpful as a way of describing movements of different forms—of knowledge and cultural practices, but also of technology and artefacts. Latour’s and Callon’s applications of the notion differ somewhat, and I concentrate here only on Latour’s use of it.

    The ‘circulating reference’ shows also that, in contrast to some criticism (see e.g. Gherardi & Nicolini, 2005), in many contexts in which the idea of translation can be used, the issue of power and construction of macro-actors becomes secondary.

    Latour contrasted the notion of translation with a more popular notion of diffusion:

    [The] model of diffusion may be contrasted with another, that of the model of translation. According to the latter, the spread in time and space of anything—claims, orders, artefacts, goods—is in the hands of people; each of these people may act in many different ways, letting the token drop, or modifying it, or deflecting it, or betraying it, or adding to it, or appropriating it. (Latour, 1986: 267)

It is important to stress, however, that the meaning of ‘translation’ in this context surpasses the linguistic interpretation. It means ‘displacement, drift, invention, mediation, creation of a new link that did not exist before and modifies in part the two agents’ (Latour, 1993: 6)12—those who translated and that which is translated. It comprises what exists and what is created; the relationship between human beings and ideas, between ideas and objects, and between human beings and objects—all needed in order to understand, for example, organizational change (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996).

    Latour followed the chain of translations that changed the soil samples taken in the Amazon forest into a scientific paper. This paper in turn became a voice in the debate over whether the forest advances or retreats, whether or not it was being eaten up by savanna.

    In October 1991, Latour was allowed to accompany a research group comprising a botanist, a geographer, and two pedologists (pedology is a science of soil) on their excursion into the Amazon forest near Boa Vista, a small town in Brazil. They worked, and he photographed and described what they did. Their fieldwork concerned the Amazon forest, his fieldwork concerned research work.

    In Latour’s story the botanist became allied with the forest, the pedologists with the savanna. Who would win this tug-of-war? The group consisted of two women, two men; two Brazilians, two foreigners. The observer (a male philosopher and anthropologist) made the fifth member of the expedition.

    They first had to decide where to take the samples. They chose the spot on the map of the territory, spread on a restaurant table. This double presence fascinated Latour: by putting her finger on a place on the map and on the table, the botanist actually touched the heart of the forest, or so they seemed to believe.

    They discovered the referent of her finger after a one-hour jeep ride. They were able to find the place on the map because the botanist had prepared the forest during the many years she had worked there; there were tags on patches of the forest that corresponded to marks on the map. Now the botanist could start collecting plant specimens, which she said she recognized as easily as she recognized her own family members. But recognizing the plant specimens was a process opposite to that of recognizing family members. Although the recognition of plants began with the reference to an existing taxonomy of plants, people don’t consult their family trees in order to recognize their close living relatives.

    The word ‘reference’, Latour reminds his readers, comes from the Latin referre, to bring back. Back to where? To the place where taxonomies live. Bring back what? Two features of reference could be recognized in the botanist’s way of collecting specimens: the economy (one blade of grass to represent thousands of them), and the evidence (if, as in court, her colleagues started to doubt her words). The botanist saw to it that the plants she had collected were well preserved, and annotated them for further use. Next, she would take them to her office and add them to her collection. There, they will be carefully conserved, minutely described, and arranged into a system that permitted easy identification.

    But there are difficulties in the botanists’ work that resemble those of many a fieldworker. Each botanist, concluded Latour, sooner or later has a pile of specimens in need of classification. A cleaning person’s mistake or even the botanist’s mistake, and the sample returns to its original state, no longer having any meaning. The overload of information is ubiquitous.

    In the meantime, the pedologists dug. The excursion had been founded on a conciliatory hypothesis: neither the forest nor the savanna were receding or advancing; the border that separates them reflects a difference in soil. But at the depth of 50 centimetres, the soil was exactly the same in two holes: one under the forest, the other under the savanna.

    At this point, the observer was allowed to participate. Because he was tall, the pedologists used him as an alignment pole (equivalent to making coffee while observing a management meeting; a participative observation, but participation does not involve the central activities of the observed). The pedologists used a device that allowed them to turn the entire terrain of interest into the set of triangles from which the soil samples would be taken. The samples were placed in plastic bags on which the number and depth of the hole were written. The pedologists made qualitative observations, all of which were quickly written down. The soil would be systematically analysed in laboratories, located in various places in the world. In order to transport the samples, they were first put into a pedocomparator—a drawer with compartments—which could then be placed in a cabinet-suitcase. Locating samples in different compartments of the pedocomparator was another step in the process of classification; even for a non-pedologist, the differences in soil became visible. From there, it was possible to prepare a diagram, which at first merely summarized what could be seen in the pedometer (the soil changing along the sampling line), but which later would be included in a published paper.

    Why were all these transformations necessary? Because it was not possible to include the forest in the debate, answers Latour. Things need to be changed into words and pictures (signs) in order to enter a debate. But what was the principle of this transformation? Were the words being used similar to the things they represented?


    …these acts of reference are all the more assured since they rely not so much on resemblance as on a regulated series of transformations, transmutations, and translations. A thing can remain more durable and be transported farther and more quickly if it continues to undergo transformations at each stage of this long cascade.

        It seems that reference is not simply the act of pointing or a way of keeping, on the outside, some material guarantee for the truth of a statement; rather it is our way of keeping something constant through a series of transformations. Knowledge does not reflect a real external world that it resembles via mimesis, but rather a real internal world, the coherence and continuity of which it helps to ensure. (Latour, 1999 [1995]: 58)



Later, the diagram would be compared to other diagrams, photographs compared to other photographs, and what the members of the excursion had said compared to what their colleagues had written. The process would re-enter the realm of rhetoric and discourse, and from there it was an easy route to a scientific paper. One of the pedologists wrote the final version of the report on his laptop computer, from which it started to circulate, coming into contact with other texts. The report would be transformed into the draft of a paper, the draft of a paper into a published article. If all translations have been done correctly, the process could be reversed: from the published paper to the Amazon soil, with no changes. The account of Latour’s experience became yet another paper, both of which joined the circuit.

    The lessons for social sciences, thought Latour, were several. One concerned the meaning of references, as explained previously. The other lesson is that by jumping to conclusions concerning power as the cause of events, social scientists spend too little time on objects and too much time on humans, misled by the fact that humans can talk, and can therefore be spokespersons even for networks composed primarily of non-humans. This asymmetry should be redressed, and the encouragement to follow objects (or quasi-objects) is one consequence of such a programme.

    Thus encouraged, Petra Adolfsson (2005) followed samples of air and water in Stockholm through their many transformations, ending in official documents, works of art, and an obelisk. Attila Bruni (2005) followed clinical records on the hospital computer; Tor Korneliussen and Fabrizio Panozzo (2005) followed cod from Norwegian waters to Italian kitchens; Ann-Christine Frandsen (2009) followed an invoice back to the disease that was its origin. Like Latour, they all attempted to document the chain of translations step by step.

REASSEMBLING THE SOCIAL (2005): ALL TOGETHER NOW

The subtitle of this book is An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory, and it is ANT, as it is commonly known, for which Latour is best known. As ANT was becoming fashionable, it has also been an object lesson in an unbound translation. As John Law has pointed out, ‘[t]‌he terms started in French as “acteur reseau”. Translated into “actor-network”, the term took on a life of its own’ (1999: 5). Actor-network theory has thus been variously interpreted as ‘actors and their networks’, ‘actor’s network’, and sometimes, as happened to ‘grounded theory’ in the 1980s, it has been attached to whatever approach an author happened to favour at the point of writing the text. It was also accused of lacking a power perspective—a truly surprising allegation, given that it has been constructed with a view towards the revising of traditional approaches to power. Commenting on all these interpretations, Bruno Latour said provocatively in his keynote speech at the workshop ‘Actor Network and After’, at Keele University in July 1997: ‘There are four things that do not work with actor-network theory: the word actor, the word network, the word theory and the hyphen!’13 Indeed, the correct name should probably be the ‘actantial net approach’, but it would hardly be understandable.

    Reassembling the Social is perhaps more of a summary than an introduction, so I begin by going back in time, albeit tracing only English language publications. In 1981, Michel Callon and Bruno Latour published a chapter in a book edited by Karin Knorr Cetina and Aaron Cicourel, Advances in Social Theory and Methodology: Toward an Integration of Micro and Macro Sociologies. The title of their chapter was ‘Unscrewing the Big Leviathan or How Do Actors Macrostructure Reality and How Sociologists Help Them to Do So’. Callon and Latour began by evoking Hobbes and his idea that social order was possible through a contract between individuals who agree to become associated with one another and to express their wishes through a common spokesperson. Thus emerges a ‘Leviathan’, a super-actor that seems to be much larger than any of the individuals that constitute it, and yet it is but an association—a network—of these individuals, equipped with a ‘voice’.

    Callon and Latour have pointed out that the difference between micro-actors and macro-actors is due not to their ‘nature’, but to negotiations (including wars) and associations. The process of creating the alliances that form the basis of the construction of macro-actors is poorly understood, as macro-actors wipe away any traces of their construction, presenting themselves through their spokespersons as being indivisible and solid. Social scientists contribute, often unwillingly, to this construction process, by increasing this solidity and consistency in their descriptions.

    Two sources of inspiration can easily be detected in Callon and Latour’s chapter and in many of their subsequent works. The first is the notion of translation, presented in the previous section. The second is actant theory, a version of structuralist analysis introduced by the French semiologist of Lithuanian origin, Algirdas Greimas (see e.g. Greimas & Courtés, 1982). Greimas introduced the notion of narrative programme: a change of state produced by any subject affecting any other subject. Greimas spoke of grammatical subjects, which may or may not reveal themselves as persons. Accordingly, he replaced the term ‘character’ with the term ‘actant’: ‘that which accomplishes or undergoes an act’ (Greimas & Courtés, 1982: 5), because it applies not only to human beings but also to animals, objects, or concepts. This replacement of words was meant to highlight the process by which actants change roles throughout a narrative: an actant may acquire a character and become an actor, or may remain an object of some actor’s action. Narrative programmes become chained to one another in logical succession, thus forming a narrative trajectory.

    These elements of Greimas’s version of structuralism made it attractive to the scholars of science and technology, who intended to accord machines and artefacts a more important place in their narratives, and felt encumbered by the notions of ‘actor’ and ‘action’, so clearly assuming a human character and an intentional conduct. ‘Actant’ and ‘narrative programme’ would do much better as a set of concepts at the start of an inquiry; the semiologist ambitions of Greimas were of no importance for them. Moreover, Latour not so much applies Greimas’s model as uses it, in the Rortian sense. This was one way, he claimed, for social studies of technology to gain a new narrative resource.

    There is, however, a key difference between Latour’s analyses and a conventional use of narrative in social (and natural) sciences. Latour’s reading constructs the story as outcome-embedded; each episode is determined by the outcome of the previous one. This is why it was necessary to change plots in Aramis: things did not go as expected. Conventional science narratives are ending-embedded, or teleological (Landau, 1991, quoted paleontology as a typical example).

    The Latourian/Greimasian procedure can therefore be summarized as follows. It begins with an identification of actants (those who act and are acted upon). Thereupon one follows the actants through a trajectory—a series of programmes and anti-programmes—until they become actors, until they acquire a distinct and (relatively) stable character or fail to do so. Actants that became actors are those whose programmes succeeded in combating anti-programmes (alternatively, those whose anti-programmes won, as in the stories of opposition and resistance). Such success, claimed Latour, is due to association: the formation and stabilization of networks of actants who can then present themselves as actor-networks.

    Reassembling the Social was meant as a textbook (which indeed it has become, including for organization and management courses). Latour wished to convince the young adepts that students of the social need to abandon the recent idea that ‘social’ is a kind of essential property that can be discovered and measured, and return to the etymology of the word, which meant something connected or assembled. The question for social sciences is not, therefore, ‘How social is this?’ but ‘How do things, people, and ideas become connected and assembled in larger units?’ Actor-network theory is a guide to the process of answering this question. It is not a theory of the social, but a suggestion for how to study the social, set apart from other approaches by this specific definition of its object.

    The kind of definition used—at the beginning and at the end of an inquiry—is of utmost importance in such an endeavour. As in many previous works, Latour emphasized here the difference between ostensive and performative definitions. Applied to organization studies, this difference can be explained as follows.

    A search for ostensive definitions14 is based on the assumption that social processes are basically identical to physical objects, and that they have a limited number of determined properties that can be discovered and described ‘from outside’, and then demonstrated to an audience. It is possible to define what a ‘chair’ is, and then show an example of it. But is it possible to demonstrate ‘power’ in the same way?

    Performative definitions, on the other hand, are creatures of language and thus always created ‘on the inside’ by people using the language. They ‘perform’ various functions, and they make action possible (‘now that we have agreed what power is, we can relocate it’) or increase subjective understanding (‘aha!’).

    Thus an ostensive definition of organizations assumes that it is possible in principle to discover properties typical of a given organization, and on this basis explain its evolution, although in practice such properties may be difficult to detect. The performative definition admits the impossibility in principle of describing properties that characterize any given organization, but in practice (with a given purpose at hand, Schütz, 1973 [1953]), it is possible to do so. Hence one can describe an organization as ‘tightly controlled, centralized, open to innovation’ if this serves a practical purpose, and provided one remembers that all such characterizations are temporary and local and that they derive from those who are making the description rather than from ‘the organization’ itself. Thus it may be more appropriate to create a performative definition such as: ‘When I was studying a major organizational reform at XX which was launched in (year), I noticed that the actors involved tended to supervise each other’s actions closely, carefully following instructions from the top management, but that they were curious and positive towards new ideas’. Organizations have neither nature nor essence; they are what people make them.

    The search for ostensive definitions assumes that, given an appropriate methodology, social scientists can eventually sort out the actors’ opinions, beliefs, and behaviours, so as to complete ‘the whole picture’. In the realm of performative definitions, it becomes obvious that social scientists raise the same questions as any other actors, although they may use a different rhetoric in formulating their answers. But even their scientific rhetoric is nothing but a practical way of giving expression to their own understanding of what a given organization is about, and it is therefore analogous to other practical approaches used by other actors (McCloskey, 1985). Researchers are actors in the world of science in the same way that practitioners are actors in the world of organizations. The epithet ‘performative’ suggests the pragmatic role of the definitions: they refer not to ‘now and for all the time’, but always to ‘here and now’, and the purpose at hand (‘let me tell you what good mushrooms are so that you can safely pick them’, but also ‘let me tell you what an organization is so you can go and study it’).

    These examples show that even ostensive definitions (which apparently relate to ‘objective referents’) are in fact performative; the ‘good mushroom’ concept varies from region to region and has only a vague relationship to botanical definitions. As noted by sociologists of finance (see e.g. Knorr Cetina & Preda, 2005; MacKenzie, 2009), ostensive definitions coined by the economists perform in actual markets.

    The first part of Reassembling the Social ends with a dialogue with a student, confused by the difficulty of doing ANT studies of organizations. The dialogue is certainly a composite, but convincing exactly because of that; it represents many a doubt voiced by beginning researchers. The fictitious Professor of the dialogue may be poking fun at the Student (who is also irreverent, creating a symmetrical discourse), but Professor Latour takes to heart the difficulties reported by the student. Thus Part II begins with an admission that it is not easy to trace the social, and gives advice on how to study associations in three moves. To be able to perform these moves, a new cartography is needed. The moves of the new scientists of a social are not to be between local and global or between micro and macro, because such places do not exist; they need to be moves across a flatland.

    The first move consists of localizing the global—of realizing that there is no separate ‘global’, but only a chain of connected localities. ‘No place can be said to be bigger than any other place, but some can be said to benefit from far safer connections with many more places than others’ (Latour, 2005: 176).

    But the local never occurs in one place only, so the second move must be a redistribution of the local. The conversation of two lovers that you overheard at a nearby café has been fed by dozens of Hollywood films and hundreds of pop songs that have been produced—and consumed—in distant localities and distant times. And if intimate interactions are so densely populated, how overcrowded must be the public ones, such as those that occur in organizations!

    The example I have used made obvious the role of film technology in a redistribution of the local. Less obvious is the role of the interior decoration of the café, which, unlike a huge table in a beerhouse, allows the lovers to engage in an intimate conversation. Less obvious, too, is the fact that a love scene between Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall was also once a local interaction. It is those less obvious aspects of localizing and globalizing that Latour wants the organization students to document in the first two moves. Neither ‘global contexts’ nor ‘face-to-face interactions’ can be taken for granted; they are not what they seem to be.

    When both moves are performed simultaneously, the third move becomes obvious, as that which necessarily comes into focus is the type of connections. If what seems to be global consists of many connected times and places, and what seems to be local is a product of many connected times and places, how are these sites connected? And, what makes such connections stable? After all, the world of organizations is anything but flat—but how are the hierarchies made? Of what are they made? The metaphor of the flatland is the way to differentiate the standpoint of the observer from that of an actor. An ANT observer is a sceptic who needs to be shown how the mountains and valleys have been constructed. Here, the role of standardization, formalization, and classifications of all kinds becomes immediately obvious.

    In the concluding chapter, Latour arrived at the point announced throughout the book by a variety of allusions: the need for a political stance, which differs, however, from that of critical social sciences as commonly practiced. His main critique of critical theories is that they treat power, domination, and exploitation as explanatory concepts rather than phenomena in need of explanation. In his suggestion for a new kind of political epistemology, Latour wants to go beyond the eternal dilemma of choosing between ‘the dream of disinterestedness and the opposite dream of engagement and relevance’ (2005: 250). For any member of social sciences, this new move would be the practice of collecting as a path towards the progressive composition of one common world. He suggests a replacement of the traditional political question ‘How many are we?’ with the question ‘Can we live together?’ Commonsensical as it may sound, it is a truly revolutionary question, not least in organization theory, where the distinctions between leaders and followers, men and women, employers and employees, producers and consumers—followed by counting the forces—was a matter of routine for any political faction. The idea of building a collective will allow objects to join in, preserving the heterogeneity. After all, ‘to study is always to do politics in the sense that it collects or composes what the common world is made of’ (2005: 256).

MEETING ORGANIZATION THEORISTS: EGOS COLLOQUIA 1993 AND 2011

Bruno Latour twice gave a keynote speech at the European Group for Organization Studies (EGOS) conference—the first time in 1993 in Paris, the second in 2011 in Gothenburg. In his first speech, he suggested that organizations could be seen as networks of interactions, instruments, and technologies. Yet, he quickly added, such networks are not simple sums of their elements. To put them to work, a dispatcher is needed. A dispatcher is a human or non-human device that, thanks to a dispatching script, sends the right people and the right artefacts to right places at the right times, seeing to it that they do the right things (Latour, 1998).

    Since 1993, he has added more than ten books (and I am counting only those in English) to the list of his works. Between 2007 and 2012 he also conducted participative observations in the field of academic management—as vice-president for research at Sciences Po Paris. He rediscovered Gabriel Tarde, which made him think that the dispatchers may no longer be needed in the digital era (Latour et al., 2012). His 2011 speech was called ‘The monadological principle and organization studies’, and suggested a fascinating connection between the thoughts of Leibniz and Tarde and contemporary organizing—a connection that only Bruno Latour could assemble. The English version of Enquête sur les modes d’existence. Une anthropologie des Modernes (2009), has been published in 2013 as An Inquiry into Modes of Existence, with a promise of connecting all the loose threads from earlier work and pushing ANT a large step further.15 The book, which takes organizing as one of the modes of existence (Latour, 2012), is accompanied by a digital site at which visitors can check the correctness of the book’s arguments, and suggest other interpretations

    I believe that it is precisely because Bruno Latour never intended to conduct organization studies that his work made us see beyond the iron cage of our own discipline. Interested in science and technology, he saw beyond the ossified structures of formal organizations, ignored the micro and macro hierarchies, and depicted a flat world, where connections between hybrid entities are constantly built and stabilized.

NOTES

    1. <http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?storyCode=405956> (accessed May 2014).

    2. Latour’s contribution to philosophy has been described by Graham Harman (2009), his contribution to sociology by Blok and Jensen (2011).

    3. Some etymologists protest that these are not ethnographies, as they do not describe ‘the way of life of a people’. I suggested the term ‘ergonography’ (Czarniawska, 1997), but I think that Annemarie Mol’s (2002) ‘praxiography’ is closest to the point: we do describe practices.

    4. An appeal that was taken seriously by Torkild Thanem in his work (Thanem, 2011).

    5. ‘There is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women, and there are families.’ Taken from a Woman’s Own interview in 1987. Thatcher defended this saying, referring to Hayek.

    6. Latour’s critique of critical theory caused many reactions, also within organization theory. Some were highly emotional, some balanced and thoughtful (see e.g. Alcadipani and Hassard, 2010).

    7. I prefer to speak of a ‘symmetrical ethnology’ (Czarniawska, 2008), as it is ethnos rather than anthropos that is studied, but the idea is the same.

    8. Latour’s place of work at that time. Perhaps ‘Pupil’ is actually Latour, and ‘Master’ is Callon, who introduced him to industrial sociology (Latour, 2013).

    9. Following Latour’s example, Kjell Tryggestad (2005) gave voice to a flexible manufacturing system and Lena Porsander (2005) to a piece of software.

10. Automated trains are by now (2012) relatively common at airports. Aramis was much more ambitious in terms of the routes it was supposed to cover, and the possibility of intervention by the passengers.

11. Steven Brown (2002) wrote an excellent introduction to the philosophy of Michel Serres.

12. After all, trans-latio means putting something in another place.

13. His speech and the papers have been published in Law and Hassard (1999).

14. The word ‘ostensive’ is understood in this context to mean ‘possible to demonstrate, visible’.

15. The first chapter is available at <http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/default/files/126-KARSENTI-AIME-BIO-GB.pdf> (accessed May 2014).
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CHAPTER 6

A THEORY OF ‘AGENCING’: ON MICHEL CALLON’S CONTRIBUTION TO ORGANIZATIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND PRACTICE

FRANCK COCHOY

INTRODUCTION

PRESENTING Michel Callon’s contribution to organization theory seems like an impossible challenge, for at least two reasons. First, Callon is not an organization theorist; for 40 years now, he has been more interested in ‘organizing’ processes as Barbara Czarniawska (2008) would say than with ‘organizations’ per se: the fields Callon worked on are more the ‘markets’ and ‘political arenas’ of public space than the private or closed ‘offices’ of companies and administrations. In other words, Callon’s sociology is not the sociology of ‘enclosed’, ‘institutional’, and ‘routinized’ practices, but rather the analysis of ‘outdoor’, ‘wild’, ‘circulating’, and ‘emerging’ actions. Even the expression ‘Callon’s sociology’ does not make sense if this sociology is applied to its supposed author. Callon contributed to the development of a body of research well known under the name of actor-network theory (ANT). According to this theory, agency cannot be restricted to a single person (not even Callon), but is rather shared between the actors and their network. In this respect, if ‘Callon-ANT’ is correct, there is no ‘sociology of Callon’, but rather a ‘Callonian (or Latourian, or ANT) movement’ which aggregates Callon and the innumerable elements he moves and that move him: his colleagues (Madeleine Akrich, John Law, Bruno Latour, and many others), institutions like the Centre de Sociologie de l’Innovation at the École des Mines in Paris and the French Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, the thousands of references Callon is quoting and that quote Callon, the people and objects he worked on, like electric cars, fishermen, scallops, scientific references, disabled people, and so on. Thus, it would be very hard and moreover contradictory (even for the author himself) to respect Callon’s theory and at the same time isolate Callon’s pure contribution—if not the (shared) contribution that there is no ‘isolated’ pure contribution.

    In order to overcome the contradiction between Callon and his (or rather their) theory, I suggest using the name ‘Callon’ with a dual meaning: this name points both towards the original work of a key contributor to ANT and also to the collective movement (or actor-network) he himself belongs to. As Bruno Latour recently wrote: ‘the more you wish to pinpoint an actor, the more you have to deploy its network’ (Latour et al., 2012). But even a better defined ‘Callon’ is not enough to present him as an organization theorist. However and hopefully enough, this difficulty is this time also an opportunity. In fact and as we will see, the paradox is that the more Callon is remote from organization theory, the more he is in a position to enrich it. Organization scholars spotted this potential early: for at least 20 years or so, references to Callon and more generally to ANT have flourished in organization and management studies journals, so that Callon soon became as quoted in the latter domain as in his original subfield of science studies (see Figure 6.1).
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FIGURE 6.1 Number of articles quoting Michel Callon in two sets of Sage journals (Management and Organization Studies and Science and Society Studies), 1970–2009.



    What lies behind such a convergence? As already noted, Callon cares more about what moves than what is stabilized; he focuses more on what is outside than what is inside organizations. But turning one’s back on ‘organizations as usual’ is precisely the way to consider what ‘makes’ them and what they are ‘making’, hence bringing fresh and complementary views into traditional organization theory. In this chapter, I will present the origins, core model, and key contributions of this convergence between Callon’s trajectory and the larger body of organizational thinking.1

CALLON’S NETWORK: A CAREER ON THE MARGINS OF SCIENTIFIC AND BUSINESS ORGANIZATIONS

The idea that a given intellectual production is not reducible to its author’s life, personality, or personal control is not novel: it is even older than ANT. In the sixties and seventies, the French literary critic Roland Barthes suggested that authors are just one among the many entities responsible for what their ‘texts’ say and mean (Barthes, 1984 [1968]) and that writing is just about ‘picking up what lies in language’ (Barthes, 1978). As a consequence, the meaning of a text is better extracted from the elements it articulates and from the effects it produces than from the precise knowledge of the person who wrote and signed it. Since Barthes’ proposals are very consistent with ANT and with the definition of actor-network theorists this theory would provide, I will mostly concentrate on Callon as a set of texts rather than as a ‘person in the flesh’. As a consequence and apart from the next paragraph, I will refer little to biographical elements and only to public ones. This approach is also a good way for me, as someone who has interacted with Michel Callon, to avoid the paralysis of writing about ‘him’. By referring to Callon not as an author but as a set of texts, I am in a position to say that Callon does not belong to Callon: the author at stake has no privilege in terms of controlling the accuracy of what I say about his works, hence writing about ‘Callon’ (but not ‘him’) becomes both possible and relevant.2

    Michel Callon, born in 1945, was trained as an engineer in the prestigious École Nationale Supérieure des Mines de Paris (now Mines ParisTech), an institution he never quitted until his recent retirement. At the École des Mines, he had the nose to attract the young Bruno Latour, an anthropologist formerly trained as a philosopher. Both of them—the engineer and the anthropologist— shared their ideas, fields, and skills and worked together, along with a team of bright social scientists. All of them collectively participated in the international development of a new version of the sociology of science. More precisely, this new body of research developed in the late seventies from the works of Anglo-Saxon and French scholars who proposed not to focus on the institutions and norms of scientific inquiry as previous studies had done, but on the practice of scientific conducts and the making of scientific facts. The idea was that sociological forces and processes do not stop at the door of laboratories, but instead could be traced at the heart of science making, inside the labs and even in the objects and theories scientists are shaping.

    At first sight, this programme for the development of ‘social studies of science’ appears very far removed from organization theory as well as from ordinary administrative or business organizations, except that it complements the traditional focus on the role of organizational contexts (norms, laws, frames, institutions) on social practices with the novel idea that some social practices are often aimed at ‘organizing’ and ‘stabilizing’ the world, in setting problems, identifying what matters, gathering resources to do so, establishing connections between varied entities, and thus transforming the world. Michel Callon clearly contributed over his career to deepening these research orientations and moving science studies towards economic and organizational matters. Again, this contribution is both individual and collective.

    First, it is very significant to note that Callon’s very first academic paper appeared in Sociologie du travail, one of the two main academic journals in French sociology—a journal devoted not to science studies, but to labour and organization issues (Callon, 1972). This early paper is entitled ‘The Ways to Determine Corporate Research: On the Relationships between Science and the Economy’ (my translation). This forgotten paper (as far as I can remember, I never saw it quoted anywhere, even in Callon’s own writings) is fascinating to read. Even if bounded by the Marxist and structuralist large-scale approaches of that times, even if focused on analysing production systems aimed at increasing profits and controlling people, at a time when the sociology of science was very limited (the very few references quoted are almost restricted to philosophers of science like Bachelard, Canguilhem, and Kuhn), the young Michel Callon—he was only 24 years old in 1969 when he conducted the fieldwork his article is based on—proves surprisingly innovative and even visionary.

    Without the help of any previous literature, Callon formulates some of the proposals which will later become the axioms of the new international movement of science studies: he proclaims the real and nevertheless constructed character of scientific facts (‘[science] unveils because it transforms and reversely’; ‘science creates its own facts and works on them’); he formulates the pre-Latourian intuition that nature and society are not the causes of scientific activities but rather their outcome (‘[science] works on natural elements, thus redefining the relationships between culture and nature’); and so on. But paradoxically, the main innovation appears only retrospectively and comes in fact from a (relative) lack of innovation. At that time, Callon was working in the field of organization sociology with his engineering skills and was studying a field connected to science. His paper describes the social organization of the scientific activities of a large company specialized in metallurgic production. Callon tries to show how science and economic objectives are linked, through the description of complex organizational schemes and calculation procedures. It would be too long, and moreover useless, to describe the latter. The important point is not the particular forms these economic and organizational frames take, but the paradoxical innovation their unveiling conveys: in relying on a rather externalist/institutionalist account of corporate scientific conduct, Callon does not really follow the visionary intuitions he starts from. But in classically focusing on the organizational settings of scientific activities, he also develops an original preoccupation regarding the links between science and industry, knowledge and calculation, economics and sociology. A few years later he went further in publishing with Jean-Pierre Vignole a paper entitled ‘Breaking Down the Organization’ (Callon & Vignole, 1977, a paper first presented at EGOS in 1976). In this paper, the authors proposed to shift the focus from isolated and closed organizations to the study of organizational structures like the research centres that intervene at the interface of larger frames (an industry, a branch, the state, the market…). Their idea is that organizational forms and goals are constantly reshaped and redefined by the varied and often conflicting ‘action logics’ which animate them: the traditional logic of the branch which tries to avoid competition and reduce research costs, the liberal logic of the market which promotes differentiation through innovation, the power-oriented logic of the competition between firms which favours diversification through applied and fundamental research. It is all the more remarkable that these very personal and early orientations remained the constant guiding principles of Callon’s subsequent research efforts (as we shall see in the following sections), his distinctive advantage in the sociology of science, and the source of his later contributions to organizational thinking. As a consequence and contrary to what one may have expected, it would be wrong to say that the organizational field benefitted from Callon’s sociology of science, since Callon’s sociology of science had its roots in this very same (although older) organizational field.

    But of course, the isolated Callon of the earlier period soon became part of the larger collective network of science studies. Within this field, he began to take his part in bridging, or rather overcoming, the externalist and internalist approaches of scientific activities. This moved him beyond (but not away) from his original focus on organizations as institutions, and led him to work on various case studies (see e.g. Callon, 1980, 1986a), as well as on the tools and methods to describe scientific activities (see e.g. Callon et al., 1983; Callon, 1986b, 2006). For this reason, one might assume that I should not document this next effort, since it is more collective and remote from organization matters. But this would be a mistake for two reasons. First, and as his famous study on the electric vehicle shows (Callon, 1980), the process of technological and scientific innovation is what shapes organizations not as closed and stable entities, but rather as opened and transitory ‘forums’ aimed at coordinating various actors around a given objective. Second and more generally, Callon’s attractiveness for organization theory derived from his works in science and technology studies (STS). In participating in the latter, Callon contributed to definitions of the vocabulary, tools, and theoretical constructs of ANT—i.e. a framework that was later understood as a possible new approach to organizational processes. ANT doesn’t just take organization to be a matter of fact (a noun) but a kind of action (a verb), just like organization theorists who describe organizations as ‘connected actions’ (Weick & Roberts, 1993) or ‘action nets’ (Czarniawska, 2004). This convergence favoured of course the adoption of Callon’s framework into organization studies. Since the original sources are easy to get and understand, I will just summarize the basics of ANT and ask the reader who would like to know more to read the original sources; then I will document its later developments and potential contributions to organization studies.

THE EXPANDING NETWORK OF ACTOR-NETWORK THEORY: FROM SCIENCE TO MARKET STUDIES

Callon’s most famous paper is paradoxically one of those articles no student would pay attention to, except when, by chance, they are interested in the very narrow topic it deals with. Indeed, the paper tells us how a group of scientists tried (without success) to domesticate a Japanese species of scallops in the Saint-Brieuc Bay in France (Callon, 1986a). To meet that objective, these scientists engaged various operations aimed at enrolling their colleagues, the fishermen, and also the scallops. In particular, they attempted to convince each one of these three groups of actors (scallops included) that their respective objectives could only be fulfilled by joining their own scientific project. But beyond this exotic field and story one should not forget the paper’s title—‘…a Sociology of Translation’: the case is just a pedagogic device to build, illustrate, and validate a full theory.

    This theory rests on three basic principles. First, Callon proposes a ‘general agnosticism’ aimed at encouraging researchers to doubt about natural as well as social causes. This principle is better understood when related to the second one, i.e. the ‘generalized symmetry principle’. Since he observed that the pursuit of a given project always combines natural facts and social forces, Callon refuses to decide that the second should have a superior explanatory power than the former (general agnosticism). He thus asks researchers not to separate the one from the other (generalized symmetry): human beings as well as non-human entities take their part in any action, and thus have to be treated symmetrically.3 In other words, for Callon and his colleagues (known as ‘the French school’), scientific discoveries and innovations are not the results of pure social processes, but the outcome of a successful ‘alignment’ of human and non-human entities. This latter idea is derived from the third and last principle: that of ‘free association’. Instead of deciding in advance who and what matters, and who and what is connected to whom or what, Callon recommends that the list of relevant actors and actions be extracted from observation of the web of practice; no external sociological knowledge is needed, except that of describing the sociology of the actors themselves, i.e. their ability to identify who or what is involved and to define and set up their respective roles and relationships in the fulfilment of their projects. If a new entity is named and if it is involved in the network it should be listed, its action should be recorded, its connections described, be this entity human or not.

    The scallop’s case shows that such a development rests on a four-stage process: the first is that of ‘problematization’, by which the leading actors (here the scientists) set up a problem for all the entities at stake and present its resolution as an ‘obligatory passage point’ to the realization of their respective goals (the scientists’ problem ‘do the scallops anchor?’ becomes that of fishermen and scallops if both of them want to survive). The second step is that of ‘interessement’, i.e. the effort of the leading entity to ‘impose and stabilize the identity of the other actors it defines through its problematization.’ For instance, the scientists redefine the identity of wild scallops as domesticated ones. Such an operation relies on ad hoc devices aimed at establishing new links with the targeted entities as well as cutting the previous ties they had with other elements (the scientists use special collectors as interessement devices: these collectors ‘keep’ the scallops in the farming programme and ‘detach’ them at the same time from currents and predators). The last two steps, ‘enrollment’ and ‘mobilization’, consist, respectively, in negotiating so that the entities at stake accept the new identities proposed to them and behave accordingly (enrollment), and representing them so that one of them may talk in the name of all the others (mobilization) (the scientists negotiate with the fishermen and scallops until they accept the definition given to them. When this is achieved, the scientists may act as their spokesperson).

    Michel Callon later refined this model in another text where he provided additional constructs and notions involved in the ‘actor-network’ paradigm (Callon, 1991a).4 He defined an actor as ‘any entity [be it human, non-human, or hybrid] that defines and constructs a world populated by other entities, equips them with a history, an identity and qualifies the relationships that unite them’ and a network as ‘any grouping’ of human and non-human entities. Building a network rests on the use of ‘intermediaries’ (spokespersons, technical devices…) that help connect its elements to each other. As a consequence, an actor-network ‘is the network described by an actor A, that is: a network inscribed in the intermediaries whose circulation is attributed to A’. This definition clearly suggests that the action is shared between the actor, the network, and its components. If one particular actor may be seen and named as the origin of action (‘whose action is attributed to A’), no one of the entities at stake is in fact the only source of action; no one can move without the other’s contribution, but also without the process of attributing it to a given element of the network. A key action in network building is indeed that of ‘translation’, which consists in an actor imposing his own definitions of the others on to them. The sociologist does not have to judge the accuracy of the observable translations; his role is simply to record them in order to describe the network and its transformation. A successful translation is oriented towards the ‘convergence’ and ‘irreversibility’ of the network. The convergence of a network requires both the ‘alignment’ and the ‘coordination’ of its components. The actors are aligned when they accept the definitions given to them (respectively); they are coordinated when they behave in accordance with a set of rules that codify their relationships (the rules of the market economy, the organization, trust, and so forth). The irreversibility of a translation is achieved when it creates the impossibility of reverting to a state where it was just an option among many and when it shapes the translations to come. With these processes, Callon is clearly interested in the appropriate forms of interaction or coordination between scientific innovation and economic markets. In other words, he focuses on organization not as a particular frame, but rather as the effort which may channel the unpredictable moves of innovation.

    From the scallop case to the sociology of translation and actor-network building, Callon moved slowly from scientific case studies to economic, organizational, and market matters. This move is already present in the scallops’ case, since it combines scientific and economic objectives: the pursuit of biological knowledge cannot be separated from the applied, economic, and organizational quest of scallops’ domestication. If the project fails economically, it fails scientifically (and the other way around). Callon and his colleagues’ major claim is that science cannot develop in the ivory tower; even the development of fundamental science needs to build and organize a network with economic partners, suppliers, funding agencies, the state, etc. Actor-network theorists never ceased to conduct studies and quote cases to sustain this argument (Akrich, Callon, & Latour, 1988; Latour, 1987), so that the sociology of science gradually became a sociology of the marketization of innovations, leading sociologists of science to increasingly become economic sociologists (see for instance the trajectories of Donald McKenzie, Karin Knorr Cetina, and of course Michel Callon himself). As a consequence, ANT was transformed. But not into a sociology of organization per se, but, as we will see, into a sociology of organizing (or rather ‘agencing’) and thus a sociology for organization, thus joining other similar endeavours in organization studies (Czarniawska, 2008; Schatzki, 2005).

BEYOND ORGANIZING AND NETWORKING: CALLON’S THEORY OF ‘AGENCING’

Callon’s contribution to a sociology for organization became decisive with the publication of the collection of essays The Laws of the Markets (Callon, 1998a). This reference soon became acknowledged as a breakthrough in economic sociology at the international level. Such a success is visible in Figure 6.1, where one clearly sees that Callon’s impact in management journals developed after the late 1990s (for a qualitative confirmation, see Finch, 2007; Fligstein & Dauter, 2007; Fourcade, 2007; McFall, 2009—and the special issue of Organization, ‘Does STS Mean Business?’ Woolgar, Coopmans, & Neyland, 2009). Callon’s The Laws of the Markets launched two programmes. The first aimed to develop an anthropology of calculation (Callon, 1998b), the second focused on the performativity of economic knowledge (Callon, 1998b, 2007a, 2010). The anthropology of calculation suggests a means of sidestepping the endless dispute between economics and sociology about how ‘natural’ or ‘realistic’ the character of economic rationality may or may not be, in order, rather, to acknowledge the social existence of calculative practices. But it still considers this existence as a mystery, since calculation is a difficult cognitive operation that cannot be taken as obvious and/or natural. The idea is thus to explain the mystery of the pervasiveness of calculative practices in unveiling the thousands of skills, actors, and tools that ‘render calculation possible’. The study of the performativity of economic knowledge is a particular outcome of this first programme. Relying on the linguistic philosophy of Austin (1961), it proposes to abandon the vain debate about the truthfulness or the falseness of economic theories (the main aspect of economics is not its ‘constative’ dimension) in order to study how the same knowledge shapes economic practices (the power of economics is its ‘performative’ dimension: it contributes to build the world it describes). With the idea of the performativity of economics, economic sociology ends up defining itself as a critique of economics—rather, it aims pragmatically at exploring the links that develop between the economy and the world.5

    Once again, as in the case of scallops, these two programmes seem to be very far removed from organizational matters. But the appearance of distance can be deceptive. Let’s first consider the anthropology of calculation. In claiming that calculation, even if observable, is not an intrinsic human competence, Callon connects cognition and organization. The key idea is that of ‘framing’ human cognition. Contrary to previous approaches, which strived to approach the ‘true’ nature of the economic or organizational calculative man, either by reshaping it along the more ostensibly ‘realistic’ assumptions of ‘bounded’ rationality (Simon, 1982) or abandoning it for cultural alternatives (Douglas & Isherwood, 1996 [1979]), Callon proposes to seize cognition from the outside. He thus gives the prominent role to the tools, rules, and institutions that shape the persons and organizations as ‘more or less’ calculative (Callon & Latour, 1997), depending on the availability and implementation of external cognitive frames and prostheses (accounting techniques, economic models, algorithms and software, quality labels, and so on, deployed in practice) (Callon, Millo, & Muniesa, 2007). But conversely, in claiming that once framed calculation does exist, Callon displaces the focus from organization to organizing. For Callon calculation rests neither in human universal brains nor in institutional preset frames—calculative abilities are rather dispersed among the many human and technical agencies that shape or spread a distributed form of cognition well described by authors such as Edwin Hutchins (1994), Donald Norman (1988), and Lucy Suchman (1987), for instance. For these reasons, Callon is interested in organizing processes, i.e. in activities aimed at selecting, sorting, framing, shaping, formatting, stabilizing, and planning the world. But as we have seen, according to the Callonian perspective, one of the main organizing activities is that of networking, since the successful building of an organization rests on selecting appropriate elements, establishing proper connections between them, and aligning the resulting network along a shared objective. At times when project management and network building, for example, are claimed to have become the distinctive features of modern capitalist organizations (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2007), Callon’s exploration of the proliferating webs of calculative agents and devices (Callon & Muniesa, 2005) clearly contributes to the understanding of contemporary forms of organizing.

    The contribution of the performativity programme to organization theory is even more evident. If Callon, given his long-lasting interest in economic theories (Callon, 1994) focuses more on the performativity of economics than of management disciplines (Callon, 2007a), his book hosted contributions addressing the latter, like accounting (Miller, 1998) and marketing (Cochoy, 1998), and showing their performative effects on the organization of companies and markets. These research efforts opened the road for various investigations on the role and impact of managerial tools and theories (see for instance du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2012; Ferraro, Pfeffer, & Sutton, 2005; Moor, 2011).

    Callon’s own contribution to The Laws of the Markets is at the crossroads of the anthropology of calculation and the performativity framework. In his essay on ‘framing and overflowing’, Callon (1998c) tackles the main problem contemporary organizations are facing, i.e. dealing with the unexpected outcomes of their activities—what economists call ‘externalities’. These externalities are often negative, like pollution or resource destruction, but some of them can be positive, like ‘network externalities’, i.e. the additional utility a given product receives from its use by a growing number of actors (see the case of the QWERTY keyboard reported by David, 1985).6 Externalities are the causes and results of an endless loop of framing and overflowing. Organizations are aimed at framing diverse sorts of activities but their framing actions produce overflows which end up challenging them, hence the need for new framing endeavours. This dialectic of framing and overflowing attracted considerable attention from marketing and organization theorists, who further explored the many aspects and issues related to market shaping (Araujo & Kjellberg, 2009) and overflow management (Czarniawska & Löfgren, 2012).

    The interplay between framing and overflowing is the ‘nodal point’ where economics, science, and organization converge and simultaneously reach their limits. Science, economics, and organization are needed to identify, measure, and frame the externalities. But the same resources face their limits, since framing overflows consists in dealing with unknown entities, restless transformative processes, and unmanageable uncertainties. This encounter between various framing skills and multiple elusive events is precisely what Callon’s work sheds light on. In doing so, he relies on two distinctive dichotomies: between the external and the internal, and between the hot and the cold. Both dichotomies come from Callon’s previous anchorage in the sociology of science, a field that was eager to unveil and explore the thick connections between the interior of laboratories with the exterior of the outer economic, social, or political world (Callon, Larédo, & Mustar, 1997), but also to oppose the ‘cold’ scientific facts recorded in textbooks to the ‘hot’ controversies they derive from (Callon & Latour, 1992; Latour, 1987). Similarly, studying the framing of overflows appears as a means of showing that organizations, far from being limited to internal regulation processes (Reynaud, 1988) or to external mimetic frameworks (Di Maggio & Powell, 1983), continuously depend on the external environment which both endangers and supports them (Czarniawska & Löfgren, 2012; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967).

    Organizations are thus better defined as instances aimed at ‘internalizing’ and ‘cooling’ externalities. They work at domesticating, channeling, rationalizing, and stabilizing the various, external, warm, wild, unstable, and moving entities which proliferate around them and from them. Economics plays a prominent role here, since this discipline builds the tools that can measure and manage externalities (see for instance Ronald Coase’s (1960) invention of a market for pollution permits). But Callon’s claim is that the role of sociology is at least as important as that of economics. Indeed, given the unpredictable and proliferating character of uncertainties, nothing is easily calculable and what can or should be calculated is open to question. Many options are available, and the role of sociology is precisely not only to describe the performation of economic models but also to bring into scrutiny what these models leave apart: what are the alternative inputs and ways to calculate? Who are the actors who carry or may raise other problems, points of views, or solutions? Here we meet the last set of Callon’s contributions, which revolves around the formulation of what I propose to call a theory of ‘agencing’.

    While launching his dual programme on the anthropology of calculation and the performativity of economic knowledge, Callon developed a double interest in the anthropology of markets on the one hand (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009, 2010; Callon, 1998d, 2000, 2007a, 2007b; Callon, Méadel, & Rabeharisoa, 2002; Callon, Millo, & Muniesa, 2007; Callon & Muniesa, 2003), and in the role of laymen (especially patients) in the conduct of scientific research (see the case of rare diseases) on the other, with a particular focus on patients’ associations as a particularly innovative and powerful form of organization (Callon, 1999, 2003, 2005b; Callon & Rabeharisoa, 2003, 2004, 2006; Rabeharisoa & Callon, 1998, 1999, 2002, 2004). From these apparently disconnected themes, Callon developed a set of new concepts like ‘hybrid collectives’, ‘concerned groups’, ‘economizing’, ‘valuing’, ‘agencement’, and so on. Among these notions I will present the last one, not only because it is the closest to the interests of organization theory, but because it brings together all the others as well as the fields they are related to. Callon defines the term agencement in the following manner:


    The term agencement is a French word that has no exact English counterpart. In French its meaning is very close to ‘arrangement’ (or ‘assemblage’). It conveys the idea of a combination of heterogeneous elements that have been adjusted to one another. But arrangements (as well as assemblages) could imply a sort of divide between human agents, those who do the arranging or assembling, and things that have been arranged. This is why Deleuze and Guattari (1998) proposed the notion of agencement, which has the same root as agency: agencements are arrangements endowed with the capacity to act in different ways, depending on their configuration. […] We therefore choose to use the French word agencement, instead of arrangement, to stress the fact that agencies and arrangements are not separate. Agencements denote socio-technical arrangements when they are considered from the point of view of their capacity to act. (Çalışkan & Callon, 2010: 9)

        The notion of agencement […] demands that a panoply of entities be flexibly taken into account and described, in detail, whether they are human beings or material and textual elements. The term is also designed to facilitate the study of a variety of forms of action these forces are capable of generating. Moreover, because agencements create differentiated agents and positions in the market, it is possible to trace relationships of domination as they are dynamically established. (Çalışkan & Callon, 2010: 8–9)



Even if he borrows it from Deleuze and Guattari, Callon develops the term further in attaching it firmly to ANT in general and to his own concepts and preoccupations in particular. When reading Callon’s definition, we realize that Callon’s ‘agencement’ is very close to ‘organization’ and ‘network’. In fact, it is just between the two. An agencement is more stable than a network, since its elements have been ‘adjusted to one another’. But it is less stable than an organization, since it refers to a ‘panoply of flexible entities’. However, the important aspect of an agencement is less its structure (half-way between networks and organizations) than its ‘capacity to act’, i.e. its ‘agency’ in English. Since at the beginning of this chapter I claimed that ‘Callon’ is not reducible to himself, let me be more Callonian than Callon and stress that the French word agencement encompasses another noun—the ‘agent’—but also a verb, ‘agencer’. An ‘agencement’ is the result of the action of a given ‘agent’ (be it an actor or an actant, a collective or a hybrid form of the two) aimed at ‘agencer quelque chose’, i.e. at ‘setting-up’, ‘arranging’, or ‘combining’ a set of given elements. It seems to me that even if Callon did not use the neologism, he is clearly more interested with a theory of ‘agencing’ than in developing a theory of ‘agencement’. In French, indeed, ‘agencement’ works both as a noun (‘un agencement’) and a gerund (agencement as ‘l’action d’agencer’: agencing in English). But the meaning of agencing is deeper than what might be expected. What Callon shows is that organizational and economic processes are aimed at ‘agencing’ the world (see his last and detailed contribution on the ‘market agencement’ notion in Callon, 2013). This means both arranging it (agencing as producing specific agencements) and putting it in motion (agencing as ‘giving agency’, i.e. converting some people, non-human entities, or ‘hybrid collectifs’ (Callon & Law, 1995) into agents, or rather actors).

    What is important here is that if ‘agencing activities’ are necessary for the fulfilment of social and economic objectives—Callon considers for instance that understanding the economic world is to study ‘the forms of organization of economic markets’ (Callon, Méadel, & Rabeharisoa, 2002)—they also produce differences and asymmetries. Indeed, once someone or something is moving, other actors or entities move less, or even remain immobile, at the risk of being bypassed, ignored, or excluded by the dominant forms of agencements. As Callon shows, ‘economizing’ processes tend to produce ‘orphan groups’ (Callon, 2007b) like the consumers who adopted another standard than the one that triumphed (e.g. ‘Betamax’ and ‘V2000’ videotape standards that lost while ‘VHS’ succeeded), or like disabled people who are often forgotten in the mainstreaming forms of production and organization. It is precisely on the fate of these ‘concerned groups’ that Callon proposes to focus. Once again, the issue at stake may be read in terms of ‘agencing’. This time, the term means the effort aimed at identifying disabled or neglected people and finding the means to give them a surplus of agency so that they may discuss with all the concerned actors the available agencements and reshape them. Callon explored such issues through varied case studies, ranging from patients affected by rare diseases to populations concerned by environmental threats (Callon, Lascoumes, & Barthe, 2009). Because the problems at stake rest on irreducible uncertainties, scientists, economists, experts, politicians, and managers are just some participants among the many groups who can take part in the collective debate and imagine new compromises and acceptable solutions. In this move from ‘confined’ to ‘wild’ science, the key procedure is not that of the old indoor Taylorian-like research, planning, and control approach, but the more collective, open ‘outdoor’ procedures of collective experiments. This brings to light an exciting challenge aimed at choosing among the various forms of experiments that are currently organized to test different theories, from the games of experimental economics (Muniesa and Callon, 2007) to the hybrid forums of technical democracy (Callon et al., 2009. At times when organization science is more and more focused on extensive ‘organizing’ procedures (Czarniawska, 2008), open ‘knotworking’ processes (Engeström, 2008), and complex webs of practices (Warde, 2005), at a moment when management theories care about ethics, stakeholders policies, or corporate social responsibility (Gond, Kang, & Moon, 2011), there is little doubt that the same disciplines may benefit enormously from this theory of ‘agencing’ as a means of addressing the hottest problems they face.

CONCLUSION

ANT is a remarkably successful theory/method: it is now more than 30 years old and yet still illuminating; moreover, it is growing and spreading in economic sociology and management; it is even institutionalized, with an International Journal of Actor Network Theory. ANT’s situation sharply contrasts with the rapid turnover of ‘theories’ in management journals—a merry-go-round the marketer Jacob Jacoby (1976) once so aptly named ‘the theory of the month club’. But this success has not been easily obtained. In particular, some of its components, including Callon’s works, have been highly resisted. Callon has been criticized for the presumed anthropomorphism of his account of the social role of non-human entities (e.g. Friedberg, 1993), for his supposed apolitical position or even his tendency to ‘legitimize hegemonic power relations, ignore relations of oppression and sidestep any normative assessment of existing organisational forms’ (Whittle & Spicer, 2008: 622–3),7 his possible negligence for the social entanglement of market behaviour, or his performative approach of economic models which others rather see as instruments aimed at fictionalizing (or rather ‘virtualizing’) reality (Miller, 2002).8

    But criticisms may be seen as good measurements of how important the moves that Callon and ANT introduced are. In considering political issues as an outcome of the research process rather than as its starting point, Callon participated in the recent renewal of the question of critique in French theory (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). In refusing the substantive view of the economy, the asymmetrical embeddedness of the economy into the social, and in replacing the discussion of economic processes with the performative approach, Callon has challenged the common wisdom of economic sociology. More generally, Callon and ANT have contributed to extending and enriching the world, in (re)introducing into accounts of action the presence and ‘agency’ (Cooren, 2010) of artefacts, non-human beings, hybrids as well as orphan groups, disabled people, and all sorts of other concerned groups. This rehabilitation of the ‘missing masses’9 in social science is very useful when thinking about organizations, since it helps to ‘repopulate’ them with what and who really matters. For instance, in marketing such a repopulation helps avoid the widespread mistake that consists in explaining consumption behaviour by looking into the consumer brain or social context only, while marketers and ‘market things’ which physically channel consumer moves are often the main players in the observed processes (Araujo, Finch, & Kjellberg, 2010; Cayla & Zwick, 2011; Cochoy, 2009).

    In other words, if some of us tend to resist Callon and ANT, it is because the latter breaks with what we are attached to: the theories we have learned, and the preset lists of explanatory schemes we have repeatedly selected and applied. But when we abandon our preconceptions, nothing is easier than becoming an actor-network theorist. The more we forget, the less we know, the better we are, the more we see, and the greater our understanding becomes. ANT is a descriptive theory, and for this reason it should better be named ‘actor-network ethnography’. ANT is indeed more a method than a theory: it gives a worldview of no world view, except that of ‘thick description’; it provides a sociology without sociology, except the sociology of ‘the actors themselves’ (rearticulated of course by the actor-network analyst) (Latour, 2005). ANT offers a new approach of any subject matter with a remarkable economy of theoretical means. It gives a small set of methodological principles and basic concepts that are accessible to everyone. ANT was built indeed as a sociology for the engineer, and it works just as well as a sociology for the organization theorist. No abstract notions are needed: actors and actants can be met and described, networks can be traced and measured, asymmetries can be identified, so that conclusions can be formulated.

    Of course, the success, simplicity, and ‘practicality’ of ANT are also its main drawbacks. For instance, in management studies Callon’s theory of translation has been efficiently used over and over, at the risk of being reduced to just ‘applied Callon’. But being faithful to Callon means not being too faithful! What should be retained is less the grid of translation, with its four steps of problematization, interessement, enrollment, and mobilization than the pleasure and freshness that the ANT framework leads to—the wonder of learning sociology from the actors themselves, the privilege of being in a position to get rid of disciplinary or organizational routines, norms, standardized methods, and potentially neglect nothing which comes under the researcher’s scrutiny. ANT is about exploring society as it unfolds, taking the unexpected directions where actors lead us, following wild experimentations, and thus addressing new issues which are too numerous to be listed, but among which one or two examples can be outlined.

    A first issue is the shaping of economic cognition. Up to now, Callon has focused a lot on calculativeness and calculating equipment. This focus could be brought one step further in going beyond calculation in order to study other ways of agencing cognition, other forms of cognitive engineering, like some surprising efforts aimed at having actors ‘decalculate’ (see the management of prices in mass retailing (Grandclément, 2008)), but also the many efforts marketing organizations develop to play on other cognitive patterns than calculation, like the consumer’s curiosity (Cochoy, 2014), weariness, boredom, and emotions.

    Another issue is to enlarge our understanding of performativity along two routes. The first one consists in paradoxically focusing on performativity shortcomings or misfires (Butler, 2010; Callon, 2010; Moor, 2011; Sunderland & Denny, 2011) in order to better trace the conditions of successful performative processes. Of course, ANT’s own performativity is part of the game. As for any similar process, the performativity of ANT is never granted, but it rather depends on endless reiteration and repetition (Butler, 1990). Hence there is a second research challenge for both ANT and organization science: these disciplines may conjoint their efforts to study and participate in the market for marketing devices and competing performative theories, and describe together the organization of this market as well as its impact on organizational conduct.

NOTES

    1. I warmly thank Paul du Gay, Alexandre Mallard, Liz McFall, and Alan Scott for their detailed and helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.

    2. For a more personal and playful vision of Michel Callon, see Cochoy, 2010.

    3. This proposal is highly important and innovative, since it breaks with the sort of Anglo-Saxon science studies inspired by the British philosopher David Bloor (1976) who proposed the first principle of symmetry along which natural and social phenomena should both receive a social explanation—at the risk of introducing the implicit asymmetry that favours the explanatory power of social causes over natural ones.

    4. In the following lines I refer to the French version (Callon, 1991a). See Callon, 1991b for the English one.

    5. The link is fragile and bound to performativity ‘misfires’ (Callon, 2010) and ‘failures’ (Butler, 2010) as the 2008 financial crisis showed (Cochoy, Giraudeau, & McFall, 2010).

    6. Another well known sort of externality is the set of human passions that economics tried to divert, pacify, and channel in converting them into the single motive of economic ‘interest’ (Hirschman, 1977).

    7. As we saw, Callon’s clear and strong interest for dominated ‘orphan’ and other ‘concerned’ groups clearly shows that such a criticism is not justified.

    8. For Callon’s answer to this latter group of criticisms, see Callon, 2005a.

    9. Here, I suggest taking the expression in the strict Latourian sense of non-human entities (Latour, 1992) as well as in a larger Callonian meaning where it encompasses all the neglected agents, be they human or not.
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CHAPTER 7

NIKLAS LUHMANN AS ORGANIZATION THEORIST

DAVID SEIDL AND HANNAH MORMANN

INTRODUCTION

NIKLAS Luhmann (1927–1998), together with Jürgen Habermas, ranks as one of the most important German social theorists of the twentieth century. His works have been highly influential in sociology and other social sciences, including organization studies (Meyer & Boxenbaum, 2010). Luhmann conceived of his sociological approach as a general and universally applicable theory (Luhmann, 1995a, 2013). This is evident in the huge variety of topics that he covered in more than 70 books and 500 articles (Schmidt, 2000) and which include trust and power (Luhmann, 1979), love (Luhmann, 1986a, 2010), ecology (Luhmann, 1989), risk (Luhmann, 1993a), art (Luhmann, 2000a), mass media (Luhmann, 2000b), politics (Luhmann, 2000c), religion (Luhmann, 2000d), and law (Luhmann, 2004). Luhmann is thus often portrayed as a general social theorist or even as a theorist of society. First and foremost, however, Luhmann was an organization theorist.

    The significance of organizations for Luhmann can be traced in his biography: at the beginning of his career, he spent almost eight years as a legal expert in public administration, where he gained professional expertise in how organizations function. This practice inspired much of his later theoretical work. A scholarship from Harvard’s Graduate School for Public Administration allowed him to embark on his academic career. To start with he worked as a researcher at the University for Public Administration at Speyer. Later on he was appointed head of department at the Center for Social Research in Dortmund and within a very short time he wrote both his doctoral and post-doctoral (Habilitation) theses in the area of organization studies (Luhmann, 1964a, 1966). Even though in his later writings Luhmann also turned to research topics beyond organization, his practical and scholarly encounter with organizations continued to exert a strong influence on his thinking. One of the last books Luhmann worked on, which can be regarded as his conclusion of over 30 years of research on organized social systems (Nassehi, 2005: 179), was also on organization (Luhmann, 2000e).

    Several authors influenced Luhmann, including Talcott Parsons and Jürgen Habermas, on whom we shall focus here. The encounter with Parsons took place at the beginning of Luhmann’s academic career, when he spent a year in Parsons’s department at Harvard University. It was Parsons and his sociological functionalism that initially triggered Luhmann’s interest in sociology. Luhmann admired Parsons’s ambition to develop a general social theory but distanced himself clearly from his structural-functionalist approach. Luhmann subscribed to the widespread criticism that Parsons’s perspective was inherently conservative and therefore did not account adequately for the possibility of structural changes. For Luhmann, established social structures whose functionality is to be analysed should not be the starting point of theorization. His view was that social reality should be treated as a solution to specific social problems and that established social structures should be compared with respect to their capability to contribute to the resolution of these problems (Luhmann, 1962a, 1964b). Through this proposition, Luhmann transformed Parsons’s functionalist approach into a method for comparing structures.

    The first contact with Habermas, one of the most prominent representatives of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, occurred in 1968 when Luhmann filled in for Theodor W. Adorno’s chair at the University of Frankfurt. The two men became involved in a debate that received considerable attention from sociologists, philosophers, and the general academic public in Germany (Habermas & Luhmann, 1971). The dispute centred on the political role of sociology in modern society. Habermas believed that Luhmann’s system theory did not permit scholars to examine society critically. Thus he was convinced that systems theory represented an ideological defence of the existing societal structures (Habermas, 1971: 266). In support of his claim, Habermas cited a basic assumption in Luhmann’s work—the notion that modern society is differentiated into multiple functional systems, each of which follows its own rationality. Habermas argued that ‘if modern societies have no possibilities whatsoever of shaping a rational identity, then we are without any point of reference for a critique of modernity’ (Habermas, 1987: 374). Unlike Habermas, Luhmann did not support any normative political programme. His interests were scientific and, more particularly, theoretical. So it is not surprising that Luhmann’s counterattack on Habermas was directed against the theoretical and epistemological foundations of critical theory: from Luhmann’s perspective, its representatives pretended to describe social reality in a way that was ‘truer’ than the way in which other people or even other sociologists perceived it (cf. Borch, 2011: 8–14). Luhmann regarded this way of approaching social reality as ‘first-order observation’ and argued that there should be a shift from that to ‘second-order observation’, which refers to observing how other observers observe social reality (Luhmann, 2002a). Luhmann’s concept of ‘second-order observation’, points to the need to describe how societal problems are constructed, instead of criticizing specific social structures as repressive, illegitimate, or unjust. In a nutshell, Luhmann denied that sociology had any political role, rejecting Habermas’s critique of his systems theory as inherently conservative (Luhmann, 1971a). In fact, Luhmann went even further, claiming that systems theory provided ‘a sober, more impartial assessment of reality and of the reasons why it is as it is’ (Luhmann, 1973: 277, our translation). The debate between Luhmann and Habermas reached a climax in the 1970s, after which it continued with varying intensity (e.g. Habermas, 1987; Luhmann, 1991, 1995b, 2002a) until Luhmann’s death in 1998.

    During his entire academic career, Luhmann contributed to several different areas of organization research. He often proposed radically novel perspectives on well-known organizational phenomena. In his theoretical approach, two different phases can be distinguished. The first phase is characterized by Luhmann’s interest in organizational structures. Applying his functional method, he compared different organizational structures with regard to their capacity to reduce organizational complexity and thus enable the organizational members to act (e.g. Luhmann, 1964a, 1973). The second phase is marked by Luhmann’s ‘autopoietic turn’ and his processual view of organizations. In contrast to his earlier work, which was directly focused on organizations, in this phase organizations were merely treated as one particular type of system within his general systems theory. In other words, his organization theory was developed in the context of and in relation to his general systems theoretical approach (Luhmann, 2000e). This allowed him to address organizations and their relationship to other social systems in their environment, i.e. the relationship between organization and interaction, and between organization and society.

    The rest of this chapter is structured into five sections. In the following section we will describe the early phase of Luhmann’s organization research, in which he developed his functional method and studied organizational structures as forms of reducing complexity. We will then go on to describe Luhmann’s ‘autopoietic turn’ and his general theory of autopoietic systems, which we will complement with an analysis of how this theory is applied to organizations. After that we will provide an overview of the reception of his theory. We will conclude with some reflections on the potential and future development of Luhmann’s theoretical approach in organization research.

LUHMANN’S EARLY WORKS: COMPLEXITY REDUCTION AND ORGANIZATION THEORY

The central issue of Luhmann’s early work was to investigate the many ways in which the complexity of the social world could be reduced in order to render certain actions possible. For Luhmann, the function of social systems (and their respective structures) lies in their ability to reduce complexity. Consequently, his early works focus on comparing the capacity of different structural arrangements to reduce complexity. Luhmann referred to his own approach as ‘functional structuralism’ or ‘equivalence functionalism’ (Luhmann, 1967) in order to differentiate it from Parsons’s ‘structural functionalism’. The inversion of ‘function’ and ‘structure’ emphasizes that Luhmann’s theorizing is not founded on analysing the functionality of given social structures with relation to maintaining a system (Parsons, 1951). In contrast to Parsons, Luhmann treated social reality as a solution to the abstract problem of reducing complexity. He applied the functional method in order to identify and specify the problem of complexity that corresponds to each existing structural solution, which he compared to alternative solutions. The functional method, which is particularly prominent in Luhmann’s earlier work, also underlies much of his later work (Stichweh, 2011: 293).

Transforming Functionalism into Method

In Luhmann’s theory, Parsons’s functionalist approach is transformed into a comparative method that is used to examine possible relations between various ‘problems’ (that is, different types of complexity) and ‘solutions’ (that is, different ways of reducing complexity) (Luhmann, 1964b; Mingers, 2003: 114). Luhmann argued that all instances of system formation are to be regarded as solutions to (variants of) one and the same problem; namely, the problem of complexity. Organizations are conceived as systems that constitute themselves through selectivity: by restricting their own possibilities they render reality less complex.

    This function of reducing complexity is fulfilled essentially by the formation of structures, i.e., by generalizing behavioural expectations. […] Structures, which themselves are selective in relation to the complexity of the environment, guide the selective behaviour of the system. In this way they make possible a doubled selectivity and thus lead to a considerable increase in the system’s capabilities. (Luhmann, 1983: 42, our translation)

Luhmann’s key question was: how can the structures of social systems carry out the function of reducing complexity? Taking this question as a starting point, Luhmann applied his functional method to a wide range of organizational phenomena, among them goal-setting, trust, and deadlines in organizations, which we will discuss in the following. From Luhmann’s functionalist point of view, goal-setting is seen as a form of reducing complexity that allows organizations to focus on a few select issues and screen out the rest (Luhmann, 1973, 1982), which in turn helps focus organizational forces to tackle those issues (Luhmann, 1973: 162). Organizations, Luhmann argued, are seldom oriented to only one goal. On the contrary, they tend to shift between various goals, which are often not clearly defined. What’s more, means and ends are often mixed up and sometimes goals are formulated only to legitimate existing behaviour retrospectively. When formulating that view, Luhmann took into account important modifications that had been made in the meantime to the classical approach of ‘goal-oriented’ organizations and its underlying concept of instrumental rationality. Nevertheless, he did not regard organizational behaviour that did not fit the goal-oriented model as pathological. To Luhmann, such deviations expressed the ability of organizations to absorb complexity, as well as the variability of their environment; in other words, to constitute the ‘system rationality’ of organizations. As Luhmann pointed out, organizations are always confronted with many different environments (1973: 164), so, if they attempted to pursue always one and the same goal, they would lose the elasticity that is indispensable for organizational day-to-day matters. However, on the organization’s façade goals fulfil important functions; namely, they help the organization cope with the conflicting expectations that arise from environmental requirements and their effective implementation in the organization (Luhmann, 1964a: 110).

    In his early work on trust as a social mechanism, Luhmann concentrated on the social function of complexity reduction and of action control in present and future situations (Luhmann, 1979). Trust is considered a social mechanism that bridges knowledge gaps and information gaps, allowing organizations to speed up processes and establish more complex structures. Luhmann argued that

    Where there is trust there are increased possibilities for experience and action, there is an increase in the complexity of the social system and also in the number of possibilities which can be reconciled with its structure, because trust constitutes a more effective form of complexity reduction. (1979: 8)

From this functional point of view, trust and formal organizations could be seen as two comparable, functionally equivalent social mechanisms of complexity reduction. However, the organization does not make ‘trust and distrust superfluous but […] depersonalizes these mechanisms. The person who trusts no longer does so at his own risk but at the risk of the system’ (Luhmann, 1979: 93). In other words, it is possible to differentiate between personal trust and system trust. In the context of organizations, this implies that people can work together every day without necessarily establishing private contacts and getting to know each other. However, as Luhmann emphasized, trust in organizations is not based on familiarity with people and personal trust, but on official channels, job descriptions, or working procedures, and so on. Luhmann treated these structural aspects of organizations as different strategies for making complexity manageable.

    Deadlines are another structural means of reducing complexity. Organizational life is largely characterized by the ‘priority of time-limited issues’ (Luhmann, 1971b: 143). Luhmann examined how schedules and deadlines reduce the complexity of organizational life by determining work rhythms and the choice of topics. Such strategies are considered typical of organizations that attempt to cope with the complexity of the environment without either being overwhelmed by it or oversimplifying it. As a means of reducing complexity, deadlines filter facts and social coordination and make them manageable. However, setting deadlines limits the time available for decision making. As a result, organizations prefer dealing with well-known issues and existing information over searching for new information, as they prefer communication partners with whom it is easy to reach an agreement, instead of partners with whom time-consuming negotiations are required. Thus, schedules determine the choice of topics and communication partners. In organizations such as universities one consequence of reducing complexity in such a manner may be that ‘long-term, individual research projects that require much thinking and little cooperation’ may be ‘continually postponed, given that they do not have to be carried out within set deadlines, as lectures, exams, and other administrative tasks do’ (Luhmann, 1971b: 148, our translation).

Complexity Reduction in Organizations

Luhmann’s early conceptualization of organizations (Luhmann, 1964a) is based on the conceptual distinction (a) between system and environment and (b) between formal and informal structures. The first distinction reflected fittingly the idea that organizations demarcate themselves from their environment through explicit activities, such as deciding who belongs to the organization and who does not, what is produced within the organization and what is outsourced, what kind of behaviour is allowed in the organization and what is not, and so on. According to this view, organizational boundaries constitute boundaries of expectations; that is, expectations about what is supposed to happen within in contrast to outside the organization. In other words, within the boundaries of the organization there is a network of formal structures that define appropriate behaviour (Luhmann, 1964a: 35). This boundary of expectations is closely linked to the concept of organizational membership: members accept to meet behavioural expectations as a condition for their membership. It is through membership that the boundary of behavioural expectations is sustained. As a consequence of the institution of membership, organizations do not have to be concerned about the individual motives of their members. Drawing on Chester Barnard’s classical concept of the ‘zone of indifference’ (1938), Luhmann emphasized that individual actions do not have to be motivated because membership implies that employees generally consent to follow the organization’s rules. ‘Motives are generalized through membership: soldiers march, secretaries type, professors publish, and political leaders govern—whether it happens, in this situation, to please them or not’ (Luhmann, 1982: 75). Membership as such is remunerated; that is, the willingness to continue to be a member is purchased by the organization, even if goals are reinterpreted or changed (Luhmann, 1964a: 101), or even if the superior is replaced by another individual (Luhmann, 1962b). In other words, consenting to be a member is considered synonymous with an explicit willingness to conform to formalized expectations. On the one hand, establishing formal structures reduces the complexity of the social world, as organizational structures reduce the range of possible activities; on the other, limiting the range of permitted behaviours allows the organization to coordinate the activities of its members in a highly complex manner and thus attain highly complex achievements, such as the production of products or services. Formal structures, however, are only one type of structure in organizations, next to informal structures.

    In addition to the central position of membership, the distinction between formal and informal structures also characterizes Luhmann’s early conceptualization of organization (Luhmann, 1964a). His views on the latter were inspired by contemporary organizational research in the US. Since the famous ‘Hawthorne studies’ in the early 1930s (Mayo, 1933; Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939) the distinction between formal and informal organization had been well established in organizational works (see Gouldner, 1959). This distinction put forward that, besides the prescribed formal order, there is also an informal social order in organizations that has its own norms. Luhmann stresses that, from that point of view, informality was mostly understood as a rather socio-psychological concept. Furthermore, he criticizes the fact that, up to that point, organization studies identified and investigated primarily groups ‘as carriers of informal organization’ (Luhmann, 1994: 399, our translation). For Luhmann, however, informal structures belong to the same social system as formal structures. He emphasizes that an organization as a social system functions at all because informal structures compensate and balance the formalized social order counteracting its negative consequences, not because they fill gaps created by formal structures. Informal structures help the organization to adapt rigidly defined expectations to environmental changes, overcome problems that arise from shifting and conflicting roles, as well as problems of motivation (Luhmann, 1964a: 61). Luhmann stresses that organizations are dependent on informality and on ‘the possibility of switching between formal and informal situations’ (Luhmann, 1964a: 205, our translation). The effects of informal structures may violate the precepts of the formal structures, particularly where there are conflicts between the latter. The concept of ‘useful illegality’ (Luhmann, 1964a: 305), which Luhmann developed, refers to informal behaviours that are illegal to the extent that they violate the formal rules but that at the same time are useful to and thus tolerated by the organization. By acknowledging the possibility of switching between formality and informality, Luhmann grants formal structures a very particular ontological status: rather than conceiving of them as something that determines organizational activities, formal rules are regarded as something that can be flexibly and often even strategically employed by organizational members. For instance, rules that support a particular member’s position might be used as ‘weapons’, when they are cited in an argument, or as ‘bargaining chips’, when used at a timely point in negotiations. Luhmann refers to formal structures in this sense as ‘tendency expectations’ (Luhmann, 1964a: 310–11), meaning that they are associated with a tendency to perform certain actions, rather than with programmed actions.

    To summarize, in his early works Luhmann regards organizations as ‘entangled structures’ (Luhmann, 1964a: 20) and he applies the functional method to reveal how the different formal and informal structures help reduce and reintroduce complexity in organizations.

LUHMANN’S LATER WORKS: THE SHIFT FROM STRUCTURES TO OPERATIONS

Around the start of the 1980s two shifts in Luhmann’s theorizing about organizations occurred. The extent to which these shifts merely modified or led to a break with his earlier lines of theorizing is the subject of an ongoing debate among scholars (e.g. Martens & Ortmann, 2006; Schwinn, 1995). The first shift concerned his views on the role of organizations. In the earlier phase of Luhmann’s work the organization was treated as an important social phenomenon worth studying in its own right; later on, however, it came to be regarded basically as a subtype of social systems. The second shift concerned his conceptualization of organizations. While in his earlier work Luhmann focused on the structural aspects of organizations, in his later work the focus shifted on to temporary operations as the central building blocks of organizations. Inspired by developments in biology and cybernetics, Luhmann concluded that social systems consist of temporary events that are linked in a self-referential way to form a unified system. This view was captured in the concept of ‘autopoiesis’, that is, the self-reproduction of a system through its elements. In the following we will describe the central conceptual elements of this approach to social systems (for details, see also Seidl, 2005c).

Social Systems as Autopoietic Systems

The concept of autopoiesis was originally developed by the two Chilean cognitive biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela to describe living systems. Maturana and Varela argued that living systems differed from non-living systems in that the former reproduce their own elements through their own elements—for example, the cells of a plant are produced by the cells of the plant. They used the term ‘autopoiesis’ to describe this process of self-reproduction and referred to systems that are based on self-reproduction as ‘autopoietic’ (Maturana & Varela, 1980). As autopoietic systems reproduce their own elements through their own elements, they are operatively closed; that is, their operations come from within the system and not from outside. Operative closure, however, does not imply that the system is generally closed off from its environment—a frequent misunderstanding. More specifically, operative closure does not mean that ‘the system itself has at its disposal all of the causes that are necessary for selfproduction’ (Luhmann, 2005a: 57). A biological system, for example, depends on the inflow of energy and matter for its reproduction. However, it is the system itself that uses energy and matter from external sources to reproduce its elements. Furthermore, operative closure is the precondition for interactional openness (Luhmann, 1995a: 9). Only because there is a clear differentiation between the system’s own operations and events in the environment is the system able to react to its environment (von Foerster, 1981). If this clear differentiation were absent, the system would lack the autonomy that is necessary for it to react (Luhmann, 2005a: 58). To put it differently, in the absence of differentiation, it would not be possible to treat reactions to events in the environment as reactions of the system, i.e. as operations of the system, as opposed to operations of the environment. Accordingly, the concept of environmental ‘input’ was replaced with the concept of environmental ‘perturbation’. This term is meant to denote that the environment cannot provide any direct input to the system but can merely cause perturbations that the system processes according to its own logic of reproduction (Mingers, 1995: 33–4; Varela, 1984). Luhmann suggested that Maturana and Varela’s concept of autopoiesis should be abstracted from its physical-biological roots and turned into a general concept on the level of a transdisciplinary systems theory (Seidl, 2005a: 7–11). In the latter context, autopoiesis can be understood as a general form of system building that uses self-referential closure and whose specific form depends on the system in which it takes place. In biological systems, autopoiesis materializes as life, in psychological systems (i.e. minds) it materializes as thoughts (or consciousness), while in social systems it materializes as communication (Luhmann, 1986b: 172). That is to say, while a psychic system reproduces itself as a network of thoughts, a social system does so as a network of communications.

    Luhmann’s conceptualization of social systems as autopoietic systems of communication is based on a specific concept of the latter. Luhmann understood communication as the synthesis of three selective components which form an insoluble unit: information, utterance, and understanding (Luhmann, 1995a). Information refers to the ‘what’ of communication: every instance of communication selects what is communicated from everything that could have been communicated. Utterance refers to the form of and reason for a communication: i.e. how and why something is said. The utterance represents the selection of a particular form and reason from all possible forms and reasons. Finally, understanding is conceptualized as the distinction between information and utterance. For a communication to be understood, the information has to be distinguished from the utterance; that is, what is communicated must be distinguished from how and why it is communicated. The crucial point in this conceptualization is the pivotal role of understanding. In contrast to other theorists, Luhmann emphasizes the role of understanding in determining the meaning of individual communications. He argues that what is paramount in individual communications is not the ‘intended meaning’ but the understood meaning, which affects the communications that will follow. As he writes, ‘communication is made possible, so to speak, from behind, contrary to the temporal course of the process’ (Luhmann, 1995a: 143).

Communication as a Purely Social Category

From Luhmann’s perspective, communication is regarded as a purely social category: he argues that an individual communication, as a unity composed of three selections, cannot be attributed to a single individual (i.e. a psychic system), in the sense that the selection termed ‘understanding’ cannot be attributed to the same individual as the selection termed ‘utterance’. By contrast, an instance of communication seen as a unity composed of three selections is regarded as an emergent property of the interaction of several individuals and, as such, as a social rather than a psychic phenomenon. Thus, even though psychic systems are necessarily involved in bringing about communication, instances (i.e. units) of communication are not the product of any particular psychic system. As Luhmann writes, communication ‘is a genuinely social operation (and the only genuinely social one). It is genuinely social in that, although it presupposes a multiplicity of participating consciousness systems, it cannot (for this very reason) be attributed to any individual consciousness [i.e. psychic system]’ (Luhmann, 2012: 42).

    Taking this a step further, Luhmann argues that what matters is not how a communication is understood by a particular psychic system but by ensuing communications; that is to say, what matters is the understanding that is implied by ensuing communications. Thus, the meaning of a communication, i.e. what difference a communication makes to communications that follow it, is only retrospectively defined through the latter. For example, whether a question is understood as a provocation or as an attempt to get a serious answer is only inferred from the communication that follows. Nevertheless, the meaning of that communication can only be inferred in its turn from the next communication down the line, and so on. Hence, understanding is only realized within the communication and not by the involved psychic systems. Each of the psychic systems involved in the communication might derive a very different meaning, which might also differ from the meaning that is derived at every step in the stream of communications. In effect, the thoughts that accompany the communication process are treated as separate processes that might influence but do not produce or determine ensuing communications.

    The idea that each communication is determined retrospectively through ensuing communications is connected with a fourth type of selection (Luhmann, 1995a: 147–50). If a social system is not discontinued, following a communicative event (which consists of three selections, as explained above) a fourth type of selection will take place: acceptance or rejection of the meaning of that communication. This fourth selection is already part of the next communication. To the extent that every communication calls for selecting either acceptance or rejection, it triggers another communication and in this sense adds a dynamic element that bridges the gap between successive communicative events.

    This brings us back to the notion of self-reproduction: as we explained above, communications only ‘exist’ as such through their relation to other communications. To put it differently, mere words and sounds do not have the status of communication. In that sense, it is the network of communications that ‘produces’ communications; it is the context of other communications that assigns to a communication its status as such. As Luhmann famously said, ‘humans cannot communicate; not even their brains can communicate; not even their conscious minds can communicate. Only communications can communicate’ (Luhmann, 2002b: 169).

    With regard to autopoiesis, the question of what communications are produced by earlier communications—so that the social system is reproduced—is left open. As long as communications are produced, the social system is reproduced. However, social systems, like all autopoietic systems, develop structures that guide the production of communications so that certain communications are more likely to be produced than others. These structures are conceptualized as ‘expectations’ (Luhmann, 1995a) that are implicit in individual communications. This means that in every situation certain communications are expected while others are not. For example, a question about the time is expected to be followed by an answer about the time and not by a description of last night’s dinner. In line with the concept of autopoiesis these structures are themselves the product of communications; that is, expectations are recursively produced and reproduced through communications. One example of social structures are topics of communication in the sense that they pre-select the possible communications that are expected to follow, given that certain communications fit a specific topic but others do not (Luhmann, 1995a: 278–356).

    It is on the level of such structures that the interplay between the social system and the environment is regulated. The structures determine the domain of potential environmental perturbations, i.e. what environmental events have an impact at all on the organization, and how these perturbations are processed; more specifically, what particular processes they trigger. Social structures are produced by the system, but over time they evolve and become adjusted to environmental conditions. In that respect, Varela writes:

    the continued interactions of a structurally plastic system in an environment with recurrent perturbations will produce a continual selection of the system’s structure. This structure will determine, on the one hand, the state of the system and its domain of allowable perturbations, and on the other hand, will allow the system to operate in an environment without disintegration. (Varela, 1979: 33)

As a result of structural adjustments, autopoietic systems become ‘structurally coupled’ to their environment, or rather to other systems in their environment. Social and psychic systems exhibit a particularly strong form of structural coupling. Luhmann refers to this form of structural coupling as ‘interpenetration’, indicating that the structures of two or more systems are so adjusted to each other that each system can predict to some extent the reactions to the perturbations it causes to any of the systems to which it is coupled (Luhmann, 1995a). Thus, social systems can count on the fact that, after each communication, the psychic systems involved will react to the communication through utterances that the social system can use to produce new communications. This indicates that one important means of structural coupling between social and psychic systems is language (Luhmann, 1995a: 272), as both social and psychic systems build certain of their structures by means of language. Thus, while in his earlier phase Luhmann used the concept of (membership) role in order to link individuals and social systems, in this later phase he uses the concept of interpenetration.

A Typology of Social Systems: Society, Interaction, and Organization

Luhmann distinguishes three types of social systems according to the kind of communication that they process. The first type is society, which is conceptualized as the social system that encompasses all communications—all communications that are produced are part of society and as such reproduce it:

    [S]‌ociety is the all-encompassing social system that includes everything that is social and therefore does not admit a social environment. If something social emerges, if new kinds of communicative partners or themes appear, society grows along with them. They enrich society. They cannot be externalized or treated as environment, for everything that is communication is society. (Luhmann, 1995a: 408)

To the extent that society includes all communication, it also includes all other social systems. That is to say, all social systems are formed within society.

    In the course of its evolution, society has undergone three major structural changes (Luhmann, 1997). Segmentary differentiation (i.e. into different tribes, clans, or families), was succeeded by differentiation into centre and periphery (i.e. city vs. countryside), stratificatory differentiation (i.e. into different social strata or classes), and finally by the contemporary form of functional differentiation. The functionally differentiated society consists of distinct functional subsystems that are specialized in serving specific societal functions: for example, law, science, economy, art, and religion.

    All of these functional subsystems are communication systems that are themselves operatively closed on the basis of a specific binary coding (Luhmann, 2012). That is to say, all communications involved in the reproduction of a particular functional subsystem ‘carry’ a specific code. For example, the code of the legal system is ‘legal/illegal’; the code of the economic system is ‘payment/non-payment’; the code of the system of science is ‘truth/untruth’; the code of the political system is ‘power/non-power’. Each of these systems communicates about itself and its environment on the basis of its specific code: for example, for the legal system something is either legal or illegal, or has no relevance at all; for the economic system something is either a payment or a non-payment, or is irrelevant in the sense that whether something is legal or illegal is irrelevant to the economic system. Each communication of a functional system relates to other communications of the same system on the basis of its specific code. For example, in the legal system communications relate to each other on the basis that these are either legal or illegal. A legal ruling refers to another legal ruling in order to substantiate itself—it cannot, however, refer to payments (which are part of the economic system). These functional systems are operatively closed in the sense that only communications carrying the function-specific code can take part in the reproduction of that system. Thus only legal communications can reproduce the legal system, while economic, scientific, or political communications, for example, cannot; only scientific communications can reproduce science, and so on.

    The second type of social system is that of (face-to-face) interaction. In contrast to society, interaction systems are composed of communications that reflect the physical presence of the participating individuals. Nevertheless, what is relevant here is not physical presence as such but its reflection in communications. At a bar, for example, not everybody who is physically present will be treated as such in the interactional communication: some people will be treated as part of the interaction while others, although they might be standing next to the participants of the interaction, will be treated as absent and their utterances regarded as noise. Thus, it is the communication itself that constructs physical presence. As Luhmann writes in that respect, interaction systems ‘include everything that can be treated as present and are able, if need be, to decide who among those who happen to be present, is to be treated as present and who not’ (Luhmann, 1995a: 412).

    The third type of social system is the organization. They reproduce themselves on the basis of what Luhmann characterizes as ‘decision communications’. Accordingly, organizations are described as ‘systems that consist of decisions and that produce the decisions of which they consist, through the decisions of which they consist’ (Luhmann, 1992: 166, our translation). Luhmann’s later conceptualization of the organization as a self-reproducing system of decisions, on which we will elaborate in the following section, differs markedly from its earlier conceptualization in terms of formal and informal structures.

    Organizations relate to the other two types of systems, i.e. society and interaction, in various ways. To the extent that decision communications, as the elements of which organizations consist, are also communications, they are part of society (Luhmann, 2000e). That is to say, in reproducing themselves, organizations inevitably also reproduce society. However, for the organization (decision) communications have a more specific information value, which results from the integration of a decision communication into the network of other decision communications. Or, to put it differently, the decision communications make a different difference to the organization than to society at large.

    The relation between organizations and the functional subsystems of society is somewhat ambiguous in Luhmann’s theory: organizations are typically located within specific functional systems (Luhmann, 1997; for other interpretations, see Drepper, 2005; Seidl, 2005a). For example, courts within the legal system, business firms in the economic system, political parties in the political system, schools in the educational system, and churches in the system of religion. The decision communications of those organizations are typically imprinted with the codes that are specific to the respective function systems: e.g. decisions in courts typically carry the code ‘legal/illegal’ and decisions in business firms the code ‘income/expenditure’.

    On the relation between organization and interaction we find hardly anything in Luhmann’s writings, apart from some remarks and footnotes (Luhmann, 2000e; see also Kieserling, 1999: ch. 11). Seidl (2005b) suggests that, in the case of organizational interactions such as organizational meetings, this relation might be conceptualized as a kind of interpenetration (analogous to that between social and psychic systems). In that view, organizations can use meetings to produce decision communications, while preserving the operative closure of both systems. Meetings, that is, produce communications that, apart from their specific information value within the meeting, can be used by the organization as decision communications. In that process, the meaning of the same communication will be different for the organization (and will thus become a different communication) and different for the meeting itself.

    There is no doubt that conceptualizing the interrelation between different types of systems in terms of a relation between operatively closed systems is relatively complicated. Nevertheless, it allows researchers to examine the logics and dynamics of those systems in their own right, which in turn makes it necessary to spell out how and in what way the different systems can contribute to each other (Luhmann, 1995a).

ORGANIZATIONS AS SYSTEMS OF DECISIONS

Luhmann’s conceptualization of organizations as systems of decisions draws heavily on classical organization theory, especially the works of James March and Herbert Simon (March & Simon, 1958; Simon, 1947). Many of his concepts are taken directly from that body of work, but are ‘subject to considerable qualifications’ (Luhmann, 2005b: 96). Luhmann adjusted and to some extent revised those concepts on the basis of the key idea of autopoiesis (Luhmann, 2005a: 58). More specifically, he recast decisions as ‘decision communications’, which he treated—like all communications—no longer as the product of individual human beings but as an emergent social product. Similarly, Luhmann assigned to the notion of uncertainty absorption, which occupies only a minor place in the study of March and Simon, a central role in his organization theory, using it to describe the autopoietic process of decisions connecting to other decisions. Finally, in his work March and Simon’s fairly broad concept of ‘decision premises’ was narrowed down and somewhat radicalized to capture the structures of organizations. Having made these modifications to key concepts of classical organization theory and rearranged them according to his own general theory of social systems, Luhmann presented a very innovative view on organizations that—despite its conceptual borrowings—has few similarities with earlier organization theories. In the following we will describe the central elements of Luhmann’s conceptualization of organizations as autopoietic systems: decision communications, decision premises, uncertainty absorption, and evolutionary change (for details, see also Seidl, 2005c).

The Elements of Organizations: Decisions

In line with the central view of his general theory that social systems consist of communications, Luhmann conceptualizes decisions as a specific form of communication. It is not the case that decisions are first made and then communicated; decisions are communications, which, in contrast to ‘ordinary’ communications, are described as ‘compact communications’ (Luhmann, 2000e: 185) that consist of two parts. While the ordinary variant communicates only the selected content, a decision communicates also that a selection has been made: i.e. that there were alternatives to the selected content that could have been—but were not—selected. For example: ‘we will invest in machine A and not in machine B or any other machine’ or ‘we will invest our money rather than not invest it’.

    As communications that communicate their own contingency, decisions are paradoxical (Luhmann, 2005b): the more the decision communicates that there are real alternatives to the selected one, the more the chosen alternative will be challenged (‘why have you not selected another alternative?’). Conversely, the less the non-selected alternatives are communicated as real alternatives, the less the decision will be understood as such, i.e. without alternatives there is nothing to select. To put it differently, a decision must give information about the alternative that has been selected, as well as about the alternative that was not selected. In doing so, however, it communicates at the same time that, on the one hand, the alternative is a real alternative (given that in the absence of choice the decision would not be a decision) and, on the other, that this is no longer an alternative (given that if choices are still pending a decision cannot be regarded as such), which creates a paradox (Luhmann, 2000e: 142; 2003).

    While this paradoxical property makes decision communications precarious operations, their selectivity enables organizations to handle particularly high levels of complexity. Prior to a decision, the organization faces a situation of open contingency, where many different selections are possible, whereas after the decision (if it is accepted as a decision) the selection is fixed and the alternatives are explicitly ruled out (Luhmann, 2005b: 89). Unless the decision is questioned as a decision, the previously potential alternatives are no longer regarded as possibilities, which allows the organization to concentrate on the possibilities that the decision has singled out as such and the new possibilities that it has opened up. This aspect of decisions is also referred to as ‘uncertainty absorption’, as we will explain in more detail later in this section. Luhmann argues that using decisions as a mode of operation grants organizations the capacity to fulfil highly complex tasks, such as the mass production of goods in the case of firms, the large-scale provision of education in the case of schools, or the provision of complex health care services in the case of hospitals (Luhmann, 2000e; Seidl & Becker, 2006).

    The paradoxical form described above renders decision communications highly fragile, in that they invite their own deconstruction by ensuing communications. Because of that, if decision communications are to be successfully completed, particular communicative provisions are required. Luhmann, in this regard, speaks of the necessity of ‘deparadoxification’ of the decision paradox, which involves concealing the decision’s paradoxical form (Åkerstrøm Andersen, 2003; Knudsen, 2005; Luhmann, 2005b; Schoeneborn, 2011). The organization has several mechanisms of deparadoxification in place. The first one is operative closure on the basis of decisions; that is to say, the organization totalizes decisions as the only legitimate form of communication. In other words, even the deconstruction (i.e. the rejection) of a decision in an organization has to be communicated as a decision, otherwise it cannot be a part of the organizational autopoiesis (Luhmann, 2000e: 145).

    The second form of deparadoxification is the attribution of decisions to human beings as ‘decision makers’. This idea, however, i.e. that decisions are the product of the decision maker rather than of the organization, is an ‘organizational fiction’ according to Luhmann (2000e, 1995a). This fiction usually rests on the idea that a decision stems from specific motives. Thus, why certain decisions are made is explained with reference to the motives of the decision maker: for example, ‘rational’ considerations on behalf of the organization or personal career motives (Becker & Haunschild, 2003). Attributing motives to the decision maker distracts attention from the arbitrariness of the decision and redirects it to the question of what made the decision maker decide in a particular way. This shifts the original paradox of the decision from the decision itself to the (fictional) decision maker and thus out of the realm of decisions, because the motives of the decision maker are not part of the decision. In this scenario, whether or not a decision is accepted as a decision premise by later decisions depends on whether it is assumed that the (fictional) decision maker had good (‘rational’) motives or not.

    The third and most important form of deparadoxification is the recourse to the organizational structures, i.e. the decision premises, on which we will elaborate below. Decision premises regulate which decisions have to be accepted under what conditions, including who can make what kind of decisions that are binding for certain other decisions. Again, referring to decision premises does not remove the paradox of decision making but merely conceals it (Luhmann, 2000e: 142).

The Structures of Organizations: Decision Premises

Drawing on the work of Herbert Simon (Simon, 1957: 201), Luhmann conceived the structural aspect of organizations as ‘decision premises’ (Luhmann, 2003, 2005b). While Simon himself used the term in a broad sense, referring to all the structural preconditions that define a decision situation, Luhmann narrowed the concept down to capture only those structural preconditions that are themselves the result of earlier decisions. In this sense, every decision can serve as a decision premise for following decisions. For example:

    Whenever a committee nominates [better: decides to nominate] a candidate for a position, it constitutes a momentarily relevant structure. In turn, the candidate may or may not be installed in the given position, but it will always be a decision in favour or against this candidate, another candidate cannot be installed without a decision against the nominee being made. (Luhmann, 2003: 40)

From Luhmann’s perspective, decision premises might both restrict as well as create the decision situation (Luhmann, 2005b: 95). Decision premises create the decision situation in the first place in that they define it as such. Without decision premises there is no occasion for decision making. At the same time, decision premises restrict the decision situation by creating a particular decision situation and not a different one. Luhmann (2000e) stresses that the idea that the decision premises both limit and enable decisions, and are both a medium and the outcome of decisions, is in line with Giddens’s concept (1984) of the ‘duality of structure’.

    Luhmann suggested that the term ‘decision premise’ should be restricted even further by using it only in relation to those decision premises that explicitly refer to a multitude of later decisions (Luhmann, 2005b). Thus, beyond the fact that every decision has some structuring effect on ensuing decisions, there are some decision premises that are explicitly assigned this role for a number of later decisions. Luhmann distinguishes three types of decision premises. The first type is the decision programme. Decision programmes define conditions for correct decision making: goal programmes define certain goals that are to be reached (i.e. the respective decisions are expected to contribute to achieving the goal), while conditional programmes describe what decisions to take in what situations (Luhmann, 2003: 45). The second type of decision premises are communication channels. These concern the organization of the organization: they regulate who can communicate with whom in the organization as not everybody can communicate with everybody else at any one time; communication is restricted to certain channels. The classic case of communication channels is the hierarchical structure, in which communication channels only run vertically. The third type of structure is personnel. This concerns the recruitment and organization of personnel. Organizations decide, on the one hand, on the commencement and termination of membership and, on the other, on the transfer of members to different positions within the organization, both with relation to and in the absence of promotion. These three types of decision premises are coordinated through the creation of positions: every position executes a particular programme, is filled by a particular person, and is located within the communication network (Luhmann, 2003).

    In his latest writings Luhmann (2000e) introduced another type of decision premise: so-called ‘undecidable’ decision premises. In contrast to the decidable decision premises described above, these are premises that have not been explicitly decided but are merely some sort of ‘by-product’ of the decision process. They are undecidable also in the sense that the organization takes them for granted and is no longer aware of their contingency. The first category of undecidable premises concerns the organizational culture; that is, the way in which an organization deals with its own processes of decision making. The second category concerns the cognitive routines; i.e. the way in which the environment is conceptualized by the organization. Cognitive routines, for example, provide information about the identity, characteristics, and expectations of customers, as well as ways of accessing customers.

The Process of Connecting Decisions to Decisions: Uncertainty Absorption

The third central concept in Luhmann’s organization theory is that of uncertainty absorption. Like the other two concepts, it derives from classical organization theory, where it is defined as the process where ‘inferences are drawn from a body of evidence and the inferences, instead of the evidence itself, are then communicated’ (March & Simon, 1958: 165). Luhmann argues that this concept captures the essence of the process during which decisions connect to each other: every decision situation is marked by uncertainty as to the consequences of alternative courses of action—or rather, alternative decisions. For a decision to be reached, an often considerable amount of varied information has to be processed, for example on potential market developments, the consequences of a particular choice on the organization, and so on. All these factors might affect in some way which alternative is finally selected, i.e. what decision is taken. In line with the original definition by March and Simon, it could be said that the decision is ‘inferred’ from the given information.

    Once the decision has been taken, the original uncertainty is absorbed to the extent that all the decisions that follow it can take that decision as given and no longer have to consider the original uncertainty: ‘Because once something has been decided, it need not normally be decided again’ (Luhmann, 2005c: 95). For ensuing decisions it is normally irrelevant what uncertainties were involved in making the earlier decision. It is what has been decided—not why it has been decided—that matters, as this determines what one can take as given when further decisions have to be made. As Luhmann explains:

    Uncertainty absorption takes place, we can therefore say, when decisions are accepted as decision premises and taken as the basis for subsequent decisions. In the style of Max Weber’s definition of power we can also add: no matter what this acceptance is grounded in. (Luhmann, 2005b: 96)

To the extent that uncertainty absorption takes place in the connection between decisions, it describes the processual aspect of the organization.

Organizational Change as Evolutionary Process

One of the areas that Luhmann took a particular interest in was that regarding mechanisms of organizational change. In contrast to a frequent misunderstanding, autopoiesis does not imply that a system is stable and does not change. On the contrary, autopoietic systems are extremely dynamic as they consist of elements that constantly need to be replaced by new elements. Hence, in some sense organizations are in a process of permanent change. Yet, Luhmann suggests speaking of organizational change only with regard to the structures of the organization, not its operations. As he writes:

    The concept of organizational change always and exclusively refers to the structures of the system, and not to its operations, hence, not to the level on which the dynamics of the system is realized. Operations (here: decisions) always take the form of events, which cannot change, but which disappear with their appearance. (Luhmann, 2000e: 331, our translation)

In his theory of organizational change, Luhmann combined his own approach to systems theory with evolutionary theory, from which he borrowed core concepts that he adapted to his theory (Baecker, 2003a: 195–200; Luhmann, 2000e: 330–60; Seidl, 2005a: 139–43). As he argues:

    structural changes can be explained on the basis of the interaction between three evolutionary functions that are not coordinated by the system itself. There have to be large numbers of variations that pass through a positive/negative selection process whose results need to be stabilized in the system. (Luhmann, 2000e: 351–2, our translation)

Focusing on random variations as the motor of organizational change, Luhmann emphasizes the emergent character of change, which cannot be controlled by the organization. This is not to deny that organizations also try purposefully to change their structures by deciding on new decision premises. However, these attempts are embedded in an uncontrollable evolutionary process: ‘planning is itself a component of the system’s evolution’ (Luhmann, 2000e: 356, our translation).

    Luhmann assigns the three evolutionary functions—variation, selection, and retention (or restabilization)—to the three different levels of the system: element, structure, and system. Variations develop on the level of the system’s elements, i.e. on the level of individual decisions, and a variant is defined as an element that deviates from the given structures. In the case of the organization, variation refers to a deviation of a decision from the given decision premises. For example, a particular decision to reorder stock might deviate from the decision programme that specifies the conditions under which new stock can be ordered. In the day-to-day operation of organizations, deviating decisions are extremely common. The deviating decisions serve as ‘candidates’ or ‘proposals’ for structural change: in our example, the deviating decision might initiate a change to the programme for ordering new stock (Luhmann, 2012: 272). These candidates or proposals for structural change can be (positively or negatively) selected. That is, they might either be deselected, in which case the existing programme is retained, or (in very rare cases) result in changing the programme.

    In Luhmann’s theory, retention, the third evolutionary function, was slightly modified into the concept of restabilization. This refers to mechanisms that ensure the perpetuation of the evolving system’s autopoiesis after a (positive or negative) selection has taken place. Restabilization is necessary because the consequences of (positive or negative) selection on the system as a whole do not constitute criteria for the selection. That is to say, selection does not automatically lead to stability (Luhmann, 2012: 292–300). After a positive selection the new structures have to be integrated into the network of given structures. After a negative selection—that is, after the rejection of variation—the established structures have to be stabilized. In both the case of positive and negative selection, the complexity of the system as a whole increases, and the system has to react to this with restabilization. In the case of social systems, changed expectations have to be integrated within the existing expectations or, if the unexpected communication is rejected, the system has to be stabilized with regard to the knowledge that a possibility has not been realized. In the case of organizations in particular, restabilization after a positive selection refers to the integration of changed decision premises into the context of the existing decision premises; or, after a negative selection, to the stabilization of the existing decision premises despite the rejection of a possibly ‘better’ alternative (Luhmann, 2000e: 351–6).

    The crucial point in this evolutionary explanation of change—as in evolutionary theory in general—is the differentiation between the three evolutionary functions. The relation between the different functions is described as chance:

    [this] means that from the point of view of the system, it is by chance that variations lead to positive or negative selection, and that it is also a matter of chance whether and how these selections, which apply their own criteria, can be stabilized in the system. (Luhmann, 2012: 301)

In particular, this means that decisions and decision premises are only ‘loosely coupled’ (Luhmann, 2000e: 354): neither can decision premises prevent the emergence of deviating decisions nor do deviating decisions automatically lead to changes in the decision premises. This holds true also in the case of planned change:

    Planned changes are always embedded into an evolutionary process, which accommodates them and, one might say, deforms them. Decisions about decision premises are themselves decisions that are observed within the system and are either accepted with modifications or forgotten. (Luhmann, 2000e: 353, our translation)

RECEPTION, APPLICATION, AND FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF LUHMANN’S ORGANIZATION THEORY

Luhmann’s social theory in general and organization theory in particular have attracted a lot of attention by fellow scholars over the years. While this attention initially came from scholars mainly in the German-speaking countries, his ideas are now increasingly taken up and developed by organization scholars in other parts of the world. In the following we will briefly comment on the international reception of Luhmann’s work, before we present the central debates and criticisms and the successive application and further development of its theory by other organization scholars.

The International Reception of Luhmann’s Works

While Luhmann’s theory has been a central part of the curriculum of even undergraduate courses in organization theory within German-speaking countries for more than two decades, his works have received comparatively little serious attention within the international field of organization studies. Although this seems surprising, there are certainly many reasons for this lack of attention. The most obvious reason is the language barrier, given that Luhmann’s main works on organization theory are still not available in English. A second reason might be the frequent misperception that Luhmann’s work is in line with Parsons’s approach to systems theory, which is largely considered outdated (Mingers, 2003; Stichweh, 2011). The fact that Luhmann’s approach is of a very different nature from and explicitly opposes Parsons’s structural functionalism is often ignored or misinterpreted. A third reason might lie in the theory itself. The architecture of Luhmann’s theory is highly complex, which makes it very difficult for first-time readers to access his works unaided by commentaries (Seidl & Becker, 2005).

    Moreover, Luhmann developed a very distinctive terminology to express his concepts, which presents an additional hurdle. Nevertheless, in the last few years there have been several initiatives to translate some of his (shorter) works in organization theory and provide introductions and overviews in English (such as Arnoldi, 2001; Bakken & Hernes, 2003a, 2003b; Nassehi, 2005; Seidl & Becker, 2005; Seidl & Becker, 2006). This has contributed to a rising interest in Luhmann’s work among organization theorists outside German-speaking countries. In addition, Luhmann’s approach was recently linked to some important intellectual trends in organization studies, which is likely to help disseminate his work among organization theorists internationally. In this context, it has been suggested that Luhmann’s conceptualization of organizations as communication systems could be treated as one of the three pillars of the emerging communication-as-constitutive-of-organizations (CCO) approach (Brummans et al., 2013; Cooren et al., 2011; Schoeneborn, 2011; Schoeneborn et al., forthcoming). What’s more, Luhmann’s work was recently recognized as an important source of inspiration for studying organization as process (Hernes, 2007; Hernes & Weik, 2007).

Conceptual Debates and Criticisms of Luhmann’s Approach

Given that Luhmann suggested a conceptualization of organizations that breaks with a lot of widely held assumptions, it is not surprising that he also attracted a lot of criticism. One strand of—fierce—criticism concerned Luhmann’s application of the concept of autopoiesis to the social domain. Many researchers (e.g. Fuchs & Hofkirchner, 2009; Mingers, 2002, 2003) have argued that this application is incompatible with the concept ‘as originally defined’ (Mingers, 2002: 278) by Maturana and Varela. In particular, Luhmann was criticized for not describing the specific processes through which a system’s elements are produced, and thus of not specifying the causal mechanisms involved in the process of production. As Mingers (2002: 290) writes: ‘One communication may stimulate another but surely it does not produce or generate it [in a causal sense]’. It has also been pointed out that, in contrast to the original concept, Luhmann does not identify any specific boundary elements that separate the components of a social system from the components of its environment, such as the membrane separates the elements of a cell from components of the environment. Instead of boundary elements, it is every single operation that differentiates the autopoietic system from its environment. This criticism is certainly justified—Luhmann himself explicitly acknowledged his deviation from the original concept (Luhmann, 2000e). Nevertheless, he argued that he had not intended to apply that concept directly. Instead, he had developed the concept further in order to abstract it from its biological roots and to turn it into a general concept applicable to any kind of system.

    Luhmann’s perspective on the sociological status of human beings has been the focus of a second main criticism (and also partial misunderstanding). His treatment of human beings within the organization’s environment, and even outside society, contradicts everyday experience, and this has led several authors to respond with considerable criticism and scepticism (e.g. Habermas, 1987; Mingers, 2002). For example, as regards management in organizations, Thyssen (2003) argues, that the exclusion of human agency from social theory makes it difficult to account for the role of managers. Luhmann’s ‘radically anti-humanistic’ (Luhmann, 2012: 12) position is derived from his theoretical claim that the social is constituted by communication. Such a perspective is strongly in opposition to management theories that take the manager as individual human being as their point of departure. Admittedly, systems theory does not intend to explain why some managers are successful and others are not, but it renders the genuinely social dynamics of organizations more visible (Becker, 2003: 223–30).

    A third major criticism of Luhmann’s organization theory concerned the limited possibilities of intentional control implied by the concept of autopoiesis (e.g. Martens & Ortmann, 2006; Mayntz & Scharpf, 1995). It has been argued that Luhmann overemphasized the self-referential mode of operation, as a consequence of which the possibility of intervening in the organization appeared to be severely restricted. In his writings, external interventions are limited to ‘perturbations’ while internal interventions, e.g. by the management, have to be treated as part of—and thus as the perpetuation of—the self-referential mode of operation (Martens & Ortmann, 2006: 460). This restriction is particularly problematic for disciplines such as management studies, where researchers are interested in identifying and developing levers of control. At the same time, this criticism might need to be relativized. The limited possibilities of control, which are regarded by many as a limitation of the theory, might also be interpreted as a strength, in the sense that they reveal the fundamental problems of control. It is possible that the self-referential mode of operation might provide an explanation for the high failure rate of intentional interventions (see Mohe & Seidl, 2011). Another point is that the critics seem to underestimate the role of perturbations. By referring to external influences as ‘perturbations’ Luhmann, like Maturana and Varela, merely pointed to the fact that all external influences are processed according to the self-referential logic of the system; this does not imply that these influences are unimportant or negligible. Against this background, some researchers such as Willke (1987) have suggested the concept of ‘contextual guidance’ as a form of intervention that explicitly acknowledges the self-referential mode of operation. As he writes: ‘Contextual guidance as an intervention strategy seems to be possible, if it works with contextual interventions instead of direct, decree-type regulations’ (Willke, 1987: 30).

    A final major criticism expressed by several scholars is that Luhmann’s organization theory lacks a normative position (e.g. Martens & Ortmann, 2006; Scherer, 1995): Luhmann merely analyses organizational structures and operations but does not provide any point of reference that would allow their evaluation in terms of whether they are desirable or good. As long as further decisions are produced, the organization is perpetuated—independently of the specific content of each decision. This lack of normativity is seen as particularly problematic for more design-oriented researchers and brings us back to the long-standing debate between Luhmann and Habermas, which we discussed in the introductory section: even though Luhmann wrote several pieces on morality and ethics (e.g. Luhmann, 1993b; Luhmann, 2012: 239–44), he explicitly avoided providing any moral point of view, arguing that he considered this to be unscientific.

Application and Further Development of Luhmann’s Approach in Organization Studies

When we come to appraise Luhmann’s influence on contemporary organization studies, we can distinguish roughly between three groups of studies that draw on his work. The first group consists of works that remain faithful to Luhmann’s theoretical approach, elaborating on and extending specific aspects or elements within his theory. Within this first group, one can distinguish between five streams of literature. The first stream comprises sociological studies on the relation between organizations and functional subsystems (e.g. Lieckweg & Wehrsig, 2001; Tacke, 2001). For instance, different types of organizations (e.g. hospitals, universities, companies, and political, religious, or criminal organizations) are scrutinized and compared with regard to their specific structural patterns, which have evolved in relation to specific structural conditions in each organization’s societal environment (Apelt & Tacke, 2012). Some studies have focused particularly on the function of organizations (as compared to other social forms, such as networks) in the globalization process of the functionally differentiated society (e.g. Hilliard, 2005; Stichweh, 1999, 2000).

    Another stream of research in this first group elaborates on Luhmann’s concept of organizational identity. This concept refers to self-descriptive texts with which and through which the organization identifies itself. These texts are produced through the condensation of the organization’s communicative reflections on its unity (Rometsch, 2008; Seidl, 2003). Studies in this group have examined particularly the forms and mechanisms of identity change (Seidl, 2005a; Van Rekom & Rometsch, 2008).

    Another stream is concerned with the development of a theory of management. There are a number of studies by Dirk Baecker (1993, 2003b, 2009, 2011), who proposes that the function of management should be conceptualized as a disruption in the reproduction of decision communications, countervailing the natural tendency of organizations to stick to established decision premises. Yet another stream of research examines the relation between consultants and client organizations (Kieser 2002; Kieser & Wellstein, 2007; Mohe & Seidl, 2011). Building on an earlier paper by Luhmann (2005c), these works argue that the relation between consultant and client has to be conceptualized as a relation between three operatively closed systems: the client organization, the consulting firm, and a temporary interaction system in which members of the client and consulting organizations participate. Because the three systems are operatively closed, no transfer of meaning between them is possible. The systems can only cause perturbations in each other, which are processed according to each system’s own logic of reproduction. A somewhat related stream of research studies the relation between management science and business organizations (Kieser & Leiner, 2009, 2012; Kieser & Nicolai, 2005; Nicolai, 2004; Seidl, 2009). Here too, these interrelated systems are conceptualized as operatively closed and it is argued that management science cannot produce knowledge that is of direct relevance to business organizations. Scientific results are considered to be part of the scientific communication process and to be confined in their meaning to this particular context. Hence, what may appear as a transfer of knowledge between these systems has to be interpreted as a misunderstanding that is productive to some extent.

    In contrast to the first group of studies, the second group uses Luhmann’s theoretical approach more flexibly, often combining it with other theoretical streams. Here we find a great variety of works, both conceptual and empirical, on different topics, of which we will provide some examples. One very influential stream of research that draws on Luhmann’s earlier approach is concerned with strategic control (Schreyögg & Steinmann, 1989). The main argument is that the process of strategic planning reduces the complexity of the situation that the organization faces by selectively focusing on certain options of activity and excluding others. Against this background, strategic control is conceptualized as a process of compensating for the selectivity of strategic planning by bringing selectivity and the risk it entails to the attention of the organizational members. Another stream of research, which relates particularly to Luhmann’s later work, applies his theory to the management of public sector organizations. The primarily empirical studies of this subgroup describe, among other things, the emergence of new forms of health care organizations as a result of an attempt to deal with paradoxical decisions in health care management (Knudsen, 2005; la Cour & Højlund, 2008); other studies use his theory to explain the problems that arise when new payment schemes are introduced in public management because of the clash between different societal codes that apply in the communication about the payment schemes (Rennison, 2007). Another stream of research draws on Luhmann’s theory in order to study the organization of open-source software development projects. The respective studies view such projects as autopoietic communication processes that must fulfil specific structural requirements to avoid breaking down (Morner, 2003; Morner & von Krogh, 2009).

    Finally, the third group comprises studies that extract individual concepts from Luhmann’s theory and integrate them into other theoretical contexts. A large stream of research in that group draws on the concept of trust from Luhmann’s earlier work (Luhmann, 1979) as a means of reducing uncertainty and risk in relationships between organizations. These studies examine relations between customer and supplier and other forms of collaboration and knowledge sharing, as well as trust-building processes among organizations (e.g. Bachmann, 2001; Bachmann & Inkpen, 2011; Janowicz-Panjaitan & Noorderhaven, 2009). For example, some of these studies use Luhmann’s early ideas on trust and familiarity to analyse the decisions of purchasers in the context of e-commerce (Gefen, 2000) or various ways of ‘managing’ trust (Knights et al., 2001). Luhmann’s concept of episodes (Luhmann, 1990, 1995a), defined as a series of operations marked by a beginning and a pre-defined ending, features in another stream of works in this second group. In these studies, the concept of episodes serves as a framework for studying organizational meetings and workshops (Hendry & Seidl, 2003; Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008; Johnson et al., 2010; MacIntosh, MacLean, & Seidl, 2010). Their authors argue that meetings and workshops, due to their episodic structure, allow for the temporary suspension of organizational structures and routines, which provides an opportunity for novelty to emerge.

CONCLUSION

In contrast to his international image, Luhmann belongs without doubt to the most innovative and radical thinkers in the field of organization theory. Both his more recent and his older works offer novel perspectives on organizational phenomena. Nevertheless, despite their potential, so far Luhmann’s ideas have had relatively little impact on organization studies. Several scholars (Becker & Seidl, 2007; la Cour et al., 2007; Nassehi, 2008) have argued that, in order to unleash the potential of Luhmann’s approach, it is necessary to open his works to a much broader readership. As mentioned earlier, until recently Luhmann’s approach was almost unknown among organization researchers outside the German-speaking world. This is slowly changing as more of his works become translated and as German organization scholars increasingly publish in English.

    To access a broader public, it is also necessary to counter the view that Luhmann’s systems approach is a closed theoretical system that cannot be linked to other streams of research. This view is somewhat surprising if one considers that the broad and general framework of systems theory has always been a toolset for analysis rather than a closed theory. As Becker and Seidl (2007) point out, this aspect of Luhmann’s systems theory is sometimes forgotten because he worked mostly on his own to develop a full, mature theory as a unified and coherent body of work. Nevertheless, Luhmann often emphasized that his theory is only one possible approach among several others. More specifically, he talked about his theory as one specific type of ‘prejudice’ among other possible types of ‘prejudice’. In his eyes, to produce a ‘good’ theory only one thing is essential: to deliver a piece of good ‘craftsmanship’, rather than achieve any kind of ‘objective truth’. On the basis of that general attitude, Luhmann often experimented playfully with different theoretical options and did not scruple to make significant changes to his theory during his lifetime without worrying about preserving a ‘pure theoretical tradition’ (cf. Luhmann, 2002b). Thus, there is no reason (at least no systems-theoretical reason) why those who apply Luhmann’s ideas should not be as playful with his theory as he was, and experiment, as he did, with all those other approaches that he included in his theoretical works, such as phenomenology, cybernetics, post-structuralism, and network theory, just to name a few (e.g. Baecker, 2009; Bommes & Tacke, 2005; Cooper, 2006).

    Lastly, Luhmann’s works should be introduced to empirical research. Luhmann quickly abandoned his own empirical research in order to concentrate on the theoretical-conceptual side of his work, which in turn tends to attract researchers working conceptually rather than empirically. Moreover, Luhmann’s later work in particular has been criticized for not lending itself to empirical investigation, because the assumption that social systems are operatively closed tends to undermine the researcher’s position. So far, the little empirical research that incorporates Luhmann’s work (e.g. Knudsen, 2005; Rennison, 2007) has largely ignored, rather than tackled, these problems. It is only more recently that researchers have started to reflect more systematically on the methodological implications of Luhmann’s theory (e.g. Besio & Pronzini, 2010; Wolf et al., 2010). Not least also due to the general trend in organization studies towards empirical research, it is very likely that the future ‘success’ of Luhmann’s theory will depend on the development of appropriate empirical methods (Nassehi, 2008).
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CHAPTER 8

JÜRGEN HABERMAS AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES: CONTRIBUTIONS AND FUTURE PROSPECTS

ANDREAS RASCHE AND ANDREAS GEORG SCHERER*

INTRODUCTION: LIFE AND WORK OF JÜRGEN HABERMAS

BORN in 1929, Jürgen Habermas is one of the most influential social theorists of our time. He has published over 30 books and 200 papers, has been awarded over 20 honorary degrees (including from Sorbonne 1997, Cambridge 1999, and Harvard 2001), and was recently listed by the Times Higher Education as one of the ten most cited authors of books in the humanities. His work transcends disciplinary boundaries, including contributions to sociology, philosophy, legal theory, political science, and cultural studies. As these discourses are inextricably intertwined in his writings, this chapter not only introduces Habermas as a social theorist, but also discusses the moral and political dimensions of his work to explore the implications for organization studies. Habermas’s thinking and the development of his theoretical contributions were influenced by the different historical periods which he has lived through, such as the end of the Second World War and the creation of the Federal Republic of Germany, as well as the fall of the Berlin Wall and the related changes in the global geopolitical landscape. Much of his early work was based on the philosophical tradition of critical theory (CT) (Rasmussen, 1994; Rush, 2004; Scherer, 2009). Habermas started to develop this work during his post-doctoral studies (1956–1959) at the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research, where he worked with Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, who are considered to be key figures of the Frankfurt School.

    Habermas’s work can be understood as a response to and extension of traditional (i.e. first-generation) CT. Historically speaking, early critical theorists, such as Adorno, Fromm, Horkheimer, or Marcuse, were influenced by a variety of intellectual traditions, including but not limited to Marxist thinking (e.g. when analysing the conditions of social change), Freudian theory (e.g. when looking at the breakdown of rationality), and Weberian analysis (e.g. when analysing differences between the natural and the social sciences). Following an interdisciplinary mode of analysis, mainly combining philosophical thinking with social inquiry, the CT of Horkheimer and Adorno (1947) emphasized that social science cannot produce value-free and objective knowledge as envisioned by the positivist model of science. Horkheimer (1937), in particular, stressed that knowledge is always bound to social and historical conditions, emphasizing a dialectical relationship between subject and object. Rejecting the totalizing effects of such instrumental rationality, CT suggests that science, instead of enlightening human beings, can turn into an instrument of suppression and control. However, according to Habermas, Horkheimer and Adorno’s perspective results in a paradox:

    If they do not want to renounce the effect of a final unmasking and still want to continue with critique, they will have to leave at least one rational criterion intact for their explanation of the corruption of all rational criteria. In the face of this paradox, self-referential critique loses its orientation. (Habermas, 1987: 127)

In other words, Horkheimer and Adorno’s critique endangers the possibility of critical reflection itself. By making communication the reference point for rationality, Habermas tries to overcome some of the deficits associated with first-generation CT (Hohendahl, 1985) and also engages in critical debates with postmodern thinkers (Habermas, 1990c). In his social theory he aims to reconstruct the normative foundations of society by exploring the possibility of undistorted communication, which, as he argues, is built into the very structure of (every) language and can serve as a basis of social critique (see Scherer, 2009).

    Held (1989) and Finlayson (2005), who situate Habermas’s thinking in the context of CT, show that his oeuvre continues the thinking of Horkheimer and Adorno in some respects, while also diverting from it substantially in others. Much like first-generation CT, Habermas (1970) built his early thinking around the observation that instrumental reasoning dominates society as means–ends rationality spreads into different areas of life, impeding the capacity of individuals to reflect on their own activities. While Adorno’s (1990) conception of CT explores in particular the capacity of individuals to resist societal hegemony, Habermas has more faith in the role of institutions. Emancipation from domination requires first of all the development of democratic institutions, which are capable of protecting individuals from the consequences of an expanding capitalist economy. Habermas’s interest in the institutional basis of democratic society is reflected in many of his works, starting with The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1991), which was first published in 1962 as his Habilitationsschrift (professorial thesis). His perspective on CT moves beyond the preoccupation of first-generation thinkers with the emancipation of the autonomous subject, rather emphasizing the need to study the communicative interaction of subjects and their relation to and embeddedness in democratic institutions.

    Much has been written about Habermas and his work in the context of social theory (Edgar, 2005; McCarthy, 1978) and organization studies (Burrell, 1994). Hence, we do not aim to provide a comprehensive overview of his oeuvre in this chapter. Our discussion focuses on a selection of his most influential ideas and the debates he was engaged in. Our primary aim is to understand Habermas’s influence on social theory in general and to explore his contribution to organization studies in particular. We start by discussing four vital pillars of Habermas’s thinking as a critical social scientist: (1) his philosophy of language and the concept of communicative rationality (universal pragmatics), (2) his theory of society and the explanation of social order as a result of systemic and communicative coordination mechanisms (theory of communicative action), (3) his theory of morality (ethics) and the possibility of moral order and critique (discourse ethics), and (4) his theory of political and legal institutions and the analysis of the possibility of a democratic global order (theory of deliberative democracy). Next, we explore four areas of organization studies where Habermas’s thinking has been applied: (1) the discourse on organizational communication, (2) epistemological debates, (3) the role of ethics and morality, and (4) reflections on the political engagement of non-state actors. We demonstrate how these four areas have profited from Habermasian thinking in various (and often interconnected) ways. We also argue that the application of Habermas’s ideas remains limited in some of these areas, and that future scholarly work could benefit from a stronger inclusion of his more recent work on politics and law. We close the chapter with a brief summary of our arguments.

HABERMAS: KEY CONCEPTS AND THEORETICAL DEBATES

Universal Pragmatics: The Philosophy of Language and Communicative Rationality

One consistent element of Habermas’s oeuvre is that he approaches the problem of social order from the perspective of language: human action is predominantly coordinated by communication. In his early works, mainly in Knowledge and Human Interests (1971), he still believed that knowledge is guiding action regardless of intersubjective argumentative structures (see also Habermas, 1966). By contrast, in his work after the 1970s he recognized the need to look into the discursive dimension of knowledge in order to explore the rational basis for the coordination of human action. The resulting social theory addresses the limits of the philosophy of consciousness (e.g. as reflected in the dichotomy between subject and object) and emphasizes the socially constructed nature of society (Berger & Luckmann, 1964). Society is not objectively given, but socially constructed in and through actors’ argumentative exchanges.

    In order to understand Habermas’s discourse-based social theory, we first need to look at his general understanding of the philosophy of language. While his reflections on the role of language in society are embedded in the linguistic turn in philosophy (Rorty, 1992), he reaches beyond the formal semantic tradition which emphasizes the representational function of language. Representationalism assumes that the meaning of language can be reduced to the relation between signs (e.g. words) and their referents (i.e. the object in the ‘real world’). In this sense, the meaning of signs is objectively determined by its referent. Habermas recognizes the limits of this representational view in that it is too heavily focused on the cognitive function of speech (Finlayson, 2005) and instead builds his philosophy of language on the pragmatic tradition, which has been influenced by philosophers such as John Austin (1975) and Karl Bühler (1934). Pragmatics highlights that the meaning of language is not only bound to its cognitive and representational function, but also determined by the context in which utterances occur and the way we make use of our words. For Habermas, focusing on the pragmatic function of speech is inevitable when thinking about how the meaning of utterances can lead to mutual understanding (Verständigung), because ‘the basic question of meaning theory—namely, what it is to understand the meaning of a linguistic expression—cannot be isolated from the question of the context in which this expression may be accepted as valid’ (Habermas, 2000: 227–8). This focus on the nature of language use leads Habermas to propose his research programme of ‘universal pragmatics’, which aims at uncovering the universal conditions of reaching a mutual understanding which is characteristic of any language (see in particular Habermas, 2000: 21–103).

    Following the idea of universal pragmatics, Habermas first links the meaning of an utterance to the way in which it can achieve validity (i.e. bring about an intersubjective consensus between different speakers). Instead of reducing the meaning of an utterance to its descriptive representation by objective referents, Habermas (2000) suggests that with any utterance, the speaker raises four validity claims (Geltungsansprüche) that can potentially be challenged by the addressee and thus need to be justified: (1) the comprehensibility and (2) truth of the speaker’s utterance (truthfulness), (3) the speaker’s right to say what he or she says (rightness), and (4) the sincerity of the speaker. In this sense, the meaning of a speech act cannot be separated from giving good reasons for its acceptability, since any utterance entails validity claims that require justification (Habermas, 1984: 297). Successful communicative action results when a hearer accepts (even if only tacitly) the utterance by a speaker, and the resulting consensus facilitates the coordination of interaction. The acceptability of an utterance is not tied to its ‘correct’ representation of reality, but instead rests on whether its validity claim is deemed acceptable by the addressee.

    Communicative action generally occurs when actors achieve a mutual understanding of a situation via the exchanges of utterances and thus coordinate their actions. What, then, if communication breaks down and validity claims are not accepted? Each speech act needs to be understood as an ‘offer to engage in social interaction’ (Ingram, 2010: 81), which, of course, can also be rejected by an addressee. If communication fails, it is necessary to engage in a dialogue in which the underlying validity claim is assessed jointly. Habermas (1984) calls such dialogues discourses and characterizes them as communication about contested validity claims. Discourses aim at establishing a rationally motivated consensus on validity claims, which forms the basis for achieving communicative rationality. Since the nature of validity claims differs, there are also different types of discourses (Habermas, 1984): theoretical discourses cover controversial truth claims, moral–practical discourses address the rightness of norms, and aesthetic or therapeutic discourses look at the expression of utterances and the truthfulness of the speaker vis-à-vis his or her background values (Habermas, 1984: 334). In order to establish a rationally motivated consensus (and thus resolve problematic validity claims) argumentative speech within discourses must satisfy certain conditions (i.e. discourse rules). Habermas (1990b: 87–9) identifies a variety of presuppositions of argumentation, such as rules of minimal logic (e.g. that no speaker may contradict himself), rules regarding the procedure of truthful argumentation (e.g. that speakers must present good reasons when disputing a claim), and rules regarding the governance of the process of communication (e.g. that discourses need to be inclusive and free from coercion). Discourses, which meet these presuppositions of argumentation, submit to what Habermas (1984) calls an ideal speech situation, a concept that has been described in several variants during his career (Habermas, 1993a, 1993b, 2000; Habermas & Luhmann, 1971). While it is clear that such a situation represents a regulative idea, which can never be fully realized in practice (Habermas, 1993a), it is also clear that discourses can only resolve controversial validity claims if a certain degree of communicative rationality is established.

Theory of Society: Theory of Communicative Action and Systems Theory

Based on his philosophy of language and the resulting perspective on communicative rationality, Habermas outlines the main pillars of his social theory in his magnum opus The Theory of Communicative Action, which was published in two volumes (Habermas, 1984, 1987). Volume one discusses the limits of the philosophy of consciousness and outlines how communicative rationality helps to achieve social order. Based on a critique of individual and instrumental accounts of rationality, Habermas argues that social agents coordinate their actions primarily through commitments to joint plans of action, which are justified through communication and discourse. He distinguishes the resulting communicative action from strategic action. Strategic action rests on instrumental reasoning and is based on the idea that social agents influence others (e.g. via coercion; i.e. by way of punishment and rewards) to carry out actions that are in their own interest. Both communicative and strategic action can coordinate behaviour. Strategic action coordinates social action through the overlapping egocentric calculations of individual actors (e.g. in market exchange where actors calculate their costs and benefits in order to make isolated decisions on how to act), while communicative action coordinates social action based on the creation of a mutual understanding about the situation among individuals and their joint plans of action (Habermas, 1984: 86). Although communicative and strategic action can both be goal-oriented, Habermas sees a clear difference when it comes to the role of language:

    Only the communicative model of action presupposes language as a medium of uncurtailed communication whereby speakers and hearers […] refer simultaneously to things in the objective, social, and subjective worlds in order to negotiate common definitions of the situation. (Habermas, 1984: 95)

By contrast, strategic action employs language in a one-sided way by treating it as a medium to persuade others of beliefs that are in the speaker’s own interest. For Habermas, such an instrumental treatment of language fails to account for the integrating effects of communication within society and thus leads back to an individualistic perspective on rationality as a calculation of means to pursue one’s ends. Such a perspective obscures the necessary communicative processes underlying rationality in modern societies.

    The second volume of The Theory of Communicative Action leads Habermas right into a discussion of the nature of society. For this, he develops a two-level concept of society consisting of ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’. Drawing on the work of Edmund Husserl and Alfred Schütz, Habermas (1987: 124) characterizes the lifeworld as a reservoir of taken-for-granted convictions that participants use within communicative processes to reach coordination while jointly interpreting a situation and making plans of action. The lifeworld is enacted and maintained by the continuous face-to-face interaction of ordinary people while making sense of the world as a meaningful place. It reflects the stock of knowledge that forms the basis for everyday encounters in society and thus reflects ‘the transcendental site where speaker and hearer meet, where they can reciprocally raise claims that their utterances fit the world’ (Habermas, 1987: 126). In this sense, the lifeworld enables and supports communicative action. However, mass phenomena, anonymity, individualism, and the erosion of taken-for-granted traditions are characteristics of modern society that increase the complexity of societal coordination and reveal the limitations of the lifeworld as a mechanism of social integration.

    Modern society has responded to this growing complexity by means of increasing differentiation and specialization of social action (Luhmann, 1982, 1995). Thus, societal order no longer rests on the social integration provided by the lifeworld alone, but also on systemic structures. Over time, society has become differentiated, consisting of various subsystems (e.g. the economy, politics, law, science, and religion), each focusing on a coordination function that is necessary for society to maintain its existence (e.g. production and distribution of goods, regulation of public issues, enforcement of rules, generation of knowledge, provision of moral and religious values). And each of the subsystems operates according to its distinct internal steering logic (e.g. profit, power, justice, truth, belief). Whereas the lifeworld achieves social integration via the communicative understanding of individuals and their shared plans of action, systems coordinate activities based on instrumental rationality, which is geared towards the choice of efficient means for given ends. In systemic coordination it is the restriction and incentive of the system and subsystems and their specific logics that governs human action and not so much the joint understanding of human actors (Habermas, 1987).

    Although Habermas admits that systemic differentiation and integration helps to coordinate social action efficiently in modern society, he also points to the risks associated with this type of coordination. Systems do not coordinate based on mutual agreement on validity claims (i.e. communicative rationality), but rather through their own system-specific logics. As a consequence, lifeworld and systems become decoupled, because systems can only provide integration and coordination within their own boundaries and fail to support broader social integration (Habermas, 1987: 154). This decoupling leads to a situation in which system integration prevails over the broader integrative effects of the lifeworld—the system starts to colonize the lifeworld (Habermas, 1987: 355). Instrumental action, due to its efficiency, becomes so predominant and widespread that it makes its way into the lifeworld, decreasing its potential to ensure communicative rationality. As the system depends on the lifeworld, largely because the latter is the medium in and through which societies reproduce themselves, its colonization creates a variety of ‘social pathologies’, such as the one-sided rationalization of the private sphere into a utilitarian lifestyle and the dis-empowering of the public sphere through overly bureaucratic decision-making processes (Habermas, 1987: 325).

    This two-level concept of society provides the basis for Habermas’s critique of systems theory in general and the functional structuralist theory of Niklas Luhmann (1982, 1995) in particular. The initial arguments underlying this controversy were published in Theorie der Gesellschaft oder Sozialtechnologie (Habermas & Luhmann, 1971) and were further developed in various other publications (Habermas, 1984, 1987; see also Kjaer, 2006; Knodt, 1994). Habermas suggests that Luhmann’s argument that systems produce meaning by making contingent selections reflects a technocratic bias. Meaning is reduced to what the system defines as relevant, which results in a suppression of other values (Bausch, 1997). For example, in the economic system issues of public concern matter only in as much that they have consequences for profits. Luhmann, on his part, criticizes Habermas for overestimating the integrative effect of consensus within the lifeworld, which is unlikely to be realized in complex societies. However, Habermas (1987: 155) believes that Luhmann ‘hypostatizes this lifeworld—which is now pushed back behind media-structured subsystems and is no longer directly connected to action situations’. Luhmann’s resulting view of society gives up the primacy of the lifeworld—society as a whole reflects a system. The distinction between lifeworld and system is rendered meaningless from Luhmann’s perspective, as meaning results only from the operations of autonomous and self-referential systems (and not the communicative rationality of the lifeworld).

Discourse Ethics: The Possibility of Moral Action and Critique

Habermas introduces the main pillars of his normative philosophy in Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action (1990a, 1990b) as well as Justification and Application (1993a). While the theory of communicative action distinguishes three different types of discourses (i.e. theoretical, moral–practical, and aesthetic), discourse ethics only addresses the moral–practical dimension. We need to understand discourse ethics as being embedded in Habermas’s overall social theory with discourse ethics creating a link between the coordination mechanisms of the lifeworld and systemic integration mechanisms. Moral norms emerge from the resources of the lifeworld to solve conflicts and hence allow for the communicative coordination of actions insofar as the actors acknowledge the validity of these norms. But what makes for a valid moral norm? Habermas approaches this question by reflecting on the process of norm validation. Instead of prescribing the exact content of moral norms, he claims that whenever a validity claim to the rightness of a norm or action is challenged or rejected, there is a need to enter into a discourse that guides rational argumentation and allows for resolving the issue consensually.

    Habermas (1990a, 1990b) distinguishes between two counterfactual principles of discourse ethics, the discourse principle (D) as well as the principle of universalization (U). Together these two principles outline the impartiality of moral argumentation within discourses (Shelly, 1993).


(D): ‘Just those action norms are valid to which all possibly affected persons could agree as participants in rational discourses’ (Habermas, 1996: 107).

(U): ‘Every valid norm has to fulfil the following condition: All affected can accept the consequences and the side effects its general observance can be anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone’s interests (and these consequences are preferred to those of known alternative possibilities for regulation’ (Habermas, 1990b: 65, emphasis in the original).



At first glance, both principles look like they point in a similar direction; however, there is an important difference. Principle (D) emphasizes the conditions of the process of norm validation: only those moral norms can enjoy validity that are approved in a rational discourse. As such, (D) describes the principle that fixes the validity of norms in general and is not restricted to moral norms (Habermas, 1990b; Ingram, 2010). By contrast, (U) reflects a genuine moral principle that bases the validity of a moral norm on its universalizability. Moral norms are only valid if all affected parties can freely consent to them. The basic idea of justifying moral norms via the principle of universalizability dates back to Kant’s Categorical Imperative. Habermas, however, emphasizes a dialogical approach to norm justification, while for Kant universalization was the result of the (monological) imagination of the philosopher. Such a dialogical approach fits better into the context of multicultural societies in which it is unlikely that all individuals reach a similar conclusion when reflecting on the universalizability of moral norms (Habermas, 1998). Understood in this way, moral discourses outline a communicative rational process of universalization. According to Habermas (2003), normative validity depends on communicative rationality as humans have no access to a functional equivalent for rational argumentation and hence need to accept its coordination function.

    While (D) reflects Habermas’s general understanding that discourses ought to produce norms that are agreed upon, (U) is positioned as a principle for the discursive justification of moral obligations. Habermas’s test of universalization is very demanding and rests on a variety of strong assumptions regarding the capacity of actors to enter into rational discourses. Discourse ethics has been criticized on this ground. First, a strict interpretation of (U) requires that all participants in a discourse consent to moral norms ‘for the same reasons, on the basis of the same interest’ (Finlayson, 2000: 458). This, however, raises the question of what exactly ‘the same’ means in this context—a question which is not sufficiently addressed by Habermas. Second, studies in social theory have shown that including ‘all affected’ parties can only act as a counterfactual ideal, as in practice the inclusiveness of discourses is limited (Gilbert & Rasche, 2007). Whereas Habermas (1990b) continuously emphasizes the need for real argumentation and the creation of an intersubjective understanding among parties, the creation of such conditions is often limited (e.g. the participation of future generations). Third, the scope of (U) is very wide, as it calls for the agreement of all affected parties. Hence, it can be expected that only a few norms will pass such a test, limiting the overall number of valid moral norms in societies (Finlayson, 2005: 87). However, if the number of valid moral norms is restricted, as Habermas (1993a) himself argues, there is the question of how and why moral discourse can provide social order. Another stream of critique deals with Habermas’s assumption that dialogical norm justification via (U) reveals better results than individual (monological) judgements. Critics argue that he cannot convincingly show why a dialogical approach should always reveal superior results over monological judgements, particularly when considering the limits of real-life discourses and the differentiation of society into a variety of subsystems (for an overview of related critiques of discourse ethics, see Scherer & Patzer, 2011: 165–68).

    According to Habermas (1996: 158–68), the regulative capacity of discourse ethics needs to be carefully assessed, as the question of ‘What ought we to do?’ can refer to different kinds of problems. It is in this context that he introduces the distinction between pragmatic, ethical, and moral reasoning. The types of reasoning reflect different forms of practical reason and hence fall into Habermas’s concern for moral–practical discourses as a way to test the rightness of validity claims. These forms of reasoning correspond to different types of discourses (viz. pragmatic, ethical, and moral), depending on the nature of the validity claim that is to be redeemed. Pragmatic discourses involve communication about whether an actor’s choice of means for a given end is justifiable. While pragmatic discourses do not question the choice of ends, ethical discourses discuss whether the ‘value orientations and practices are in the long run and on the whole “good for us”’ (Habermas, 1996: 161, emphasis added). This statement highlights that the outcome of ethical discourses is relative and conditional but not universal;1 what is good for ‘us’ needs to be differentiated from what is just for everyone. Ethical discourses aim at evaluating what is good/bad for a particular group (e.g. a cultural community; see also Finlayson, 2005). By contrast, moral discourses aim at establishing what is right and wrong, which, according to Habermas, requires establishing universalizable norms whose validity has been discursively justified. Arguments in moral discourses need to show ‘that the interests embodied in contested norms are unreservedly universalizable’ (Habermas, 1996: 162). While Habermas sees a clear difference between ethical and moral discourses and their related validity claims, he also argues that ethical reasoning always operates within the boundaries set by moral discourses, as the latter produce universalizable norms. McCarthy (1995: 185) has challenged this strict separation of moral norms and ethical values, since ‘moral disagreements turn on value disagreements’. Actors in practical discourses necessarily have to draw on their values, as the latter provide the cognitive framework for making sense of their needs and interests. Understood in this way, moral discourses cannot exist independently but depend on participants’ culture-specific values.

Theory of Deliberative Democracy: Democratic Order in a Globalized World

More recently, Habermas and his students Klaus Günther and Bernhard Peters explored the role of democracy and law in societal integration (Günther, 1993; Habermas, 1996; Wessler, 2008). These studies were complemented by Habermas’s work on the post-national constellation and on the possibility of democratic global governance (Habermas, 2001, 2003). Habermas develops a distinct theory of democracy and attempts to combine the achievements of liberal and republican theories of democracy without being limited by their shortcomings. In his theory of deliberative democracy he stresses the importance of civil society, social movements, and the media and explores the role of political discourses outside and beyond traditional political institutions. He develops a more pragmatic view of social integration that builds on political philosophy and philosophy of law and that goes beyond the abstract sociological elaborations of his earlier theory of communicative action.

    While the explanation of democratic order has been one of Habermas’s concerns throughout his career (see e.g. Habermas, 1989), in Between Facts and Norms (1996) he develops a new perspective, a theory of deliberative democracy that is more pragmatic insofar as it takes the various forms of political coordination in real societies into account, such as bargaining, campaigning, lobbying, etc., and does not focus on ethical discourse alone. While this perspective is still based on the assumption that citizens’ preferences are not fixed, but shaped by a deliberative debate, it also advances his earlier theoretical positions, as he considers a political theory that is solely based on ideal conditions of communicative exchange as ‘too idealistic’ (Habermas, 1998: 244) and demands too much from the citizen with respect to his or her willingness and ability to transcend their own interests. In addition, he discusses the question of how democratic and legal principles interact and make democratic governance possible under the conditions of complexity and pluralism of values in modern society.

    Habermas does not advance a radical form of democracy, nor does he wish to develop a revolutionary alternative to liberal market societies. Rather, he acknowledges the complexity reducing function of markets in the efficient production of goods and allocation of resources. His main concern is how market exchange can be embedded within democratic procedures and institutions. He explores various forms of democratic governance inside and outside traditional state institutions. In particular, he is interested in the contributions of civil society, social movements, and NGOs, which he considers a necessary and legitimate part of democratic will formation and control in society. Habermas (1996) also stresses the role of public discussion outside the more institutionalized forms of politics related to the work of governments or political parties. These discussions in the public sphere are understood to contribute to the increasing involvement of broader sections of society in political debates and to help control and legitimize decisions made by the official political bodies. In the past decade, Habermas was particularly interested in the challenges of globalization and the implications for political governance. He analysed the consequences for nation state governance and envisioned new forms of legitimate democratic governance in the world society (see e.g. The Inclusion of the Other 1998, The Postnational Constellation 2001, The Divided West 2006, Between Naturalism and Religion 2008: 312–352).

    Habermas’s discourse-theoretic model of deliberative democracy has been criticized from various angles (see e.g. Cook, 2001; Noonan, 2005; Weinberger, 1994). Noonan (2005), for instance, argues that since Habermas assumes that the economic system needs to function according to endogenous market dynamics, he does not challenge the mechanisms of capitalist markets and hence accepts an undemocratic social structure as a condition of democracy:

    By rigidly distinguishing the steering mechanisms of the political public sphere from the steering mechanism of the economy, Habermas blinds his theory to the undemocratic value system at the heart of capitalism. (Noonan, 2005: 110)

According to Noonan, Habermas assumes that the economic system itself is norm free and hence cannot account for the undemocratic value system that operates at the core of capitalism. While Habermas sees formal political practices as both free and based on participation, his theory ignores the problem that market forces themselves do not promote the conditions for individual freedom and political democracy. Noonan frames this as an essential contradiction in Habermas’s work—a contradiction that can also be understood as a shift towards more liberal arguments favouring an economic system which remains detached from direct democratic control (see also Blaug, 1994). This reconciliation of liberal thinking with democratic theory moves Habermas away from the central concerns of CT: to establish a critique of modern capitalism and to unmask the conditions of broader social change.

Applying Habermas: Contributions to Debates in Organization Studies and Future Research Prospects

Habermas’s ideas have received attention in some subfields of organization studies. In particular, the scholarly discourses on critical management studies (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992, 1996; Shrivastava, 1986), business ethics (Gilbert & Rasche, 2007; Scherer, Palazzo, & Baumann, 2006), corporate social responsibility (Palazzo & Scherer 2006; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007), organization theory (Alvesson, 1987; Mumby, 1988; Stablein & Nord, 1985; Steffy & Grimes, 1986), and political economy (Elster, 1986) have benefitted from his theoretical insights. However, authors for the most part tend to focus on selected aspects of his early work (e.g. on cognitive research interests, ideal speech situation, and discourse ethics) without embracing his overall social theory, thereby neglecting his more recent writings such as those on the theory of deliberative democracy. In the following, we point to some applications of Habermas’s oeuvre and demonstrate how they have influenced organization studies and also how they can potentially impact future debates. We explore four dimensions of organization studies in particular: (1) the role of communication, (2) epistemological debates, (3) normative-ethical debates, and (4) research on the political role of business and non-business actors. While we do not argue that these dimensions reflect a comprehensive list of applications of Habermas’s oeuvre within organization studies, we suggest that his thoughts are particularly relevant to further develop these debates.

THE ROLE OF COMMUNICATION IN ORGANIZATION STUDIES

The role of communication is central to Habermas’s approach to social theory. Organization and management theorists have acknowledged the significance of communication for a long time (Davis, 1968; Likert, 1961; Simon, 1947). Recent works even consider communication as an important pillar of organizational analysis and elaborate on its theoretical implications (Jablin et al., 1987; May & Mumby, 2005). Scholarly work in this area has been inspired by the linguistic turn in the social sciences (Rorty, 1992), in particular by relevant discussions in neighbouring disciplines such as communication studies, media studies, and sociology (Jablin et al., 1987; Jablin & Putnam, 2001) as well as by developments in philosophy (Austin, 1962; Peirce, 1992, 1998; Rorty, 1992; Searle, 1969). This led to the emergence of a new subfield of management and organization studies: ‘organizational communication’, which merges insights from communication and organization studies and has matured in the past ten years (Jablin et al., 1987; Jablin & Putnam, 2001; Redding, 1985).

    Although communication is a central topic in Habermas’s oeuvre, his distinct theoretical perspective on communication and its implications for organization studies and organizational communication have only rarely been discussed (Deetz, 1992, 1995; Meisenbach, 2006; Mumby, 1988, 2001; Steffy & Grimes, 1986). Habermasian thinking has mostly been applied while discussing the normative implications of a communication-centred view of organizations (for a brief overview see Schoeneborn & Sandhu, 2013). This stream of literature emphasizes that conceptualizing organizations as consisting of communications requires reflecting on whether the constitutive communicative events are inclusive enough in order to produce normative validity. On a more theoretical level, Robichaud et al. (2004) suggest that communication, and the language that it is based upon, is inherently recursive (i.e. language used in the construction of a text also embeds this text in another metatext). They highlight the contribution of Habermas’s thinking for conceptualizing such recursivity, since he understands the creation of normative validity as depending on the implicit claims raised by speech acts about themselves. Robichaud et al. (2004) draw on these and other theoretical insights to argue that the recursive nature of language produces a metaconversation which is constitutive for and embedded in other organizational conversations.

    Habermasian thinking has also been applied in those parts of the organizational communication literature focusing on public relations. Scholarly work in this area has emphasized the importance of using Habermas’s discourse ethics to conceptualize a moral framework for the public relations process (Meisenbach, 2006; Pearson, 1989; Zerfass & Scherer, 1995). Moving beyond an understanding of public relations as persuasion (or strategic action in Habermasian terminology), Leeper (1996) outlines the applicability of the theory of communicative action in general, and discourse ethics in particular, to develop two-way symmetrical public relations. Two-way symmetrical public relations emphasizes that public relations is supposed to provide a forum for creating mutual understanding and dialogue. The normative validity of public relations is theorized as depending on the nature of the communicative processes emerging between management and the public (for a critical perspective, see Roper, 2005). Burkart (2007) extends this debate by outlining a so-called ‘consensus-oriented public relations’ (COPR) approach that stresses the importance of achieving mutual understanding while coordinating the actions of public relations experts and their target audiences. The COPR model assumes that public relations communication can potentially be disturbed (e.g. when people question the trustworthiness of the corporation). Burkart (2007) shows the importance of consensus-oriented communication in such situations in order to (re)establish a common ground between the parties involved.

THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL DIMENSION OF ORGANIZATION STUDIES

The status of scientific knowledge has been the subject of much debate and controversy in organization studies (Donaldson, 1996; Hatch & Yanow, 2005; Scherer, 2003). Starting with Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) seminal contribution, which outlined four competing paradigms, there has been much discussion on what constitutes ‘valid’ knowledge when analysing organizations and organizing. In particular, Habermas’s early works have been used to analyse the epistemological underpinnings of the production of knowledge in organization studies. In his early works Habermas extended the ideas of the members of the Frankfurt School of social analysis (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1947) and explored the rational foundations of critical social analysis (Habermas, 1966), which were particularly discussed in Knowledge and Human Interests (Habermas, 1971). He differentiates three areas of human interest—viz. interests towards technical control, practical interaction, and emancipatory critique—which are related to different types of scientific inquiry influencing what we understand as valid knowledge. According to Habermas (1971), these interests are ‘knowledge constitutive’, meaning that they influence different types of knowledge production and the validation of related knowledge claims. Willmott (2005) demonstrates the relevance of these types of human interest for the analysis of knowledge production in organization studies.

    An interest in technical control is reflected by empirical-analytic (i.e. positivistic) sciences generating instrumental knowledge about cause and effect relations. Instrumental knowledge shows how people control and manipulate their environment. According to Willmott (2005), the technical interest has dominated research in organization studies and has created a large amount of literature examining how the prediction and control of people can be enhanced. Starting with the classic analyses by Taylor (1911) and Barnard (1934), research in organization theory has adopted an overly prescriptive perspective, trying to identify factors that improve organizational performance. The literature on success factor research, which models organizational performance as a dependent variable (March & Sutton, 1997) and is often described as being of particular practical relevance (Hodgkinson & Rousseau, 2009), is part of this research tradition. However, others have criticized the dominance of instrumental knowledge by arguing that the search for unidirectional causalities establishes a relevance façade obscuring the contextual nature of knowledge (Rasche & Behnam, 2009).

    When knowledge production is motivated by an interest in practical interaction and the creation of mutual understanding, knowledge is grounded in the communicative action that shapes social norms. The validity of such practical knowledge rests on shared meaning rather than an ‘accurate’ description of causal relations between variables (Habermas, 1971; Stablein & Nord, 1985). This second type of knowledge has also been part of organizational analysis, particularly when looking at research exploring the situated nature of sensemaking processes through which people enact their environments (Willmott, 2005). Knowledge generated in this domain gains its legitimacy from the creation of intersubjective meaning structures influencing human behaviour. For instance, studies adopting a sensemaking perspective emphasize the creation of intersubjectivity as a precondition for determining what counts as appropriate action. Practical knowledge about peoples’ frames of references acts as a precondition for creating instrumental knowledge, as it raises the question of how variables are identified and operationalized in the first place (Willmott, 2005: 99).

    Finally, an interest in emancipatory critique is supposed to overcome the deficits of technical and practical knowledge, both of which view scientific inquiry either as a way to represent given facts or establish interpretations of the meaning of these facts. Emancipatory knowledge is generated through self-reflection (and hence self-knowledge) and aims at problematizing taken-for-granted ideological assumptions to regain autonomy from existing oppressive structures which, at least in principle, could be transformed (Habermas, 1971: 310). Focusing on emancipatory knowledge emphasizes the role of organization studies as a critical science trying to understand how behaviour is dominated by existing structures (Steffy & Grimes, 1986; Willmott, 2005). Much research in critical management studies is framed as emancipatory critique, as it questions the consequences of knowledge production based on technical and practical interests (Scherer, 2009). For instance, research on organizational resistance and power has explored how oppressive structures limit people’s options and their control over their own lives (Mumby, 2005). Understanding research in organization studies as emancipatory critique challenges well-established causalities about organizational phenomena (technical interest) as well as the associated meaning structures (practical interest). Rather, organizational analysis is understood as a way to show how power relations sustain these taken-for-granted structures.

THE ETHICAL DIMENSION OF ORGANIZATION STUDIES

Aspects of Habermas’s work have been taken up in discussions on the ethical dimension of organizations and organizing. Here the focus is on the rightness of actions, i.e. whether and under what conditions individual and organizational behaviour can be normatively justified. When looking at the application of Habermas’s work at the intersection of organization studies and business ethics, it is evident that a variety of scholarly contributions link the idea of communicative rationality with stakeholder theory. Two topics stand out in particular.

    First, Habermasian thinking has been applied to advance stakeholder theory. Reed (1999), for instance, shows how discourse ethics can be used to further specify key elements of stakeholder theory. He argues that instrumental stakeholder theory is limited insofar as it overlooks the normative force underlying the concepts of stake and stakeholder. Hence, a stake can be defined as ‘an interest for which a valid normative claim can be advanced’ (Reed, 1999: 467). Since Habermasian thinking distinguishes between different types of normative claims (viz. legitimacy, ethical, and moral claims), there also need to be different types of stakes associated with these claims. In particular, Reed suggests three basic types of stakes: (1) that citizens have a stake in having their political equality guaranteed (representing a claim towards legitimacy), (2) people as members of communities have a stake in living according to their norms and values (representing an ethical claim), and (3) that all persons have a stake in the basic functioning of the economic system and its distribution of benefit for all (representing a moral, and hence generalizable, claim). Reed’s analysis shows that Habermas’s ideas can be applied to specify the scope and normative validity of stakeholder theory (for related analyses see Rasche & Esser, 2006 as well as Zakhem, 2008; for an overview of this debate see Noland & Phillips, 2010).

    Second, Habermas’s ideas have also been used to highlight the missing inclusiveness of stakeholder dialogues, particularly when considering the intercultural nature of stakeholder relations and the resulting problems of establishing a consensus among parties with conflicting views. Unerman and Bennett (2004), for instance, show how Habermas’s procedural criteria for reaching an ideal speech situation provide a theoretical yardstick to guide the identification of organizational responsibilities via stakeholder discourses. Applying their arguments to the realization of more democratic stakeholder dialogues via the Internet, they conclude that, while web-based dialogues help to at least partially realize the counterfactual idea of an ideal speech situation, there are still many problems attached to enhancing the communicative rationality of stakeholder engagement in this manner (e.g. unequal access to the Internet in different parts of the world). In a similar vein, Gilbert and Rasche (2007) suggest that Social Accountability (SA) 8000, an international certification standard for labour practices, fails to base its moral norms on inclusive stakeholder dialogues. While SA 8000 claims to have established universally valid norms, which according to Habermasian thinking are generalizable moral norms requiring the consent of all affected parties, the underlying discursive processes of norm-generation were directed towards Western stakeholder groups and were not sufficiently inclusive. Of course, this also raises the question of whether and how a universal ethics can be justified in a globalized world with a pluralism of values and lifestyles (Scherer & Patzer, 2011). Habermas is very sensitive to this issue, and argues that the inclusion of individuals from cultures and countries with completely different values and lifestyles into democratic society does not require that these individuals abandon their own cultures and values (Habermas, 1998). Rather, these individuals need to acknowledge a common (meta)discourse in which it is possible to create rules that allow for a peaceful integration without assimilation. This process demands tolerance and the ability to accept the lifestyle of the other without compromising the core values on each side.

    The application of Habermasian ideas in the realm of business ethics has revealed advantages of his theoretical framework. Scholars have emphasized that Habermas’s distinction between pragmatic, ethical, and moral reasoning allows for a more comprehensive analysis of problems when compared to other research traditions in business ethics (Gilbert & Rasche, 2007; Reed, 1999; Stansbury, 2008). The three most common traditions in conventional business ethics research—utilitarian analysis, Aristotelian thinking, and Kantian analysis—all highlight different forms of normative reasoning (viz. pragmatic, ethical, and moral), but fail to integrate these types of reasoning. Habermasian thinking, by contrast, shows that a comprehensive analysis of the responsibilities of organizations requires incorporating all three types of reasoning into normative analyses (Habermas, 1996, 1990a, 1990b). Most of all, it is necessary to better integrate the distinction between moral and ethical reasoning into future debates on international business ethics. Making this distinction can help to better acknowledge differences between ethical reasoning within specific local communities and moral reasoning related to universally justified norms.

THE POLITICAL DIMENSION OF ORGANIZATION STUDIES

The political dimension concerns the broader role of organizations within modern society. Unlike many students of social science, who consider politics simply as a power game in which dominant actors pursue their interests against and at the cost of those who are less potent (e.g. Mumby, 1988, 2001), Habermas has a more optimistic view. He considers politics as a communicative process in which individuals within a social community try to find a common view on the conditions under which they want to live together and on what common interests should be pursued (Habermas, 1996, 1998). Deliberative processes take place within institutionalized forms of politics (in political parties, in parliaments, etc.) as well as within the public sphere with its less institutionalized ways of forming and transforming opinion (NGOs, civil society groups, social movements, etc.) (Habermas, 1989, 1996). In recent years, this perspective on democracy and politics has informed a stream of research in organization studies that highlights the role of business and non-business actors in deliberative processes of public will formation (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). Mainstream approaches to corporate political activity (CPA) study under what conditions corporations are able to successfully influence public policy (Schuler & Rehbein, 1995) and neglect the normative-ethical problems attached to such engagement. By contrast, a Habermasian perspective analyses the contributions of various actors and institutions to democracy with the aim of strengthening democracy itself and keeping corporate power and lobbying under control.

    Scholars have drawn on this perspective to develop a more complex view on the political role of the business firm, analysing the various forms of communication in processes of public will formation (strategic manipulation, bargaining, compromising, open discourse, etc.). Recent research on corporate citizenship, for instance, points to the positive contributions of corporations to public policy. Matten and Crane (2005) have advanced an extended notion of corporate citizenship and define it as the administering of citizenship rights by corporations. Their analysis points to the new political role of companies, which often assume a state-like function and fill gaps in (global) regulation and the production of public goods when governments are either unable or unwilling to protect the rights of their citizens. Moon, Crane, & Matten (2005) discuss Habermas’s contribution to an understanding of deliberative democratic citizenship in this context. A Habermasian perspective helps to clarify the normative-ethical implications of the involvement of firms in administering citizenship rights. Deliberative participation forms the basis for resolving conflicts that occur when firms contribute to the provision of public goods. This understanding of corporate citizenship emphasizes that outcomes of corporations’ engagement in political processes are only legitimate if citizens are sufficiently involved in the resolution of the underlying problem (Moon, Crane, & Matten, 2005: 442–3).

    Habermasian ideas have also been applied in discussions around political corporate social responsibility (CSR), which represents another stream of research discussing the political role of firms. This approach to CSR assesses the broader ethical implications of corporate engagement with public policy (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007, 2011; Scherer et al., 2006). Political CSR questions the strict separation of the public and the private sphere that is common in liberal and libertarian theories of society (Moon, Crane, & Matten, 2005). These theories define a political role only for state agencies (which establish and enforce regulations), while private businesses focus on profits and stay within the limits defined by the state. Recognizing that businesses increasingly co-create their institutional environment (Barley, 2010), Scherer and Palazzo (2007) argue that private companies and other non-state actors (NGOs, civil society) contribute to the development of global governance mechanisms (e.g. via multistakeholder partnerships such as the Forest Stewardship Council). They suggest that these processes can be analysed and criticized by looking at Habermas’s understanding of deliberative democracy, since it explicitly acknowledges deliberations of non-state actors that operate above and beyond governmental institutions. Even though the normative core of the theory of deliberative democracy rests on Habermas’s discussion of discourse ethics, the deliberative approach is more pragmatic and realistic as it takes the various forms of policy formation into account (Habermas, 2006, 2008). Some critics argue that the emphasis of political CSR on deliberative democracy is too conservative and too uncritical vis-à-vis the power of influential actors such as big corporations (Edward & Willmott, 2008). These critics suggest alternative forms of radical democracy that even question the capitalist organization of society (see e.g. Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). Others, by contrast, argue that the political CSR approach goes too far and that even under the conditions of globalization the strict separation of the political sphere and the private sphere has to be maintained as each subsystem works within its own systemic logic (Willke & Willke, 2008).

CONCLUSION

This chapter has elaborated on the contribution of Habermasian thinking to organization studies in three ways. First, it offers a summary of Habermas’s key theoretical ideas and also shows how his thinking developed from his early interest in a pragmatic theory of meaning to his more recent writings on political theory and democracy. Second, this chapter shows the relevance of his theoretical contribution to selected scholarly discourses within organization studies, ranging from organizational communication to epistemological debates and perspectives on ethics and political economy. In particular, we have tried to show that Habermas’s ideas have been part and parcel of the theoretical development of these discourses. Third, we have also pointed out that organizational scholars frequently put too much emphasis on the well-known parts of Habermas’s early work (in particular cognitive research interests and discourse ethics), while neglecting his later work on politics, law, and democracy. While the amount of scholarly work on the political nature of corporations is rapidly growing, it is too much focused on power relations as the only way of engaging with politics, neglecting discourse and consensus-building as a way of forming (and transforming) common views on issues of public concern.

NOTES

    * We thank the editors and the participants of the workshop in Helsinki in July 2012 for constructive comments on earlier drafts of this chapter. Glenn Morgan was very helpful during the preparation of this chapter. We also thank Ann Nelson (Zurich) who helped us with the English language.

    1. It is important to note here that the way Habermas distinguishes between morality and ethics differs from how these concepts are used in practical philosophy. In practical philosophy morality embraces the particular values and norms of a social group that are acknowledged within this group, whereas ethics is the reflection on whether these values and norms can be generalized beyond the mere acknowledgement within this group so that these values and norms can be considered universally valid.
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CHAPTER 9

BHASKAR AND CRITICAL REALISM

STEVE FLEETWOOD

INTRODUCTION

IN the late 1970s Roy Bhaskar initiated a meta-theoretical perspective, critical realism (CR)1 that subsequently went on to influence sociology, social theory (ST), and organization studies (OS). Because the nature of this influence is complex, it is sensible to start with a (four-point) clarification.


    (i) CR is a meta-theory rooted explicitly in ontology—i.e. the study of being, existence, or more simply the study of the way the world is. CR ontology is characterized by stratified, emergent, and transformational entities, relations, and processes. As a meta-theory, CR did not influence sociology, ST, and OS substantively: there is, for example, no such thing as a ‘CR theory of worker resistance’.2

(ii) CR influence went beyond ontology because one’s ontology influences one’s aetiology, epistemology, methodology, choice of research techniques, mode of inference, the objectives one seeks, and the concepts of explanation, prediction, and theory one adopts. I refer to this as a ‘chain of meta-theoretical concepts’.

(iii) CR also highlighted the existence of two rival ontologies in sociology, ST, and OS: (i) an empirical realist ontology, characterized by observed, atomistic events; and an idealist ontology, characterized by entities constituted entirely by discourse (etc.).

(iv) CR offered an interpretation, and critical evaluation, of empirical realist and idealist ontologies, and their associated chains of meta-theoretical concepts.



This chapter has five parts.3 The first section shows how CR moved from philosophy to sociology and ST, and from there to OS. It also clears some ground for what is to come later. The second and third sections are CR interpretations, and critical evaluations, of empirical realist and idealist ontologies and their associated chains of meta-theoretical concepts. The fourth section elaborates upon CR’s ontology and its associated chain of meta-theoretical concepts. The conclusion shows that differing definitions of organizations are influenced by different ontologies and their associated chain of meta-theoretical concepts.

CRITICAL REALISM: FROM PHILOSOPHY TO SOCIOLOGY AND ST

While Bhaskar was instrumental in advocating a (re)turn to realism in the 1970s and 1980s he was not the only advocate. Indeed, he was one of several.4 Bhaskar’s work was distinctive, however, because while others applied realism to particular issues (e.g. the environment),5 Bhaskar (intentionally or otherwise) applied it to the development of a meta-theory for social science in general. This made it groundbreaking. Many philosophers began to recognize the importance of Bhaskar’s work for social science and Collier (1994) published an important simplification of Bhaskar’s (often difficult) writing. Simultaneously, realist ideas, many extremely close to critical realism, were being developed by thinkers working on the terrain where philosophy and ST meet.6 All this helped to nudge CR from philosophy to sociology and ST where it found a small but highly receptive audience. There are three main reasons why the audience was so receptive.


    (i) Sociology and ST were dominated by structural functionalism. While CRs were not alone in criticizing functionalism, Bhaskar and STs like Archer were instrumental in developing a critique of, and an alternative to, its structural determinism.

(ii) Sociology and ST were also dominated by a positivist philosophy of science. Bhaskar and STs like Sayer were instrumental in developing a sophisticated and thoroughgoing critique of positivism that was lacking in the alternatives that were beginning to emerge.

(iii) The dominance of structural functionalism and positivism was challenged by the emergence of ‘interpretivism’ and later by ‘postmodernism (etc.)’—both defined below. Unfortunately, interpretivism and postmodernism (etc.) had serious shortcomings, leaving many sociologists and STs facing Hobson’s Choice. They could reject positivism and structural functionalism, but only by accepting interpretivism or postmodernism (etc.), with their shortcomings. CR offered an alternative to positivism, structural functionalism, interpretivism, and postmodernism (etc.)—although some caveats need to be added in the latter two cases.



Structural Functionalism

Structural functionalism was sufficiently dominant in the 1970s and 1980s for Burrell and Morgan (1979) to include as one of the four main sociological paradigms. Structural functionalism conceived of society as a system, the parts of which (i.e. norms, customs and institutions, and the people) are structured, and function to maintain the system’s overall ability and cohesion—with a degree of disequilibrium and conflict. It was a macro-social approach. While it recognized that agents have roles, as well as a degree of autonomy in executing the actions associated with these roles, agents were severely constrained, if not determined, by the structure of the system. Effectively, agency disappeared as agents became puppets, acting out a role determined by society’s structure. One of the main problems facing structural functionalism, then, was its inability to reconcile agency and structure, resulting in structural determinism.

Positivism

For much of the twentieth century, philosophy of science was dominated by positivism and its associated methods and research techniques. Popper’s influential work did not so much overturn positivism as shift the focus from confirmation to falsification, without significantly altering the basic approach to doing science. In social science, objective, true, and scientific knowledge could (allegedly) be gained by studying social behaviour from the ‘outside’—i.e. ‘outside’ of the thoughts and beliefs of people. It did not so much matter what people thought or believed, but what they did—or could be measured doing. If, for example, productivity increased following the introduction of performance management (PM), then knowledge of this could be obtained by developing a theory, using it to make a prediction in the form of a hypothesis, and then testing the hypothesis. If the hypothesis was not falsified, the theory (or part of it) was objective and true. Dissenting voices were, however, emerging.

Interpretivism

From the 1960s onwards, some sociologists and STs had begun to advocate interpretive, verstehen, subjectivist, interactionist, hermeneutic, and ethnomethodological approaches—hereafter referred to as interpretivist. Interpretivists rejected the idea that knowledge could be gained from the ‘outside’, arguing that knowledge could only be obtained by studying behaviour from the ‘inside’—i.e. via the thoughts, beliefs, intensions, and interpretations of people. The basic idea was that human beings act in a social world that they must first interpret—something not necessary for gases and atoms. This in turn meant that the objective of social science was to uncover the subjective meanings held by those under investigation. This knowledge was believed to be subjective.7 It was, therefore, via interpretivism that relativism, in the guise of epistemic relativism (Bhaskar, 1998 [1979]: 5 passim), entered into sociology and ST. Epistemic relativism holds that one’s social position (e.g. class, gender, race, being a researcher, being researched) influences the way one interprets the world, formulates concepts, and made claims about it. While epistemic relativism became widely accepted in social science, it opened the door to debilitating forms of relativism, which are better discussed in a later section.

Postmodernism (etc.)

From the 1980s onwards, a set of (ambiguously related) ideas took sociology and ST by storm, ideas known via terminology like ‘postmodernism’, ‘post-structuralism’, ‘social constructionism’, ‘relativism’, ‘continental philosophy’, ‘pragmatism’, or the ‘linguistic’, ‘cultural’, or ‘relativistic’ turn. For convenience, these ideas will be referred to as postmodernism (etc.). These ideas had several (often overlapping) origins. In Anglo-Saxon literature they came from Wittgenstein, via STs like Winch (1959). In continental literature they came from Lyotard, Foucault, and Derrida. They also had origins in the philosophy of science (Feyerabend, 1993; Kuhn, 1970), and in the sociology of science (Latour, 1987).

    It is vital to understand two things about postmodernism (etc.). First, the version of postmodernism (etc.) that took sociology, ST (and OS) by storm, was sometimes implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, rooted in an ontology of idealism. Idealism comes in several guises, but the guise that entered sociology, ST (and OS) held that the (social and/or natural) world could not exist independently of its identification. That is, the world could not exist without someone observing it, knowing about it (tacitly or non-tacitly), or socially constructing it. The world was made, fabricated, or constructed, entirely from discourse, language, signs, or texts. ‘Reality’ (now with scare quotes) could not exist independently of discourse, language, signs, or texts. The term ‘entirely’ is crucial: it implies that there are no extra-discursive, extra-linguistic, extra-semiotic, or extra-textual entities. I will abbreviate all this and write, variously, of the world, reality, or entities, being ‘constructed entirely via discourse (etc.)’. Knowledge could not, qua positivism, be objective. Indeed, knowledge now had little or nothing to do with entities existing independently of agents and became entirely dependent upon them (Fleetwood, 2005). Second, postmodernism (etc.) is not necessarily synonymous with idealism and one can be a postmodernist (etc.) without being an idealist.

Idealism, Postmodernism (etc.), and Interpretivism

At this point, it becomes easier to understand the particular shortcomings facing interpretivism and postmodernism (etc.) introduced by idealism. If, as idealism implies, knowledge has little or nothing to do with entities existing independently of agents, but is entirely dependent upon them, this has implications for ontology and epistemology. The implication is the disappearance of the distinction between entities and our knowledge of entities and the collapse of ontology into epistemology. What there is to know, collapses into what can be known, a position Bhaskar (1998 [1979]: 16 passim) refers to as the ‘epistemic fallacy’. Moreover, epistemic relativism often collapses into judgemental relativism (Bhaskar, 1998 [1979]: 57–8)—i.e. the belief that it is impossible to judge between competing claims. If the social world is constructed entirely via discourse (etc.), i.e. constructed out of agents’ meanings and interpretations, then there is no independent entity with which to compare agents’ meanings and interpretations. Claims about ‘objective’ knowledge and ‘truth’ became unsustainable.

    Many of those sociologists and STs eager to reject positivism and structural functionalism, and embrace interpretivism or postmodernism (etc.), ended up being blown off-course by idealism. They could not accept interpretivism or postmodernism (etc.) because idealist inroads had made it appear that a commitment to interpretivism or postmodernism (etc.) demanded a commitment to idealism. Many were not committed to idealism, and some even had a loose commitment to some kind of realism. But the versions of realism available to them in the 1970s and 1980s were often forms of crude materialism and, therefore, not much of an alternative. How could a sociologist or social theorist interested in (say) discourse, ideology, or culture, accept realism when realism appeared to accommodate only ‘hard bits of stuff’, or worse still, when realism was taken as synonymous with empirical realism—the ontology underpinning positivism? CR allowed sociologists and STs to reject positivism and structural functionalism, and embrace aspects of interpretivism or postmodernism (etc.), without being blown off-course by idealism.

A Closer Look at Ontology

Ontology is crucial to sociology and ST for two (main) reasons. First, everyone has an ontology—a set of beliefs about the way the world is—and if it is not explicit then an implicit ontology will necessarily be ‘smuggled in’ as a presupposition. CR and Idealists are explicit ontologists, while empirical realists presuppose their ontology—deriving it from epistemology.

    Second, to say that one’s ontology influences one’s chain of meta-theoretical concepts, is not to say there is no room for variation between ontology and aetiology, epistemology, methodology, research techniques, objectives, modes of inference, and conceptions of explanation, prediction, and theory. Knight (2002: 33) writes of an association (or ‘congregation’) between ontology and other meta-theoretical concepts, while recognizing that the latter are not ‘bonded to ontologies’.

    To exemplify ontology’s influencing role, consider the case of methodology, and the (retroductive) question: what ontology must be presupposed for a deconstructive method to be employed? The term ‘must’ carries no empirical force and the question means something like: what ontological presupposition is sustainable, defensible, sensible, plausible, logical, consistent, or intelligible with the use of a deconstructive method? Consider two claims:


    (1) ‘because I believe it is raining outside I will take an umbrella’

    (2) ‘because I believe organizations are socially constructed via discourse (etc.) I will employ a method that deconstructs this discourse’



One does not believe it is raining because one takes an umbrella; and one does not believe organizations are socially constructed because one employs a deconstructive method. One takes an umbrella and one employs a deconstructive method because these are consistent and intelligible things to do given one’s ontology. Furthermore, reversing the direction of influence, running from methodology to ontology, would be tantamount to adopting a belief about the way the world is for methodological convenience: the tail would be wagging the dog. In short, if one’s ontology influences one’s aetiology, epistemology, methodology, research techniques, objectives, modes of inference, and conceptions of explanation, prediction, and theory, then a mistaken ontology, however derived, is a meta-theoretical disaster.

Critical Realism, Ontology, and Organization Theory

During the late 1970s and 1980s CR not only found a small and highly receptive audience in sociology and ST, it found a similar audience in OS. At this time, a minor diaspora from sociology departments into the business and management schools was underway, bringing with it substantive developments in disciplines like industrial relations, industrial sociology, organizational behaviour, and labour process theory. While many of these substantive developments were implicitly realist, at the time virtually no one thought to make their underlying commitments to realism explicit. When, therefore, CR finally emerged in OS, many easily accepted it.8 CR is now considered a legitimate perspective in OS, attracting critical evaluation (Al Amoudi & Willmott, 2011; Contu & Willmott, 2005; Willmott, 2005) and symposia (Newton, Deetz, & Reed, 2011). As I write, an article by CR O’Mahoney (2011) has just appeared in the journal Organisation.

    So how did CR influence OS? A good place to start is with the bewildering tangle of ‘positions’ found in the OS literature, such as: actor-network theory, critical theory, dialogicism, discourse theory/analysis, empiricism, ethnomethodology, functionalism, grounded theory, hermeneuticism, humanism, ideographic, institutionalism, interpretivism, modernism, narratology, normative, nominalism, nomothetic, phenomenology, positivism, relativism, social constructionism/constructivism, sociomaterialism, structuralism (radical and functionalism), structuration, subjectivism, symbolic interactionism, objectivism, population ecology, positivism, anti-positivism, post-positivism, pragmatism, various realisms (e.g. empirical, naïve, scientific, structural, and relational), and verstehen, not to mention positions grounded in theorists such as Marx, Weber, and Foucault.

    There have been several attempts to untangle these positions, the following four being, arguably, the most well-known. Burrell and Morgan (1979) present four ‘paradigms’, divided into two ‘approaches’:


    • Radical humanism.

    • Radical structuralism.

    • Functionalist sociology.

    • Interpretive sociology.

        • Subjectivist approaches—nominalist ontology, anti-positivist epistemology, voluntarist understanding of human nature and ideographic methodology.

        • Objectivist approaches—realist ontology, positivist epistemology, deterministic understanding of human nature, and nomothetic methodology.



Deetz (2000) presents four ‘discourses’:


    • Dialogic (postmodern and deconstructionism).

    • Critical (late modern, reformist).

    • Normative (modern, progressive).

    • Interpretive (premodern, traditional).



Guba and Lincoln (1994) present four ‘basic belief systems’ about ontology, epistemology and methodology:


    • Positivism.

    • Post-positivism.

    • Constructivism.

    • Critical theory et al.—being a ‘blanket term’ exemplified by neo-Marxism, feminism, materialism, and participatory inquiry, and divided into ‘post-structuralism, postmodernism and a blending of these two’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994: 109).



Knight (2002: 27–32) presents three paradigms:


    • Realism and positivism.

    • CR and pragmatism.

    • Anti-realism and post-structuralism.



While these observations were useful in ‘mapping’ the OS terrain, they suffer from (at least) three shortcomings. First, they attempt to ‘compare apples and oranges’—i.e. by comparing meta-theoretical concepts to theoretical ones, theoretical concepts to substantive concepts, and so on. Second, they do not sufficiently differentiate between varieties of realism—and critical realism is rarely mentioned. Third, postmodernism (etc.) (e.g. postmodernism, post-structuralism, constructivism) are often treated as varieties of idealism.

    CR avoids the first two shortcomings by offering a three-fold division of these positions based upon ontology, and then tracing the chain of meta-theoretical concepts rooted in these ontologies. CR avoids the third shortcoming by exposing, as an ontological misconception, the view that all postmodernists (etc.) are ontological idealists. This is not the case—as the following comments, from three well-known postmodernists (etc.) make clear:


    This position is unacceptably idealist because it is understood to conflate discourse with an ‘extra-discursive’ realm, so that changing the world is conceived to be equivalent to changing the discourse. Such a position may be held by some, perhaps many, constructionist and discourse analysts. (Willmott, 2005: 748)

        The constant tendency was that postmodernism was rendered as entailing a particular set of epistemological and ontological commitments. Postmodernists, apparently, hold a relativist or conventionalist epistemology and an antirealist or idealist ontology. (Jones, 2008: 1245)

        Social constructionism could be placed close to critical realism…Although there are explicitly idealist strains within constructionism, the latter does not usually protest realism, but essentialism, the ‘things per se’, the world that does not need the work to exist in order to be real. (Czarniawska, 2003: 132–1)



In their initial, and quite understandable, enthusiasm to reject empirical realism (and positivism), many early postmodernists (etc.) took an anti-realist and idealist position. Although this idealism has since waned, some postmodernists (etc.) remain committed to it. It is, however, often difficult to interpret their commitments because what looks like idealism is sometimes merely a flirtation with antirealist or idealist language. Others affirm a commitment to realism, sometimes unconditionally and sometimes conditionally. An example of the latter is when reality is said to exist, but a condition is added that one cannot know anything about it—i.e. ‘empty’ or ‘fig leaf’ realism (Fleetwood, 2005; Kukla, 2000).

    Clarifying this misconception, as CR does, has two very important consequences: one for postmodernism (etc.) and another beyond. First, if some postmodernists (etc.) are idealists, some merely flirt with it, some reject it, and some are conditional or unconditional realists, then postmodernists (etc.) cannot, unequivocally, be labelled idealists. This is not so difficult to understand once it is realized that there are many reasons for accepting the label ‘postmodernism (etc.)’ (e.g. culture, ethics, gender, history, knowledge, politics, and power), reasons that have little or nothing to do with ontology. This means that postmodernists (etc.) could accept idealist or CR ontologies and many of the concepts in their associated meta-theoretical chains. Moreover, once the CR ontology is clearly spelled out, and its differences and similarities with empirical realism and idealism are made clear, many postmodernists (etc.) will realize that they have little to lose, and a lot to gain, by accepting it—or at least something like it.

    Second, this argument can be extended to (virtually) all the positions noted above, although three brief examples will have to suffice. If, as appears to be the case, some ethnomethodologists, some actor-network theorists, and some discourse theorists are idealists, some merely flirt with it, some reject it, and some are conditional or unconditional realists, then ethnomethodologists, actor-network theorists, and discourse theorists cannot, unequivocally, be labelled idealists. This means ethnomethodologists, actor-network theorists, and discourse theorists/analysts could accept idealist or CR ontologies and many of the concepts in their associated meta-theoretical chains. They would, however, be unlikely to accept an empirical realist ontology. An ethnomethodologist, for example, committed to studying people from the ‘inside’, would not adopt methods and techniques that only allow people to be studied from the ‘outside’—which is all an ontology of observed atomistic events permits.

    Unfortunately, this misconception often appears in contemporary OS literature as a two-way fissure between postmodernism (etc.) and an (often under-elaborated) realism—exemplified in Westwood and Cleggs’s excellent collection: Debating Organisations: Point-Counterpoint in Organisation Studies. Westwood and Clegg (2003: 8–9) reflect this misconception when they observe that the ‘most recent fissure’ in OS has emerged from the ‘postmodern turn’, adding that postmodernism is ‘antithetical to the epistemology of positivism, neopositivism and all forms of naive realism’. Indeed, with a few exceptions, the rest of the collection accepts this two-way fissure.

    CR avoids this misconception and, thereby, offers OS a different way of ‘mapping’ the terrain. CR replaces this two-way fissure with a three-way fissure, based firmly on ontology, between:


    • Idealism.

    • Realism—of which there are two main strands:

        • Empirical realism—encapsulating scientific and structural realism.

        • Critical realism—encapsulating relational and processual realism.



More precisely, the three ontologies are:


    • Idealist ontology, characterized by entities constituted entirely by discourse (etc.).

    • Empirical realist ontology, characterized by observed, atomistic events.

    • Critical realist ontology, characterized by stratified, emergent, and transformational entities, and relations and processes.



At this point the reader might wish to glance at Table 9.1 which highlights the three distinct ontological paradigms and their associated chain of meta-theoretical concepts. This table can be returned to later when all the concepts have been elaborated. The following two sections present CR interpretations, and critical evaluations, of empirical realist and idealist ontologies and their associated chains of meta-theoretical concepts.

    Before proceeding, please note the following caveat. Many newcomers to meta-theory will find the following sections rather heavy going. In an effort to keep the exposition as ‘uncluttered’ as possible, extensive quotations and references to Bhaskar (and other CRs) are avoided. Each section is, however, firmly based upon Bhaskar’s (and other CRs) work, and references are provided for the interested reader.


Table 9.1 Ontological paradigms for organization studies
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EMPIRICAL REALIST ONTOLOGY OF EMPIRICALLY OBSERVED AND ATOMISTIC EVENTS

Bhaskar’s A Realist Theory of Science (1978) is, essentially, an interpretation, and critique, of positivist philosophy of science and empirical realist ontology. While Bhaskar does not trace the whole chain of meta-theoretical conceptions from this ontology as this section does, it is entirely in keeping with his basic ideas. For elaboration of the arguments presented here see Bhaskar (1978), Ackroyd (2009), Lawson (1997, 2003), Fleetwood and Hesketh (2010), and Sayer (1984 [1992], 2000).9

Ontology

Observed events are the ultimate phenomena about which positivists collect data—e.g. size and growth rate of organizations, structure of organizations, strength of employee commitment to organizational culture, changes in performance, etc. If these events are observed (or proxied) in terms of quantity or degree they become variables—i.e. quantified events. The ontology consists, therefore, of observed events that are unique, unconnected, or atomistic.

    The part of the world amenable to ‘scientific’ enquiry is presumed exhausted by observable phenomena, and the latter is presumed fused with the events that underlie, and give rise to, observations. This boils down to a commitment to observation of events as a reliable, indeed as the only, pathway to knowledge. This ontology (schematized in Table 9.2) is referred to by CRs as ‘flat’ partly because of the fusion of the empirical and actual domains, and partly because it lacks ‘depth’—discussed in the fourth section on the ‘Ontology of Stratified, Emergent, and Transformational Entities’.


Table 9.2 Flat ontology, based on Bhaskar (1978: 13)




	Domain
	Entity





	Empirical
	Experiences and observations



	Actual
	Events and actions







Epistemology

For positivists, particular knowledge is gained through observing events, but more general or ‘scientific’ knowledge is gained only if these events manifest themselves in a specific pattern—i.e. event regularities. Deterministic event regularities can be styled: ‘whenever event x then event y’; ‘whenever event x1…xn then event y’; y = f(x) or y = f(x1 …xn). Stochastic (or probabilistic) event regularities can be styled: ‘whenever the mean value of events x1, x2, x3, x4,…xn then the mean value of event y’. A (generic) econometric equation reflecting this stochastic inflection would be:
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The following things are noteworthy here—especially the first two:


    • Whether deterministic or stochastic, events and their regularities are fundamental to positivism because they are the basis upon which laws or law-like statements are derived.

    • This approach lends itself to mathematical expression. The functional relation is the ‘workhorse’ of mathematics and statistics.

    • Positivists tend to gloss epistemological problems by treating them as ‘technical’ problems, to be resolved with better data, estimating techniques, and diagnostic tests, more specific formation of hypotheses, etc.

    • Positivists tend to treat truth relatively unproblematically. It emerges from the correct application of the covering law method.

    • The emphasis is entirely upon quantitative data.



Methodology and Mode of Inference10

The method used by positivists is an ill-conceived jumble of the deductive nomological (D-N), hypothetico-deductive (H-D), inductive-statistical (IS), and/or covering law models of explanation. According to the covering law method, to explain something is to predict a claim about that something, as a deduction from a set of initial conditions, assumptions, axioms, and law(s). The prediction, stated as a hypothesis, might be something like: ‘an increase in the magnitude of the organization (event x) is associated with an increase in administrative intensity (event y)’. The hypothesis can then be tested using a variety of statistical techniques. The mode of inference is a mixture of deduction and induction—elaborated in the fourth section, ‘Ontology of Stratified, Emergent, and Transformational Entities’.

    The attraction of positivism for social scientists/theorists lies in three beliefs: natural science is positivist, positivism is successful in natural science, and this success can be reproduced in OS. These beliefs are, however, based upon a very superficial understanding of both natural science and positivism. Where natural science has been successful, this has little or nothing to do with positivism. Even if some version of positivism was successful in natural science, it does not follow that this success can be reproduced in OS.

Aetiology

Positivism’s notion of causation derives from the eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume and is, unsurprisingly, referred to as Humean regularity, or the regularity view of causation (Psillos, 2002). It is inextricably bound up with the regularity view of law, whereby a ‘law’ is an event regularity. Stating this carefully:


    (a) Law as event regularity. This conception is rooted in the regularity view of causation.



The concept of ‘tendency’ is often (mis)used to refer to an event regularity that is not strictly regular. The most plausible (although in my view incorrect) version of this invokes probability such that ‘whenever event x occurs, there is a high probability it will be followed by event y’. This gives rise to probabilistic (or stochastic) law. Stating this carefully:


    (b) Law as event regularity/tendency. This conception is also rooted in the regularity view of causation, but this is not obvious because the term ‘tendency’ appears to modify the term ‘law’, giving the appearance that (a) and (b) are different when they are not.



Despite the fact that the term ‘aetiology’ is never mentioned, it retains a central place in positivist OS. As Donaldson (2003: 118) puts it: ‘A key idea in Organisational Studies is that there are causal regularities’.

    Notice that this aetiology is influenced by ontology. If one has an ontology of observed atomistic events, one’s concept of causality cannot be conceived of in terms of anything other than events and their regularity. The cause of event x must be some prior event y. And if the epistemology is one whereby knowledge is reliant upon identifying event regularities, then knowing the cause of something requires one to know about event regularities. To know the cause of event x, requires us to know (no more than) that event x, or events x1, x2…xn, is/are regularly conjoined to event y. The cause of the lamp’s illumination is the finger that flicks the light switch. The cause of the increased productivity is the introduction of a PM scheme.

Prediction and Explanation

Prediction is based upon induction from past event regularities. But prediction and explanation are often (wrongly) conflated in the ‘symmetry thesis’, wherein the only difference between explanation and prediction relates to the direction of time. If one predicts that the introduction of a PM scheme will be followed by an increase in profitability, then one explains the increase in profitability by the introduction of the PM scheme. Unfortunately, however, prediction does not constitute explanation. Even if one could use regression analysis to predict that profit would increase following the introduction of a PM scheme, the regression equation would not contain an explanation: one would simply be left asking ‘Why?’

    There is an affinity between Humean causality and what I call thin explanation. To explain is to give a causal history. But if causality is reduced to mere event regularity, then explanation is reduced to merely providing information on a succession of events. Thin explanation of the lamp’s illumination simply requires information that ‘a finger flicked a switch’. Any further information about the finger, the switch, or anything else, adds no more information than is necessary. Thin explanation of the increase in profit requires (only) information to the effect that ‘a PM system was introduced’. Any further information about people, workplace, management, or anything else, adds no more information than is necessary and so is superfluous. Such an ‘explanation’ might not actually be worthy of the name because it leaves one asking ‘Why?’

Research Technique and Quantification

Research techniques are quantitative and statistical with analysis of variance, meta-analysis, correlation, structural equation modelling, and factor analysis being common. Quantitative data can be derived directly from quantitative phenomena such as size of organizations, from quasi-quantitative sources such as Likert scales, or from qualitative sources such as interviews or even ethnographies where the data are coded, quantified, and transformed into variables. Obtaining quantitative data from qualitative techniques has been a source of confusion. It need not be confusing, however, provided it is realized that what matters is not how the data were obtained, but how they are analysed, that is, the form the data are transposed into in order for them to be analysed. Interviews using Likert scales, for example, end up transposing data obtained via a qualitative technique into quantitative data, ultimately variables that are then treated via statistical analysis.11

Theory and Objective

For positivists a theory should (minimally) have two dimensions: predictive and explanatory. The predictive dimension contains statements delivering predictions in terms of relations between events. When theory predicts, it does so by asking ‘What?’ and answers it by stating what will happen—e.g. ‘y will follow x’. The explanatory dimension consists of statements delivering explanation. When theory explains, it does so by asking ‘Why?’ and answers it by stating why what will happen, will happen—e.g. ‘y will follow x because of z’. In practice the explanatory dimension evaporates, with consequences for theory. Because of the symmetry thesis, explanation collapses into prediction. Moreover, because the ontology is of events, causality is reduced to mere event regularity, knowledge (epistemology) is reduced to identifying event regularities, and methodology is reduced to engineering event regularities and presenting them as predictions. A theory, therefore, is reduced to a set of statements that deliver the sought-after predictions.

    The objective of positivism is to deduce predictions, and (often) go on to test them (qua hypotheses) to establish whether claims are true or false.

Agency

The concept of agency used (explicitly or implicitly) by positivists is the rational individual—i.e. an atomistic bundle of preferences. Some positivists use the rational individual because it is considered to be a fair representation of real people, whereas others use it because it provides mathematical tractability. Moreover, as ontological individualists, positivists (should) have no conception of anything (e.g. social structures or mechanisms) existing independently of agents that enables and constrains their actions. Structures and mechanisms are nothing more than the outcome of agents’ actions—meaning structures and mechanisms are collapsed into agency. Instead of an agency–structure relation, positivists have only an agency–agency relation.

IDEALIST ONTOLOGY EXHAUSTED ENTIRELY BY DISCOURSE (ETC.)

Bhaskar’s Philosophy and the Idea of Freedom (1991) confronts idealism. But because he deals specifically with the influential philosopher Rorty, this book is limited for the requirements of this chapter. It is, therefore, necessary to augment Bhaskar’s work with that of other CRs.12

Ontology

Understanding the idealist claim that the social world is constructed entirely via discourse (etc.) requires an understanding of the relationship between an entity (the ‘signified’) and the word (qua part of discourse) used to refer to it (the ‘signifier’).


    (a) The relation between an entity and the word used to refer to it can be stretched by recognizing there is no non-arbitrary relationship between entity and word, signifier and signified.

    (b) The relation between signified and signifier can be broken, making it possible to conceive of a reversal in the direction of causality between entity and word.

            (b1) Breaking (not reversing) the relation between entity and word introduces a degree of indeterminacy, undecidability, or inability in the meaning of words. Transmitting meaning between people is now fraught with inability. The entity itself has little causal impact on the way one speaks (or writes) about it. A word (signifier) can float free of an entity (signified) to become a free-floating signifier.

            (b2) Breaking, and reversing, the relation between entity and word introduces a far stronger claim. One must abandon the idea that one has a word because one has an entity, and accept the idea that one has an entity because one has a word. The entity does not cause the word; the word causes, or constructs, the entity. This ontology introduces a far more fundamental inability in meaning. Transmitting meaning between people is now impossible. It is meaningless to suggest that the entity has little causal impact; it has no causal impact—because causality does not run from entity to word, but from word to entity. One also has to be careful about the idea of free-floating signifiers because it is not clear what any signifier is floating free of. Because ‘reality’ is now understood to be constructed via words, or discourse (etc.) more generally, and this is fundamentally unable, then ‘reality’ is understood to be fundamentally unable. Note that b2, (but not b1) presupposes an ontology exhausted entirely by discourse (etc.).



The following section thinks through the reasoning leading from ontological idealism to the chain of meta-theoretical conceptions it influences.

    First, the distinction between ontology and epistemology is now untenable. If ‘reality’ is entirely socially constructed, then it is constructed from the very discourse (etc.) used to make knowledge claims. There is no longer a separation between ‘reality’ and knowledge of ‘reality’; no longer a separation between ontology and epistemology. Whatever entities are said to exist are now synonymous with knowledge of them. CRs call this the ‘epistemic fallacy’.

    Second, if ‘reality’ is constructed by us through discursive (etc.) activity, two questions arise: who are ‘us’ and how many ‘realities’ are there? Consider the following example where ‘us’ refers to social scientists and lay agents studied by social scientists.

Consider Lay Agents

    (i) The discourse (etc.) of (e.g.) middle managers socially constructs their ‘reality’;

(ii) The discourse (etc.) of (e.g.) trade union representatives, socially constructs their ‘reality’;

(iii) The discourse (etc.) of (e.g.) financiers socially constructs their ‘reality’;

(iv) The discourse (etc.) of (e.g.) customers socially constructs their ‘reality’.

There are four ‘realities’ of, for, or relative to, middle managers, trade union representatives, financiers, and customers.

Consider Social Scientists

    (a) The discourse (etc.) of social scientists with (e.g.) a pro-business agenda socially constructs their ‘reality’;

    (b) The discourse (etc.) of social scientists with (e.g.) an anti-business agenda socially constructs their ‘reality’.

There are two ‘realities’ of, for, or relative to, pro-business social scientists and anti-business social scientists.

    Now combine all the above:


    • The ‘reality’ of middle managers is that ‘the company offers “good” jobs’;

    • The ‘reality’ of trade union representatives is that ‘the company offers “bad” jobs’;

    • The ‘reality’ of pro-business social scientists is that ‘the company offers flexible jobs’;

    • The ‘reality’ of anti-business social scientists is that ‘the company offers employee- unfriendly types of flexible jobs’.



If ‘reality’ is socially constructed by different discursive communities, then there are as many ‘realities’ as there are discursive communities—there are multiple ‘realities’. Notice that socially constructing these ‘realities’ is not the same as interpreting them. For idealists there is no ‘reality’ to be interpreted: to interpret is to construct.

Epistemology

For idealists, it is not just difficult to know if competing knowledge claims are true or false; it is impossible. Breaking, and reversing, the relation between an entity and word introduces fundamental instability not simply into the transmission of meaning, but into the very social construction of ‘reality’. There is, now, a fundamental instability in entirely social constructs like ‘good’ or ‘bad’ jobs. Instability in discourse (etc.) is coterminous with instability in ‘reality’ because there is not believed to exist an entity (‘good’ or ‘bad’ jobs) independent of the discourse (etc.) of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ jobs. In this case one is dealing with ontic matters and are those arising from the way the world is, not (just) our knowledge about it. The epistemological consequences of this can be uncovered via the following question: is the claim that ‘the company offers “good” jobs’ true or false?

    Once the existence of extra-discursive (etc.) entities is denied, all that is believed to exist are discursive (etc.) entities, entirely socially constructed. The claim is a discourse (etc.) that constructs a ‘reality’ of ‘good’ jobs. All that is believed to exist are other claims such as ‘the company offers “bad” jobs’. This too is a discourse (etc.) that constructs a ‘reality’ of ‘bad’ jobs. Now, if ‘reality’ is entirely socially constructed, there are multiple social constructions, multiple ‘realities’ and multiple ‘truths’—truth now has scare quotes also. The claim that ‘the company offers “good” jobs’ is one ‘reality’ and is ‘true’ for those who claim it. The claim that ‘the company offers “bad” jobs’ is a ‘reality’ and is ‘true’ for those who claim it. This leaves idealist OS theorists trapped in a (judgementally) relativist prison, where all they can do is compare competing claims.

    One possible way to avoid the nihilism of relativism is to adopt pragmatism and take refuge in the idea that ‘truth’ is a matter of convention or agreement, not a matter of the relation between claim and ‘reality’. For the pragmatist, a claim is ‘true’ if a community agrees it is true. While there are many problems with this (that cannot be pursued here) the point to note is that it is ontology that is driving the move to pragmatism.

Methodology and Research Techniques

Whether the term ‘method’ or ‘technique’ is used, it is unclear which methods or techniques should be attributed to idealism. While two obvious candidates are deconstruction and genealogy, matters are far from clear, not least because many deconstructivists (including Derrida himself) deny that deconstruction is a method. This could be an attempt to avoid the association of (their) method with that of positivism rather than to an explicit commitment to deconstruction not being a method. This matter cannot be reconciled here, so the compound term ‘method/technique’ will be used.

Deconstruction

Accepting an ontology exhausted entirely by discourse (etc.), and accepting the fundamental instability of meaning and its transmission, means undermining the notion of authorship. The primacy of the author (of texts) is denied, and a (hyper)active role opens up for readers. Readers (must) create their own meanings and ‘realities’ which are unstable and multiple. Deconstruction is a method/technique that questions the primacy, and hence the power, of the author to impose meanings and ‘realities’ on the reader. Deconstruction seeks to uncover the inherent tensions and contradictions that reside in texts, especially where binary opposites (e.g. masculine and feminine) are involved.

Genealogy

While genealogy is an historical method/technique, it is very different to some kind of modernist historical method/technique. The difference between the two is that the genealogical method/technique concentrates on the particularistic (not the universalistic); the local and local narrative (not the grand and grand narrative); superficial, surface events (not deep, underlying structures); single events (not multiple events and laws); small, minor details (not significant developments); minor shifts (not major shifts and upheavals); accident, chance, and arbitrariness (not determinism and necessity); lies (not truth); the strange (not the familiar); the powerless, the silent, and those without voice (not the powerful and the vocal); suppressed conflict (not open conflict). Indeed, genealogy is preoccupied with power more than anything else. Genealogy, therefore, focuses upon matters that are apt to be overlooked.

Research Techniques

Several research techniques are compatible with deconstruction and genealogy. Indeed, any research technique that allows one to scrutinize discourse (etc.) and focus upon matters that are apt to be overlooked, can be employed. Obvious candidates are ethnography, critical discourse analysis, and action research, but others are used such as: unobtrusive methods; semi-structured observation; semi-structured interviews; observing by being there; lightly structured interviews; focus groups; action interviews; memory work; diaries, logs, and journals; analysis of images; analysis of document; and post-empirical approaches (Knight, 2002: 117–18).

Objective

In recent decades many OS theorists have shifted their focus from philosophy of science to what might be called the ‘sociology and politics of science’. Czarniawska (2003: 129), for example, notes that the answers to her enquiry ‘should be given an “ethico-political” and not a “methodological-ontological” key’. Deetz (2000: 126) echoes this sentiment.

    Methods/techniques like deconstruction, genealogy, and action research are often used to identify the relatively powerless and the silent, tease out the multiple and hidden voices of the oppressed, speak in their name, and change existing socio-political arrangements. Seeking to uncover the socio-political processes through which powerful groups create and disseminate important discourses (etc.) is a perfectly legitimate objective, as is deconstructing complex webs of discourse (etc.) through which one particular claim becomes constructed as hegemonic. It is, however, pointless for idealists to ask philosophical questions about ‘truth’ or ‘falsity’ because as we saw above, for them such questions are otiose. Faced with questions like this, idealists transpose the problematic from philosophy of science to socio-politics of science. Instead of investigating the ‘truth’ of particular claims, they turn to investigating regimes of truth—e.g. to how and why an organization, enmeshed in power–knowledge discourses, is able to socially construct ‘reality’ and ‘truth’. There is absolutely nothing wrong with pursuing the socio-politics of science. But, the socio-politics of science and the philosophy of science are different undertakings, they are not competitors and one can engage in both. Shifting from the former to the latter does not make philosophical questions disappear, it simply leaves them ‘dangling in mid-air’.

Explanation

How might an idealist explain why company x offers ‘good’ jobs, while company y offers ‘bad’ jobs? Suppose her explanation, derived from an ethnographic study, is that company y can recruit from a pool of cheap, local, immigrant labour ‘forced’ into accepting ‘bad’ jobs. This would almost certainly be one explanation among several, such as the employees of company y have lower productivity so there is not the revenue to create ‘good’ jobs. The idealist would realize that her explanation, as a socially constructed discourse (etc.), is one of several ‘realities’, several ‘truths’, and would transpose the problematic to a socio-political one. She might, for example, explain the webs of power–knowledge that investigating the discourse (etc.) of recruiting cheap, local, immigrant labour to ‘bad’ jobs, thereby, continuing to marginalize this relatively powerless group. While this might well be a useful thing to explain, many non-idealists will still be left asking why company x offers ‘good’ jobs, while company y offers ‘bad’ jobs.

Aetiology and Prediction

Idealists are reluctant to discuss aetiology, although they appear to believe that: (a) causality is a naïve idea sought by positivists, stemming from the modernist belief that humans can control ‘reality’; (b) causality is based upon event regularity and laws; and (c) event regularities and law-like relations (probabilistic or otherwise) are entirely socially constructed. ‘Probabilistic and law-like claims are artifacts of a particular peer review group shared language game or a set of constitutive activities’ (Deetz, 2000: 128).

    Prediction too seems to be ruled out, in part because this is another naïve idea sought by positivists and modernists (who believe that humans can predict and therefore control ‘reality’); and in part because the idealist understanding of prediction is based upon causality as event regularity which, as just noted, is seen as a misconception. What idealists would make of the CR concepts of causal powers, tendencies, and tendential prediction is (as yet) unknown.

Theory

Idealists are sceptical of the very idea of theory because they presume this necessarily involves ‘grand narratives’ and ‘Truth’. But, there is also an ontological argument. If a theory is a discourse, then a theory is not of some phenomenon; a theory is the phenomenon. It is, therefore, impossible to have a theory of or about something that is not at the same time constitutive of that theory, and so theory becomes unintelligible.

Agency and Structure

If people are socially constructed via discourse (etc.), then people cannot be anything other than the product or result of the discourses (etc.) they are constructed out of. According to Westwood and Linstead (2001: 5) structure is ‘an effect of language’. Idealism collapses agency into structure, structure into discourse (etc.), and genuine agency vanishes.

ONTOLOGY OF STRATIFIED, EMERGENT, AND TRANSFORMATIONAL ENTITIES

Bhaskar’s The Possibility of Naturalism (1998 [1979]) sets out the basic CR ontology for the social world and social science. He does not, however, trace out the full extent of the meta-theoretical concepts influenced by this ontology. For this, arguments developed by other CRs are needed.13

Ontology

This section starts by clarifying some basic terms:


‘Entity’ is neutral. It does not refer to a tangible, material, or unchanging thing. It can refer to a person, a planet, a discourse, a computer, or an organization. Most entities undergo continual change and so are processual. Some entities can exist independently of their identification, that is, can exist without someone observing them, knowing about them (tacitly or non-tacitly), or socially constructing them, while other entities cannot.

‘Real’ refers to an entity that has causal efficacy or makes a difference. While many things are real, they are real in different ways or modes. (At least) four modes of reality can be identified: material, ideal, artefactual, and social. Entities often straddle modes, and many undergo constant evolution and change resulting in entities shifting between modes.

‘Materially real’ refers to material or physical entities like stars, oceans, the weather, and mountains that exist independently of their identification. It is sometimes better to classify what seem to be materially real entities as artefacts—e.g. a quarry.

‘Ideally real’ refers to conceptual entities like discourse, language, genres, signs, symbols, and semiotized entities, texts, ideas, beliefs, meanings, understandings, explanations, and concepts.

‘Artefactually real’ refers to entities like cosmetics, computers, and technologies. Artefactually real entities are a synthesis of the materially, ideally, and socially real entities.

‘Socially real’ refers to entities like being employed, organizations, or social structures like class and gender. Like ideally real entities, socially real entities contain not one iota of materiality, physicality, or solidity. One cannot touch a social entity.

‘Structures and mechanisms’ is shorthand to cover any entity that has causal properties—e.g. the class structure or recruitment mechanisms such as psychometric tests.



Sometimes artefactually, ideally, or socially real entities do exist independently of their identification, sometimes they do not, and it is important to be able to differentiate. Consider a belief that ‘the company offers “bad” jobs’. This is an ideally real entity. It cannot exist independently of its identification by everyone, because a belief requires belief-holders whom, for argument’s sake, are the company’s employees. This belief can exist independently of its identification by others. Indeed, it exists independently of literally everyone in the world other than the company’s employees. Artefactually, ideally, or socially real entities (but not materially real entities) cannot exist independently of their identification by all people, but they can and do exist independently of some people. While some would say that beliefs, discourses, or technologies are socially constructed by ‘us’, or that ‘we’ socially construct them, it should now be clear that terms like ‘us’ and ‘we’ hide important differences about just who is doing what, and when.

    The fact that artefactually, ideally, or socially real entities can exist independently of their identification, does not alter the fact that access to reality can only come via a pre-existing stock of conceptual resources (including discourse (etc.)) which are used to understand that reality. Does this mean that what exists depends upon what can be known? No. And the reason why is easily seen via the following two statements: ‘the only way I can see reality is through my eyes’; and ‘the only way I can see reality is through my eyes, therefore, there are only my eyes’. The second statement is a non-sequitur. The same faulty logic is at work in statements such as: ‘the only way we can know reality is via discourse (etc.), therefore there is only discourse (etc.)’.

Reality is Stratified, Emergent, and Transformed (by Agents)

Rather than the ontology being restricted to the fused domains of the actual and empirical, as is the case with empirical realists (Table 9.2), CRs recognize the existence of another domain, referred to (metaphorically) as the ‘deep’. Table 9.3 illustrates this stratified ontology.


Table 9.3 A stratified ontology based on Bhaskar (1978: 13)




	Domain
	Entity





	Empirical
	Experiences and perceptions



	Actual
	Events and actions



	‘Deep’
	Structures, mechanisms, tendencies, powers, rules, institutions, conventions, etc.







    Not only is the ontology stratified, it is also emergent, meaning that entities existing at one ‘level’ are rooted in, but irreducible to, entities existing at another ‘level’. For example, the social is rooted in but irreducible to the biological, which is rooted in but irreducible to the chemical, which is rooted in but irreducible to the atomic, and so on. This holds for the social world too. The tendencies for an organization to process information are rooted in, but irreducible to, the tendencies of the materially, artefactually, ideally, and/or socially real entities that constitute the organization—along with the agents that reproduce and transform these entities.

    Social reality is also transformational. This concept is captured in Bhaskar’s Transformational Model of Social Action (TMSA); and Archer’s Morphogenetic/Morphostatic (M-M) approach. Agents do not create or produce structures and mechanisms ab initio, rather they reproduce (hence morphostatic) or transform (hence morphogenetic) a set of pre-existing structures and mechanisms. Society continues to exist only because agents reproduce or transform those structures and mechanisms that they encounter in their social actions. Every action performed requires the pre-existence of structures and mechanisms which agents draw upon in order to initiate that action. By drawing upon these structures and mechanisms, agents reproduce or transform them. For example, speaking requires the structure of grammar, and the operation of a business organization requires mechanisms for establishing ownership rights. The transformational principle, then, centres upon the structures and mechanisms that are the ever-present condition, and the continually reproduced or transformed outcome, of human agency. This is, arguably, the most sophisticated approach to reconciling the vexed question of how agents and structures interact.

    CR accommodates a qualified relational realism, something recently espoused by Barad (2003) as ‘agential realism’.14 CR recognizes the existence of relata and relations, but contra agential realism rejects the possibility of there being relations without relata. It is, for example, impossible to have a relation between employer and employee without having an employer and employee. This does not, of course, mean that employer and employee exist independently of the relation. An employee is only an employee, and an employer is only an employer, when they enter into an employment relationship—perhaps by signing an employment contract. This kind of relation is an internal one: each of the relata is what it is only on account of the relation. Other relations are external—e.g. the relation between a barking dog and a postman. Agential realism’s relational ontology is, therefore, encapsulated in CR’s ontology. Some agential realists flirt with idealism, while others flirt with a naïve materialism wherein everything (including humans) is reduced to an underelaborated concept of ‘matter’ or ‘material’.

    CR also accommodates a qualified becoming ontology—which is often (mis)associated with idealism. CRs accept the Heraclitian notion of continual flux whereby entities are never complete or finished, but always in a state of motion, process, and becoming.

Agency and Structure

At least from the time Marx famously observed that ‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please’, sociologists, STs, and OS theorists have wrestled with the relation between the parts and the whole, the individual and society, the agent and the (social) structures. Many positivists collapse structure into agency. The resulting voluntarism, and ontological and methodological individualism, leaves them unable to investigate the way non-agential forces influence agents. Many organizational economists take refuge in some version of Rational Economic Man, driven entirely by his preferences in an environment where the constraining or enabling forces of social structures do not exist. Many structural-functionalists collapse agency into structure. This is sometimes expressed in terms of ‘decentring the subject’, meaning the removal of the human agent from the centre of action and replacing it with discourse (etc.). The resulting structural determinism means genuine agency (i.e. the ability to have done otherwise) vanishes, leaving oversocialized ‘cultural dopes’. Some versions of actor-network theory employ a form of structural determinism, losing the distinction between human agency and non-human ‘agency’. Workers and computers get reduced to an undifferentiated category of ‘agency’ or ‘matter’. Many more sociologists, STs, and OS theorists conflate agency and structure. Sometimes this is done carelessly and unreflectively, driven by the common sense idea that ‘surely it’s a bit of both’. Occasionally this is done carefully and reflectively in an attempt to reconcile them—e.g. Berger and Luckman’s (1967) ‘dialectical’ approach and Giddens’s structuration theory (1979).

    CR’s transformational ontology retains both agency and structure. Sometimes agents reflect on the structures and mechanisms that enable and constrain them, and engage in conscious deliberation (although not in the sense of the rational individual) designed to meet some objective. At other times agents act unconsciously and act on the basis of habit or habitus. While non-human phenomena (e.g. computers) exert a causal influence on humans, the former’s ‘agency’ is of a different kind to the latter’s. CRs keep the term ‘agency’ to refer to human agency. Just as agents draw upon and reproduce or transform structures, in so doing they reproduce or transform themselves as agents of a specific kind—e.g. workers or managers.

Event Regularities, Open and Closed Systems

Because social phenomena, like organizations, are multiply caused, complex, evolving, and subject to the exercise of human agency, they are not characterized by event regularities and, therefore, by laws—deterministic or stochastic. Organizations are open systems. For example, empirical evidence of an association between HRM practices and organizational performance is, at best, inconclusive (Fleetwood & Hesketh, 2010).

Epistemology

With the recognition that events do not manifest as regularities or laws, combined with the further recognition that something must govern these events, the emphasis of investigation necessarily switches from the domains of the empirical and actual to the ‘deep’, and to the structures and mechanisms that govern the flux of events. Investigation switches from the consequences, that is, from the outcomes or results (i.e. patterns as event regularities) of some action, to the conditions that make that action possible. Knowledge derives from investigating the ‘deep’ structures and mechanisms not patterns in the flux of events.

    CRs accept the possibility of judging between competing claims because they reject the claim that to accept epistemic relativism is to accept judgemental relativism. CRs accept empirical relativism but reject judgemental relativism. The reason for their relative epistemic optimism lies in the very concept that idealists reject—i.e. reality. Here is how the argument works.

    CRs reject the idea of ‘multiple’ realities as a category mistake: reality is not the kind of thing that there can be more than one of. There is only one reality although, importantly, there often are several discourses (etc.) that act as interpretations of it. If there is only one reality then there is something extra-discursive, with which to compare discursive (etc.) claims—i.e. one does not simply have to compare competing claims to each other. One can, for example, compare the competing claims ‘women in this organization are restricted by glass ceilings’, and ‘women in this organization are not restricted by glass ceilings’ to (the reality of) women’s promotion patterns within an organization. And this has implications for truth. For CRs, a claim is true in virtue of the way the world is. The claim that ‘women are restricted by glass ceilings’ is true or false in virtue of whether women are, or are not, promoted in the organization. Recognizing the distinction between epistemic and judgemental relativism does not, of course, mean the process of adjudicating between competing claims like these is easy, on the contrary. But adjudication ceases to be a matter of philosophy, and becomes one of empirical investigation.

    Furthermore, idealists (and others) often conflate truth with ‘the whole truth and nothing but the truth’, ‘truth as true for all time and places’, or truth with a capital ‘T’. Clearly, if one interprets truth in a very strong sense, then one is unlikely to ever find it. Wight (2006: 53) refers to the ‘foundationalist fallacy’, which holds that unless and until we have absolute untarnished access to knowledge, then we have nothing. CRs advocate checking out knowledge claims using whatever research techniques are appropriate.

Aetiology, Objective, Explanation, Prediction

For CRs ‘law’ means ‘tendency’. A tendency is a force that, metaphorically speaking, drives, propels, pushes, thrusts, asserts pressure, and so on. The tendency is the force itself, which is very different to the way tendency is often used by positivists to refer to a stochastically expressed law, or some loosely operating event regularity. Stating this carefully:


    (c) Law as (genuine) tendency. This conception is not rooted in events, event regularities, or the regularity view of causation, but in the concept of causal power. Tendency is the (transfactual) way of acting of a thing with properties.



To write that a phenomenon has a tendency to β, does not mean that it does β. In an open system, causal mechanisms do not exist in isolation from one another. There are, typically, a multiplicity of mechanisms each generating their own tendencies. These tendencies converge in some space-time location. Any particular causal mechanism that has a tendency does not always bring about certain effects, but it always tends to—i.e. it acts transfactually. The actual outcome of this confluence of tendencies is impossible to predict a priori. The tendency for line managers, for example, to motivate employees depends upon the existence or absence in the same space-time location of other tendencies such as the tendency for downsizing to demotivate them.

    Thick (as opposed to thin) causality refers to a situation where the cause of an event is not assumed merely to be the event(s) that preceded it, but rather is the wider conflux of interacting causal phenomena. The cause of the lamp’s illumination, for example, is the nature of the glass, the gas, the filament, the wire, the switch, the plug, the electricity, as well as the finger that flicked the switch. It is possible to ‘map’, as it were, thick causality on to thick explanation.

    Giving a causal history of a phenomenon, and hence explaining it, could be interpreted to mean giving information about the underlying causal mechanisms along with information about the appropriate agents. That is, explanation could be based upon thick causality. When causality is thick, explanation requires information about the wider conflux of interacting causal mechanisms. Information about the nature of the glass, the gas, the filament, the wire, the switch, the plug, the electricity, as well as the finger that flicked the switch, all add to the richness of the explanation and are, therefore, not superfluous but absolutely necessary. There is little doubt that most of us would recognize this information immediately as constituting a very rich, or thick, explanation because it would go some way to answering the question ‘Why?’

    A thick explanation requires what might be called hermeneutic information. That is, information relating to a range of human cognitive activities such as understanding, intention, purpose, meaning, interpretation, and reason. Human actions are, typically, the result of human intention, and so intentions are causes. One does not, however, know what the cause of the action is—one does not understand it until one knows the intention that underlies it, that is, until one knows why the actor did what she did. If to explain an action is to give a causal account of it, then to explain an action is to give an account of why the actor did what she did.

    In open systems where prediction based on induction is impossible, (thick) explanation is probably our only guide to the future, and hence our only guide to action. If, for example, one can uncover and explain the causal mechanisms (e.g. HR practices) that, when drawn upon by workers and managers, increase organizational performance, then one has an explanation of the increase in performance. Such an explanation would allow one to understand the tendencies generated when workers and managers engage with HR practices. If one understands these tendencies one can make tendential predictions. One might, for example, be able to understand the tendencies possessed by workers for creative, imaginative, ingenious, self-motivated, and self-directed action, along with the counter-tendencies generated by the alienation, exploitation, and commodification of workers. One might, therefore, be able to assess the efficacy of tendencies and counter-tendencies, and make a tendential prediction about the likelihood of HR practices increasing organizational performance. One might hesitate to call this a prediction, largely because it is not an inductive prediction of any kind. Nonetheless, because it is a claim about what may happen in a future period, it is a prediction of some kind, albeit heavily qualified. Tendential predictions, made in full recognition that the system under investigation is open, may be imprecise, but they are not spurious: it is better to be roughly right than precisely wrong.

Methodology, Objective, and Mode of Inference

Because of the openness of socio-economic systems, consequences cannot be induced, logically deduced, or predicted. But the structures and mechanisms that govern human action can be retroduced and their operation illuminated and (thickly) explained. Retroduction consists of ‘arguing backwards’, as it were, from some phenomenon of interest via metaphor and analogy to a totally different kind of thing, structure, or mechanism that causally governs the behaviour of that phenomenon.

    The method is referred to as ‘causal-explanatory’ because its objective is to explain and it explains in terms of providing a (non-Humean) causal account. Explanation, not prediction, is the correct objective of social science. Moreover, explanatory power, not predictive power, is the criteria that should be used to evaluate theory. This does, of course, beg the following question: by what criteria might an explanation be identified as powerful? CR has no clear answer to this.

Technique

CRs are prepared to use most interpretive techniques, including genealogy and deconstruction, and what is referred to in Foucault’s early work as ‘archaeology’. Archaeology is about excavating the underlying structures—phenomena that are rejected in his later work. While there is no preoccupation with quantification and the use of mathematics and statistics, there is a debate within CR circles about the extent to which these techniques are useful. CRs tend not to prescribe which techniques should be used, but favour tailoring the techniques to the way the world is.

Theory

A theory consists of statements that deliver causal explanations. Consider what a (causal-explanatory) theory of action in the workplace would look like. In order to carry out the set of tasks associated with her job, a worker necessarily draws upon a variety of structures and mechanisms. While one knows ‘that’ she does this, one may not know ‘why’ this is possible. To explain ‘why’, one needs to uncover the mechanisms and structures that make this activity possible. Some form of case study designed specifically to identify the structures and mechanisms would reveal typical workers necessarily drawing upon a variety of mechanisms such as the explicit rules laid out in the employment contract and tacit rules that constitute the psychological contract. A theory of this activity would have to explain (a) the tendencies or powers possessed by workers, and (b) how workers interact with these mechanisms noting how the latter are reproduced or transformed by this interaction. This theory would identify the mechanisms and, therefore, the tendencies and counter-tendencies operating in the workplace.

CONCLUSION: WHAT IS AN ORGANIZATION?

While this chapter has argued that one’s ontology influences one’s aetiology, epistemology, methodology, research techniques, objectives, modes of inference, and conceptions of explanation, prediction, and theory, it has been silent on substantive claims—i.e. theoretical and empirical claims. It is, however, inconceivable that one’s substantive claims could remain uninfluenced by one’s ontology and associated chain of meta-theoretical concepts. This influence need not, of course, be explicit, consistent, or fully worked out for there to be some kind of ‘elective affinity’—to use Weber’s (in)famous phrase. To see this in action, consider an issue that is absolutely central to organization theory, namely definitions of organizations.
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    Rather than trawl through the literature looking for definitions, I asked leading OS writers Royston Greenwood, Bob Hinings, and Lex Donaldson for definitions of organizations that I believed would be associated with empirical realism and positivism; and Steve Linstead, Pippa Carter, and Norman Jackson for definitions that I believed would be associated with idealism. The definition associated with CR is my own—a liberty I took because I am unaware of an existing CR definition of organizations. This approach has the added benefit of using definitions that are bang up to date.

    While an in-depth CR interpretation, and critical evaluation, of definitions of organizations with an elective affinity to empirical realist, idealist, and CR ontologies and their associated chains of meta-theoretical concepts would be nice, it is impossible to undertake here. What is possible, however, is to briefly sketch three definitions of organizations with an elective affinity to the three ontologies, and then briefly comment on one or two meta-theoretical issues. The objective of the exercise is to show that substantive claims, exemplified in differing definitions of organizations, are influenced by different ontologies and their associated chain of meta-theoretical concepts.

Ontology of Observed, Atomistic Events Associated with Positivism


    Organizations, typically characterized by authority structures (i.e. the subordination of some members of the organization to incumbents of formal positions) and a formalized division of labour, are socially constructed vehicles for the harnessing of collective and coordinated effort towards specified purposes. (Greenwood & Hinings)16

        An organization is a set of people who together achieve some collective purpose. This collective purpose is not necessarily wanted by all of them, however, and their inclusion is not always voluntary: e.g. prisoners are in a gaol organization involuntarily and have other intentions. (Donaldson)



Both these definitions explicitly recognize people and structures. Does this mean positivists can conceive of organizations as constituted by agents and structures? No—at least not consistently. For consistency, ontological and methodological individualists like positivists should conceive of social structures as the ongoing actions of other individuals. The authority structures of the prison, for example, are nothing more than the actions of those agents in authority. This is not, however, a bone fide conception of structures; it is a reduction of structures to agents’ actions. Without a bone fide conception of structures, the actions of agents cannot be explained—except as the outcome of unexplained and ungoverned preferences. As the transformational ontology of CR makes clear, every action requires the pre-existence of independently existing, and irreducible, structures which agents draw upon in order to initiate that action. Without social structures, agents would, quite simply, be unable to act.

Ontology Exhausted Entirely by Discourse (etc.) Associated with Idealism

    Definitions can be both oppressive and liberating. With a background in literary criticism, I’m used to the idea that language can mean almost anything whilst never saying exactly what you are trying to say. Language is always simultaneously excessive, yet leaves a remainder of untouched ‘reality’. Wittgenstein proposed that all problems in philosophy (and disciplines deriving therefrom) are actually problems of language; when we agree, we agree not conceptually but socially, in form-of-life. This influenced Winch, Kuhn, and the paradigm debate, but also Lyotard and the emphasis post-structuralism places on what is always missing, but shaping, eluding our peripheral vision. Derrida preferred avoiding ‘being’ words as being too inappropriately definitive, placing them ‘under erasure’. So he’d say ‘Organization is…’ and consider how our impression of organization as a ‘thing’ is constructed through specific practices of what he calls ‘writing’—ordering, sequencing, sentencing, bracketing, marginalizing, indexing, punctuating, timing, erasing, and yes, defining. So the organizing act of defining organization performs/creates organization. (Linstead, personal communication, 2011)

Actions such as writing, ordering, sequencing, sentencing, bracketing, marginalizing, indexing, punctuating, timing, erasing, and defining are the kinds of activities I have referred to as discursive (etc.). These discursive (etc.) activities are constructive. But Linstead leaves it unclear what it is that these activities construct. Do they construct organization, or merely the impression of organization? Is there some ‘thing’ (i.e. organization) located in some remainder of untouched ‘reality’, while its impression is constructed via discourse and located in some other ‘touched’ reality? Does the mere act of defining organization constitute organization?

    Organizations do not have an objective existence. They are useful cognitive devices for making sense out of non-sense, an apparent order out of chaos. They attenuate an excess of information and facilitate our coping with the problem of existence. They are useful labels in that they facilitate communication and interaction. However, the sense of structure which organizations apparently manifest is not a property of the organization but of our perception. For humans to improve on nature we need to cooperate. For example, if it is thought desirable that young humans should be given exposure to adult knowledge, then we may gather together in time and space a group of children and adults. By labelling this collection-in-time-and-space-for-a-specific-purpose a school, we facilitate it being talked about and managed. It also allows us to establish a boundary, physical and metaphorical, between school and not-school. However, such boundaries are determined by us as individuals and are not necessarily shared by others. Some boundaries may be imposed by the powerful, e.g. the boundary that defines the legal status of our school or the physical space it occupies, but these do not, and cannot, define the organization. The idea of ‘school’ allows us to ‘know’ what is proper to education and to communicate efficiently, albeit imperfectly, with others about it. By having a number of these conceptual ‘organizations’ we can facilitate making sense of an inherently chaotic world in which we must survive—that is, they are coping devices. Thus, by being able efficiently to cognize, to differentiate, to label, apparently distinct organizations from the background mass of information (family, prison, theatre, supermarket, NATO, McDonalds) we make sense of our world. (Carter & Jackson, personal communication, 2012)

Actions such as perceiving, labelling, differentiating, and sense making are the kinds of activities I have referred to as discursive (etc.). Organizations are constructed via these discursive (etc.) activities and are the cognitive and/or conceptual devices that give order to a chaotic world.

    Neither definition makes (significant) reference to any independent and non-discursive or extra-discursive entities. Indeed, both definitions discourage such interpretations. Carter and Jackson explicitly state that organizations have no existence other than as the outcome of perceiving (etc.). Linstead implies that organizations have no existence other than as the outcome of writing (etc.).

    Both of these definitions are problematic. If organizations are constructed via discursive (etc.) activities, why can they not be reconstructed simply by changing the discourse (etc.)? This is, of course, a rhetorical question: few, if any OS theorists believe this is possible. But the question is interesting because it poses a dilemma for idealists—but not for realists. For realists, organizations cannot be reconstructed simply by changing the discourse (etc.) because our actions are constrained by extra-discursive, or non-discursive entities—i.e. materially, artefactually, and socially real entities. Idealists cannot pursue this argument because such entities are not part of their ontology.

Ontology of Stratified, Emergent, and Transformational Entities Associated with Critical Realism

    Organizations have criteria to establish their boundaries and to distinguish members from non-members and these boundaries are typically porous and fuzzy; have principles of sovereignty identifying who is in charge and assigning responsibilities; have a division of labour delineating tasks and responsibilities within the organization; are consciously designed, and often redesigned, to meet specific objectives. Organizations are socially, conceptually, and artefactually real entities where: (a) the social structures that enable and constrain the actions of the organizations’ agents are consciously and deliberately reproduced or transformed by these agents; (b) mechanisms (e.g. recruiting devices such as interviews or psychometric tests, implicit employment contracts, strikes) are consciously reproduced by agents; (c) the rules (i.e. conventions, norms, values, customs, etc.) that are unconsciously internalized via a process of habituation to become agents’ habits, are semi-consciously and/or tacitly followed (to varying degrees) by agents, and are thereby unconsciously reproduced or transformed by them; (d) the laws and regulations that enable and constrain the actions of the organizations’ agents are followed (to varying degrees), and are thereby consciously reproduced by them; (e) artefacts like bricks and computers are reproduced and transformed by agents; and (f) the agents who reproduce or transform these social, conceptual, and artefactual entities simultaneously reproduce or transform themselves as the organizations’ agents.

CR has a sophisticated understanding of the interaction between agents and structures. It differentiates between structures, mechanisms, rules (etc.), laws, and regulations, thereby allowing for both conscious (deliberative) and unconscious (habitual) action. It recognizes a similarity between structures, mechanisms, rules (etc.), laws, and regulations, treating them as a different class of phenomena than the agents who reproduce or transform them. It recognizes another similarity: they are all socially real entities, and as such are irreducible to either agents’ actions, or discourse, even if they have a discursive component. There is nothing in the CR definition that rejects Linstead’s idea that ‘language can mean almost anything while never saying exactly what you are trying to say’. This definition also has a place for (irreducible) artefactually real phenomena (e.g. electric appliances), which is important for the investigation of things like health and safety in the organization.

NOTES

    1. The name evolved from a combination of what Bhaskar had previously referred to as ‘transcendental realism’ and ‘critical naturalism’.

    2. Substantive claims are, typically, theoretical and empirical claims.

    3. Thanks go to Stephen Ackroyd, Ismael Al Amoudi, Jason Ferdinand, and Paul Edwards for their thoughtful comments on earlier drafts.

    4. For example, Harré (1986); Harré & Secord (1972); Harré & Madden (1975).

    5. For example, Benton (1981); Chalmers (1988); Collier (1981); Manicas (1987); Outhwaite (1987); Soper (1981).

    6. For example, Archer (1988, 1995, 1998); Archer et al. (1998); Keat & Urry (1975); Layder (1990, 1994); Lloyd (1986); Sayer (1984 [1992]).

    7. The terms ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ have created enormous confusion—see Fleetwood & Ackroyd (2004: 37–8) for a clarification.

    8. I thank Stephen Ackroyd for these important observations.

    9. While, strictly speaking, positivism is the name of the philosophy of science rooted in the ontology of empirical realism, it is commonplace to refer to the entire oeuvre as ‘positivism’ and I will continue this usage.

10. Although ‘scientism’ is a more accurate description, I stick with the term ‘positivism’ because it is engrained in the literature. See Fleetwood & Hesketh (2010). For elaboration of positivism in OS studies see Donaldson (1996, 2003, 2005) and Johnson & Duberley (2000).

11. Sometimes this is stated in terms of extensive techniques that seek patterns qua regularities in the flux of events, typically for a large population, and almost always use inferential statistics; and intensive techniques seek causal explanations, typically for small cases, and almost never use inferential statistics.

12. For example, Fairclough et al. (2002); Fleetwood (2005); Joseph (2004); Joseph & Roberts (2007); Lopez & Potter (2001); Sayer (2000).

13. Examples include Archer (1988, 1995, 1998, 2003); Archer et al. (1988); Danermark et al. (1997); Elder-Vass (2010); and Lawson (1997, 2003). In a specifically OS context, see Ackroyd (2009); Ackroyd & Fleetwood (2000); Al Amoudi (2007); Clark (2000); Delbridge (1998, 2008); Fleetwood (2005, 2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2011a, 2011b); Fleetwood & Ackroyd (2002, 2004); Fleetwood & Hesketh (2010); Reed (1997, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2005a, 2005b); Mutch (1999, 2000, 2002, 2004), Mutch et al. (2005); O’Mahoney (2005, 2011); Tsoukas (2000a, 2000b); Thompson & Vincent (2010); Willmott (2000).

14. See also Iedema (2007); Fenwick (2010); Nyberg (2009); Orlikowski (2007).

15. I toyed with other substantive issues such as the possibility of employee resistance.

16. Greenwood and Hinnings use ‘socially constructed’ to mean something like ‘constructed by people’—with no idealist connotation.
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CHAPTER 10

THE COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF CAPITALISM AND THE STUDY OF ORGANIZATIONS

GLENN MORGAN AND PEER HULL KRISTENSEN

INTRODUCTION

OVER the last two decades, organization studies has been significantly influenced by a growing interest in understanding the emergence and reproduction of different forms of capitalism. These studies derive from developments in social theory, sociology, and political science where the extent, nature, and significance of differences between forms of capitalism across countries has become a central area of debate. Although the origins of this interest go back to classic sociological themes pursued in Marx and Weber, the rise of the Soviet system cast a large shadow over such discussions. If the primary cleavage in the world after 1945 was between socialism of the Soviet sort and capitalism of the US type, then the study of variation within capitalism (or indeed within socialism) was of minority interest because the major cleavage was perceived as that between the two highly divergent systems. Interest in variations within capitalism emerged occasionally in historical studies that focused on the origins of industrialism and the path dependent effects these early phases had on later forms of capitalism (Moore, 2003). Only gradually, with the growth of European economies and European multinationals in the 1960s and 1970s and the rise of Japan at the same period, did interest in different forms of capitalism re-emerge. The differential response of national economies to the crises of the 1970s and 1980s, as well the varying speed of shifts towards neo-liberalism that occurred in the developed economies, furthered this interest. In the 1990s, the collapse of the Soviet system and the rise of China and the other BRICs further stimulated research as a new set of national models of capitalism emerged.

    The first part of the chapter describes how in wider social theory, these debates on different forms of capitalism emerged and developed. In this discussion, we examine the central role of Karl Polanyi’s concept of the ‘double movement’ as a way of considering the relationship between capitalism as an economic system and the institutional settings in which specific forms of capitalist relations were enacted. For Polanyi, this relationship between capitalism and ‘society’ reflected what Crouch (2013) has recently labelled the task of ‘making capitalism fit for society’: i.e. how is it possible to reconcile the inevitable inequalities that capitalism generates with the need for social order and political legitimacy that are necessary conditions for the reproduction of capitalism? The answer presented by Polanyi and others is that social institutions evolve which on the one hand constrain the forces of the market, and on the other supply the collective public goods that markets cannot provide. As institutions of social order and political legitimacy are mainly formed at the national level through the construction of civil society and state, it follows that capitalism as a global system becomes embedded and institutionalized in capitalisms that are ways of ‘making capitalism fit for society’. Following from this exposition of the Polanyian perspective, the chapter focuses on two particular approaches to creating frameworks for the analysis of national forms of capitalism that emerged in sociology and social theory. The first of these is the French ‘regulation school’, which was initially a way of rethinking, in a new context, Marxist models of the relationship between capitalism and societal forms. The second is the ‘varieties of capitalism’ (hereafter VOC) approach. Both of these have been influential across sociology, political economy, and social theory more generally as programmatic and systematic frameworks for the study of different forms of capitalism. The second half of the chapter then looks at how within the field of organization studies, these theories influenced the development of a new form of comparative research pioneered by authors such as Maurice and Sorge in the Aix/societal effects school, Lane, Guillen, and Whitley in the 1990s, and carried through and developed in the following decades in a variety of ways. The chapter emphasizes that the specific perspective of organization studies was able to feed back into and influence the broader study of comparative capitalisms initiated within the regulation theory and VOC approaches. The strength of the organization perspectives which developed were that they brought a much clearer focus on the nature of the firm and the role of actors inside the firm responding to the institutional context and contributing to institutional change.

THEORIES OF CAPITALISM AND CAPITALISMS: POLANYI AND THE DOUBLE MOVEMENT

The idea that organizations are profoundly influenced by their context emerges in many different ways in the chapters in this volume. What makes the discussion in this chapter distinctive is that it looks at the issue of context through the lens of capitalism. In this respect, it contrasts with three other related approaches. First, it is distinct from the broad neo-institutionalist approach that is currently influential in organization studies (see e.g. Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Greenwood, Oliver, & Suddaby, 2008; Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012) because it focuses on one particular but central and determining aspect of the environment—i.e. the existence of capitalist relations—as key to building explanations of how particular institutions (primarily at the national level) emerge, reproduce, diffuse, and change. In comparison to neo-institutionalism, therefore, it is more interested in formal institutions such as the law, labour markets, financial systems, the state and politics, education and training, rather than the emergence of informal rules and norms among actors in more micro arenas. Because these formal institutions are also more likely to exercise explicit sanctions on deviance than informal institutions, it is more focused on material pressures to conform and the ways in which these can be broken as other new opportunities arise. Finally, these formal institutions are linked together through the centrality of concepts such as capitalism and the state and therefore need to be considered from a societal perspective in comparison to neo-institutionalism, which has focused on concepts such as ‘fields’ and ‘logics’ in order to connect together institutions.

    Second, this perspective is also distinctive from those approaches which explain ‘national’ contexts by reference to values and cultures (most obviously Hofstede & Hofstede, 2001); the focus on formal institutions reveals the centrality of issues of power, politics, and change in social relationships, and neither the origins nor the processes of reproduction of institutions can be explained by reference to ahistorical concepts of cultural values. Third, this perspective is also distinct from, though connected with, approaches that focus on one particular institutional arena and examine ‘national’ variation, e.g. in the literature on national innovation systems (Lundvall, 1992) or on national industrial relations systems (Ferner & Hyman, 1998). Finally, it is important to note that this approach is distinctive from structuralist approaches to the study of capitalism as an economic system with certain determinant features: these tend to be more explicitly Marxist than the frameworks discussed here and focus on macro processes of change rather than engaging in the sort of analysis of firms, actors, and institutions that is central here (e.g. Arrighi, 1994, 2007; Glyn, 2006). The sort of analysis presented here characterizes capitalism as a system consisting of both these macroeconomic processes and of actors with agency, cooperating and conflicting with each other over how to place limits on the operation of capitalism and the market and how to build protections against the market. Unlike more overtly Marxist approaches, the focus here tends to be on how to institutionalize political and social systems that facilitate cooperative relations between fundamentally antagonistic but interdependent economic groupings. Different forms of capitalism involve different levels of inequality and wealth, different levels of state welfare and support, and different levels of social mobility. Thus the focus here is not on visions of a post-capitalist future but on the degree to which what Streeck describes as ‘beneficial constraints’ can create forms of capitalism that better ‘fit society’ (see the debate between Streeck and Olin Wright which exposes this rift between the more specifically Marxist approach and that being discussed here: Streeck, 1997; Wright, 2004. See also the difference between the recent works of Wright and Crouch; Crouch, 2013; Fourcade, Riley, Tuğal, et al., 2012). In conclusion, therefore, this chapter does not claim to cover institutionalist theory as a whole nor is it an account of how comparative studies or national variations in general impact on organizations. Nor is it an account of how Marxism has impacted on organization studies. It is specifically a chapter about how the concept of capitalism and variants in the institutional structure of capitalism have been influential in organization studies.

    While these preoccupations about the relationship between capitalism and social institutions go back to the classics of sociological theory, its first and clearest modern articulation is in Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation (Polanyi, 1944). For Polanyi, the origins of capitalism lie in the movement towards an expansion of market relations. Polanyi emphasizes that the idea of markets as ‘natural’, and as spheres in which individuals voluntarily engage as equal contracting participants in a set of mechanisms that works as an ‘invisible hand’, is a powerful ideological representation and legitimation for capitalism. However, it does not correspond either with how capitalism emerged or how it is reproduced. For Polanyi, how capitalism is forged emerges from the political process of forcefully disembedding social relations from their roots in the complex system of webs and obligations that characterized pre-capitalist European societies. Capitalism corrodes these bonds and replaces them with the market where people can buy and sell what they, as individuals, want; nobody owes anybody anything other than what they transact on the market. This creates the system of formal equality which conceals the underlying inequalities that divide the propertied from the propertyless. What Polanyi emphasized was that this ideological representation conceals the social basis of market societies and their origins. The bonds of pre-capitalism cannot be severed overnight; they carry over, and by virtue of the fact that they ameliorate the worst excesses of the market they make it possible for the market to grow. The ‘market’ is always socially embedded, although the degree and nature of this embeddedness is what gives rise to different forms of capitalism. Polanyi’s concept of the ‘double movement’ captures this tension between embedding and disembedding. Capitalism tries to slip its social constraints and make the market the sole determinant of life chances; the more it is successful in doing this the more it undermines its own conditions of existence, by creating an impoverished and resentful population that is prone to rebellion and unable to buy on the market—processes that lead to crisis and instability for capitalists themselves. Therefore, there must be a move away from the market, towards the re-establishment of broader ties and obligations to individuals, through the state and civil society. The struggle over democratizing the state and building civil society as ways of managing capitalism is central. The politics of capitalism and capitalisms is driven by the struggle over these shifting boundaries, a process which is powerfully influenced by pre-capitalist social relations and how these become articulated and adapted during the initial phase of industrialization and later phases of the development of the global capitalist system (Blumer, 1990; Thompson, 1963, 1971).

    The Polanyian perspective emphasizes the embeddedness of capitalism as an economic system within distinct institutionalized social frameworks. These frameworks make it possible to sustain regimes of accumulation under the conditions of uncertainty and crisis that characterize capitalism as a global economic order. The following section discusses two of the most influential perspectives which have sought to develop an overall consistent theoretical and empirically informed approach to these issues—regulation theory and the VOC approach.

French Regulation Theory

French regulation theory draws inspiration from Marx’s idea that regimes of accumulation (i.e. forms of capitalist economic organization) require regimes of regulation (i.e. social institutions) in order for them to cope with the endogenous contradictions of capitalism. Aglietta, in one of the earliest statements of the regulation approach, argued that the crisis of capitalism in the interwar years was characterized at the global level and in the UK and the US by relatively unregulated markets. On the one hand, this meant that efforts by powerful actors to corner markets either by buying up all competitors or setting prices collectively through collusion could lead to the development of cartels and trusts; on the other, in other sectors competition would lead to bouts of overproduction and underconsumption. These processes, exacerbated by longer-term changes in technologies associated with what were known as Kondratieff long-waves of economic growth and decline (following the Russian founder of this approach), led in turn to what Schumpeter described as periods of ‘creative destruction’ (Schumpeter, 2013). In the post-1945 period, this era of competitive capitalism was, Aglietta argued, supplanted by a more regulated system which he characterized as Fordism (Aglietta, 2000). Mass production (as symbolized by the Fordist assembly line) required a system of mass consumption, otherwise imbalances would arise and collapse on the scale of the interwar years would happen again. This meant that rather than employers pressing for the lowest possible wage, ways needed to be found to keep wages up or leverage the prospect of future income (i.e. by providing credit). This would enable employees to buy goods at prices that sustained profitability in mass production industries. By enabling labour to ‘buy’ into the success of capitalism it would also help provide the basis for a social settlement that would facilitate growth and reduce resistance and conflict. This system depended on employers cooperating to set wages and prices, rather than trying to fiercely undercut each other. This was possible in relatively closed economies so long as governments also played a role in controlling demand and sustaining credit (Gordon, Edwards, & Reich, 1982). Thus the building of an activist state and a welfare system both sustained capitalism and also again contributed to social order by providing the mass of the population with a guaranteed standard of living. In this way, Aglietta described how a particular regime of accumulation connected together the production regime of post-war capitalism (based on Fordist mass production), the state (based on Keynesian demand management and a welfare safety net), the individual employee and his family (sic—the model was based in the main on the concept of the ‘family wage’ for the male breadwinner), and the financial sector (acting as the intermediary circulating capital, savings, and credit to the various actors in the system). The concept of regulation in this approach therefore refers to this overall process of regulating the complex conflictual relationships between capital and labour through the state, through the personal sphere of consumption and family, and through the collective associations representing the interests of these actors, creating a particular regime of accumulation (for developments of this approach in a broader socio-cultural framework see Jessop & Sum, 2006).

    It was in the work of Robert Boyer that these ideas were extended to identify a range of different accumulation regimes and therefore address the theme of different forms of capitalism within a single overarching regime of regulation. Boyer’s initial critique of Aglietta was to note that while both the US and France (and Japan, Germany, etc.) could be described as Fordist in the period from the 1950s to the 1970s, there were nevertheless significant differences in the way in which the component elements of the system worked. Boyer stated that

    institutional, statistical and econometric analyses confirmed a striking parallelism in the way growth regimes developed in France or the United States. … And yet the architectures of institutional forms guiding this (Fordist) growth regime were not identical. Whereas market logic continued to play a crucial role in the United States, France was characterized by a great deal of institutionalization, based on multi-form state intervention. If we were to compare the two countries’ models of regulation in detail, we would see that they were far from equivalent. (Boyer, 2005)

For Boyer, this revealed the need to move beyond the idea of a convergence around Fordism and instead identify different forms of capitalism and associated forms of growth regime. In contrast to Hall and Soskice (to be discussed later), he rejected a simple dichotomy between liberal market economies and coordinated market economies, and instead proposed an initial typology that identified four main types of capitalism in developed countries.

    The first is a market-oriented capitalism, where coordination problems are primarily resolved through market mechanisms and the state’s role is to remove barriers to competition and to ‘make markets’, e.g. the US. The second model of capitalism is described as ‘meso-corporatist’, where large corporate units provide shelters from short-term market processes and are supported by the state in this process, e.g. Japan and Korea. The third form is where the state shapes many of the key elements of the coordination process such as innovation, production, demand, industrial relations, and access to finance, e.g. France. The final form he describes as social democratic capitalism, where social partners and public authorities negotiate on rules concerning economic and social life as in Germany and the Nordic countries. For Boyer this diversity in capitalism is not likely to be reduced; rather, it is likely to grow as emerging economies become stronger (and develop new regimes of accumulation) and as differences within national systems grow (Boyer, 1990; Boyer & Saillard, 2001). He recognized that the US, as the dominant power in the Fordist economic order, exercised an influence on other countries both as a model to be imitated for economic and political reasons, and through its international reach via its large multinationals transferring US practices and via its influence over business and management models through its dominance in the management consultancy and business education markets (for an influential and illuminating discussion of dominance effects of this sort compared to system and societal effects, see the discussion in Smith & Meiksins, 1995). However, the way in which these influences impacted on national contexts which were absorbing Fordism as a system of production, consumption, and regulation was shaped by existing institutions and the power of actors within them to selectively adapt overseas models (see the discussions in Djelic, 2001; Zeitlin & Herrigel, 2000).

    Boyer emphasizes that regulation theory is not simply a descriptive and static approach to different forms of capitalism but an effort to explain the circumstances under which certain complementary sets of institutions create an environment in which firms can become globally competitive and in which positive reinforcements from economic performance and growth ensure continuity and adaptation (Amable, 2005). This involves a recognition of the tensions within any regime and what he terms ‘muddling through the Fordist crisis: many growth regimes that did not materialize’ (Boyer, 2000). As he emphasizes, the maintenance of accumulation regimes is a political process that is inherently precarious and does not necessarily lead to stability: ‘the persistence of a diversity of capitalisms owes a lot to the political sphere’s ability to develop new institutionalized compromises or at least to amend and reform the older ones’ (Boyer, 2005: 523).

    A common thread for Aglietta and Boyer was that they tended to see the Fordist form of organization as the most competitive form of capitalism in terms of producing for global markets in the period of the 1950s through to the mid-1970s. However, there was dawning recognition from the mid-1970s that this was too narrow a perspective because in response to the challenge of the oil crises of this period, growing inflation, and increasing industrial and political unrest in the Western economies, new developments seemed to be occurring which went beyond adjustments to the existing Fordist models (for a wide-ranging and relevant analysis of these changes see Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005; see also the discussion of Boltanski and Chiapello in du Gay & Morgan, 2013).

    By the 1980s, therefore, the idea of post-Fordist modes of accumulation as a response to the crisis of Keynesianism and Fordism in the 1970s (Amin, 2008) was emerging. This period, for example, saw a growth of interest in systems that seemed to be very different to the Fordist model of large firms, mass production, and highly organized forms of corporatist bargaining between employers and trade unions. Instead, there was a perception that the large firms using the Fordist model had found it hard to respond to the challenges of the 1970s, and instead the dynamic and growing sectors were characterized by smaller firms, more highly skilled employees (compared to the semi-skilled assembly workers characteristic of Fordism), and products that were produced on a smaller scale, in more regionally or locally constructed clusters or industrial districts, at a higher level of quality and with higher margins. Such contexts seemed to be characterized by higher flexibility in terms of their response to markets than was the case with the large fixed assets of Fordist organizations. Countries such as Italy and Denmark, as well as larger industrial powers such as Germany and Japan, were seen as institutional contexts which encouraged this form of economic organization (Herrigel, 2000; Kristensen & Sabel, 1993; Piore & Sabel, 1984; Sabel, 1982; Sabel & Zeitlin, 2002). The term ‘post-Fordism’ was applied to these forms of production, although this was something of a misnomer since authors such as Sabel and Zeitlin pointed out that these different forms had coexisted since the early stages of industrialization (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2002). It was just that this variety became clearer by the 1980s, and to contrast it with what had become a dominant view of corporations in terms of large scale, assembly line-based mass producers, the concept of ‘post-Fordism’ became for a time a useful marker of difference.

    For organization studies, the importance of the regulation theory perspective lies in two directions. First, it has been very much concerned with the organization of work at the point of production and the impact this has on accumulation and inequality more widely. Second, it emphasizes that the organization of work is embedded within a broader pattern of regulation that can be characterized as a growth regime, i.e. a pattern of macroeconomic coordination that facilitates economic development in certain ways. In Fordism this is broadly sustained by the complementarity between mass production and mass consumption that exists on multiple levels (in simple terms, the employees who make the goods have sufficient income to be able to buy the goods). In post-Fordism, where mass production is replaced by more diverse goods and services, the balance becomes more difficult to achieve, particularly once new entrants in the global market such as China begin to take away manufacturing jobs from the developed industrialized economies that can no longer be ‘closed’. Boyer’s concept of a financialized growth regime (Boyer, 2000) points to how the increased use of credit in these developed societies (fuelled by the recirculation of funds from countries such as China and the Middle East oil exporting countries) helped fill the gap, and until the 2008 crisis sustained individual consumption and generated new sorts of retail and service jobs often based around finance, real estate, leisure, and house improvement. Behind this shift from manufacturing to retail and service, however, lay major changes to the power of the collective organizations of labour in the developed economies, and consequent declines in wages and conditions of work for many, all of which contributed to the 2008 financial crash and the difficulties faced in subsequent efforts to found a new growth regime at national, regional (EU), and global levels (Baccaro, Boyer, Crouch, et al., 2010).

Varieties of Capitalism

The edited volume of this title produced by Hall and Soskice in 2001 (Hall & Soskice, 2001) has proved hugely influential, and it offers a very distinctive approach to capitalism and capitalisms compared to regulation theory. Drawing on institutional economics, the authors argue that firms face an uncertain environment in which there are informational asymmetries and costs to resolving these problems. These are overcome in part by institutions (at the level of labour markets, ownership systems, and interfirm relationships) which constitute rules of action that are relatively unproblematic and can be taken for granted, thereby reducing coordination and transaction costs. Hall and Soskice argue that there are essentially two patterns of institutions which can resolve coordination problems. The first pattern is based on the market where prices—of labour, capital, and other inputs—are set according to processes of supply and demand. The second pattern exists where resources can be controlled by particular actors in the environment who aim to coordinate the supply and demand for labour and capital and in this way shape prices. This requires that actors negotiate and cooperate together and do not work as separate individual atomized agents. Thus in this model groups of actors are formed, such as employers’ associations or other forms of interfirm networks, such as trade unions. These actors are linked together, such as when in the German system banks are represented in the boards of corporations, and employees and unions organized through work councils negotiate with managers. Such groupings may be further linked to state actors and state institutions through corporatist bodies (i.e. employers’ associations or national trade union confederations) which shape interfirm markets or labour markets in order to achieve specific goals. These two varieties of capitalism are labelled as liberal market economies and coordinated market economies (hereafter LME and CME respectively).

    VOC analysis focuses on four particular types of institutions—corporate governance and the funding of firms, labour market institutions for skills, training, and the setting of wages, interfirm relations, and the role of the state. Where markets are predominant (the LME model), firms have to adjust rapidly to changes in price that may cause capital or labour to quickly flow away from the firm unless certain outcomes are reinforced, e.g. increased shareholder value for the owners of capital or increased wages for employees. This requires managers to make quick decisions about closures or expansions with consequent effects on employees, suppliers, and funders. In such circumstances, firms do not want to be tied into networks of obligation that carry long-term commitment. Their ties are loose and can be cut quickly. This is reflected in the financial system and in corporate governance, where continual pressure from capital markets to deliver shareholder value leads to a focus on short-term returns, and associated with this, as a ‘remedy’ for failure to deliver such returns, an active market for corporate control and high levels of merger and acquisition activity. Senior managers are driven to deliver quick results usually through divestments and restructuring, again enhancing the precariousness of jobs and product development strategies.

    Linked to this the firm wants to limit its investment in specific assets such as skilled employees, where the cost may be unrecoverable if trained employees need to be laid off quickly or are continually tempted to move jobs because of competition over wages between firms. Employees in turn will be less willing to invest in firm-specific assets, and will instead prefer general skills since they are likely to find themselves searching for work on the external labour market where any firm-specific investments will be worth very little.

    The economics of such a system depend firstly on the sort of mass production process described by Boyer and the regulation school, where economies of scale and scope are centrally managed within the firm through intense accounting and control systems. Innovation within the firm is driven by the introduction of new technology and new work engineering methods that reduce costs and increase production plus the development of extensive, internal R&D facilities. However, as it is possible to imitate these production systems in contexts where trade union rights, work conditions, and wages are much lower, the sustainability of employment in these firms inside liberal market economies has become more problematic. Similarly, innovation through internal R&D has declined as the role of networked innovation has increased, requiring the development of cooperative relations with outsiders. This has forced Fordist firms to cheapen costs by becoming more internationalized in their supply chains and innovation networks, with consequent impacts on home-based employment.

    LMEs create free-floating resources such as labour and capital, which are accessible quickly and effectively by entrepreneurs and firms in an environment where there are high incentives for first movers into new markets. LMEs facilitate radical innovations that offer new breakthrough opportunities either within existing markets or by the creation of entirely new markets. In both cases, open capital markets where investors are willing and able to move their funds rapidly from one investment to another depending on short-term returns provide the frame for actors to take risks in the hope of high rewards. Similarly, open labour markets allow skills and talent to flow out of declining sectors into new areas, again balancing risks against high incentives.

    Where there is coordination in CMEs, on the other hand, actors (both capital and labour) make asset-specific commitments to particular firms; it becomes increasingly difficult to escape these commitments and free the resources as they become locked up in specific assets. Therefore actors in such systems are forced to ensure that their sunken assets pay off in the long term. In such systems, capital is primarily owned by a small group of insiders connected to the firm in various ways and therefore dependent on the firm’s continued survival and growth. Often in such contexts, banks or supplier companies not only have a substantial share in the ownership of the company but also make various forms of loans when necessary to ensure the continued survival of the firm. The market for corporate control and therefore merger and acquisition activity is constrained by embedded long-term owners.

    Similarly, employees are often locked into the survival of the firm, having made their own long-term investment in the development of skills and training, the value of which is high within the company but would fall dramatically in a different corporate context. This long-term investment is worthwhile for both the employee and the firm because it is expected that employment will be long term. The firm will aim to avoid short-term cuts in the labour force; employees will generally not be tempted to re-enter the external labour market since it will materially disadvantage them. In such systems, it is not unusual for trade unions to bargain at industry or national levels; such high-level corporatist bargaining (with employers’ associations) sets standard rates of pay without reference to specific market conditions for particular firms. This reduces differentials in the labour market, thereby further lowering the incentives for employees to move while forcing all employers to either meet the new standards through productivity increases or fail to do so and go out of business. In the most effective CMEs, the result is a virtuous circle of increasing productivity and rising wage levels on the basis of the ability to continue to sell products competitively in global markets.

    High levels of long-term commitment and firm-specific skills also facilitate an environment of cooperation between managers and employers at the level of the firm, a process that may be institutionalized as in German works councils, or at the sector level (in case of industry level bargaining) or in the economy as a whole (as in the case of corporatist bargaining between peak associations such as in the Netherlands). These high levels of commitment contribute to forms of incremental innovation within the firm in established product lines and industry sectors. These innovations emerge from the everyday experience of highly skilled employees seeking to resolve problems as they arise or improve the performance of existing products. Assets are locked up in existing firms and therefore unavailable for the sorts of radical innovations characteristic of liberal market economies.

    Within the VOC approach, these processes are referred to as comparative institutional advantages that facilitate the creation of globally competitive firms in particular sectors. Institutional path dependencies lock-in firms, making it difficult for firms to pursue different strategies from the predominant institutional framework and encouraging them to follow the route embedded in the institutional context. Institutions are also seen to work in a complementary way to sustain particular practices. Hall and Gingerich (2009) argue that not all societies reach this stage of institutional equilibrium between one of the two varieties of capitalism. Drawing on the model and subjecting it to empirical testing, they find that those countries perform best that are most coherent from an institutional point of view, i.e. their institutions are mostly market based or based on a form of coordination. Countries that have mixes of institutions are likely to perform worse over the long term. This suggests that there is pressure within societies to develop complementary institutions so that firms face a common set of logics in terms of resolving their coordination problems.

    The VOC approach has been subjected to intense critical debate (Allen, 2004; Bohle & Greskovits, 2012; Crouch, 2005; Djelic & Quack, 2003; Lane & Wood, 2009; Morgan, Whitley, & Moen, 2006; Streeck & Thelen, 2005; Wood & Lane, 2011). In conceptual terms its static approach to institutions and actors, its assumption of coherence at the national level, its limited ‘variety’ and failure to consider the role of diversity and change in national systems, together with a relative neglect of the impact of globalization and multinational firms on varieties of capitalism, have all been discussed. Its empirical findings have been challenged: Kenworthy has challenged the idea that the more coherent the institutions in a society, the higher the level of economic growth (Kenworthy, 2006); the idea that types of innovation can be mapped on to different varieties of capitalism has been challenged (Herrmann, 2008; Taylor, 2004); while research on particular national contexts has revealed the degree of variation and change within these contexts (Crouch, 2001; Crouch, Streeck, Boyer, et al., 2005; Herrigel, 2000, 2005). Nevertheless, the VOC approach continues to be highly productive (Goyer, 2011; Hancké, 2009; Hancké, Rhodes, & Thatcher, 2007) and is well used across the social sciences where interest in national forms of capitalism is concerned.

ORGANIZATION STUDIES AND THEORIES OF CAPITALIST DIVERSITY

What makes these perspectives on comparative capitalisms particularly important from the point of view of organization studies is that they place much of their emphasis on the firm and yet the firm as an organization is relatively undertheorized. Regulation theory and VOC look at how the firm is organized internally, how it contracts with external suppliers, how it relates to owners, and to the issue of state regulation, but the firm as an organization is relatively underappreciated. On the one hand these approaches are much closer to organization studies than other perspectives on institutions and capitalism, such as those which are more driven by a direct focus on the state and politics (e.g. in the works of Wolfgang Streeck and his collaborators: Crouch & Streeck, 1997; Streeck, 2008; Streeck & Thelen, 2005; Streeck & Yamamura, 2005; Yamamura & Streeck, 2003). On the other, they make little reference to the firm as an organization. Bringing the two together, therefore, is a logical step and has created a two-way path of learning, enrichment, and development as this section of the chapter shows.

    In terms of organization studies in the period from the 1950s to the 1980s, the discipline became primarily driven by the search for universalistic rules of organizing moderated by contingency factors such as size, technology, and complexity (Donaldson, 1985, 1995, 1996; Whitley, 2003b). At this time, where differences between societies and organizations from different societies were acknowledged, they were examined primarily in terms of culture and cultural legacies (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2001). This cultural focus was also reflected in the comparative work undertaken by contingency theorists such as Pugh and Hickson (Hickson & Pugh, 2001; Lammers & Hickson, 1979) as well as in Kerr et al.’s initial formulation of the convergence thesis (Kerr, Dunlop, & Harbison, 1962). Underlying these approaches was the expectation that differences based on culture would slowly disappear due to the pressure of achieving efficiencies and adapting organizations and management to technical demands.

    In contrast to these approaches, however, there emerged a number of studies which emphasized the social and historical basis of differences in organization structures across contexts, embedding these differences in different forms of capitalism.

Accounting for Japan

It is worth in particular noting the influence of Japan on these debates. As authors began to chart the rise of Japan from the late 1960s, it became increasingly obvious that the differences in Japanese capitalism from Western variants were not explicable simply in terms of culture, nor was there much evidence that these differences would decline leading to convergence on the US model. The highly influential study by Ronald Dore, first published in 1970, compared in detail the workings of a British factory and a Japanese factory (Dore, 1990), providing one of the earliest detailed accounts of the distinctive form of Japanese organization in this period (Abegglen & Stalk, 1985; Clark, 1979). Dore showed how characteristics of the Japanese organization that were to be much studied in later years—such as teamwork, quality circles, continuous improvement, loyalty, and commitment—were giving Japanese firms a huge competitive advantage over British workplaces, which were riven by conflicts between managers and employees as well as between different employees. While Dore gave weight to the long-standing cultural characteristics of Japan, he also related these features to the late development of Japanese capitalism and the way in which the Japanese elite sought to learn from other countries and manage a specific form of transition to industrialism, albeit one disrupted and modified by the experience of defeat in war. By comparison, the English factory reflected the experience of the first capitalist nation and the way in which management and employee relations had evolved over a long period of time. What is interesting here is that from early on Japanese organizations were seen as outliers; they challenged the idea of convergence and universalistic approaches, and forced authors to consider both the broader distinctiveness of Japan as a system of capitalism and what this meant at the level of organizations (Dore, 2000; Gerlach, 1992; Witt, 2006). The study of Japan also contributed to a recognition of the importance of other emerging East Asian economies, leading some authors to develop broader comparisons with Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, etc. (Biggart, Orru, & Hamilton, 1998; Whitley, 1992a) even before the rise of China began. What was important about these developments was that they were all concerned with the interrelationship between macro-institutional features of particular societies and the specificities of the organization structures which emerged from these contexts. The reason for such concern was that contrary to dominant management theories these societies and organizations seemed to be able to outcompete the dominant Fordist firms and economies, even though they were very different from the prescribed model. Focus on these societies forced organization theorists to go beyond both universalistic strands of organization studies and beyond macro and cultural accounts of national differences.

The Societal Effects Approach

These studies of Japan ran parallel with developments in Europe. Particularly influential was the societal effects school, developed out of collaborations between French, British, and German researchers working on the impact of technology in different organizational settings. In effect, these studies amounted to tests of the degree to which technology shaped organization. What the authors showed was the importance of the social context in which the technology was applied—which they described as the ‘societal effect’. They showed that societal effects made a worker and a manager a very different thing in Germany compared to France (Maurice & Sellier, 1979; Maurice, Sellier, & Silvestre, 1984; Maurice, Sorge, & Warner, 1980). They were constituted socially in very different ways, had very different identities, filled very different roles, and had different relations to the ‘other classes’ in France and Germany. Thus the same technology was implemented and used very differently depending on these social identities. What particularly concerned these authors were two aspects of work organization: first, the nature of skills and training that determined the level of control and power which employees in particular were able to exercise over the work process; and second (and related to this), the nature of hierarchical relationships between managers and employees. This contributed to an understanding of the diversity of forms of production within different societal systems, and generated a sustained programme of research on comparisons of work systems (Maurice, Sellier, & Silvestre, 1986; Maurice & Sorge, 2000). Although these studies did not base themselves in theories of capitalism, they did nevertheless contribute to the development of a distinctly organizational approach to societal differences which could be incorporated into a wider analysis of varieties of capitalism.

Comparative Industrial Relations

It is noticeable that during this period there was also an increased interest in comparative industrial relations emerging, particularly in the European context, led by authors such as Hyman, Crouch, and Streeck. In this approach, strong attention was given to both the societal and organizational levels (Crouch, 1993; Crouch, Finegold, & Sako, 2001; Ferner & Hyman, 1998; Streeck, 1992). At the societal level, the 1970s had been characterized by a growing interest in the concept of corporatism, i.e. contexts where the state, employers’ associations, and trade unions created institutional settings and rules that would enable them to negotiate on issues of work, employment, and wages in order to combat economic downturn, inflation, and competitive threats from overseas. Varieties of corporatist patterns across Europe were also associated with varied forms of labour regulation, trade union structure, skills, and training, which in turn impacted on relations within the firm (Crouch, 1977; Crouch & Streeck, 1997). Streeck in particular showed what this meant in terms of the organization of production within German firms, developing the idea of ‘diversified quality production’ as a way of understanding the model of interaction between employees and managers that produced the globally competitive German firms in autos and engineering (Streeck, 1992), themes followed up in the idea of ‘social systems of production’ developed by Boyer and Hollingsworth (Hollingsworth & Boyer, 1997). The work of Christel Lane (1989, 1995) brought much of this research into organization studies, providing systematic and clear accounts of how relations between management and labour differed across Europe, as well as how social institutions impacted on trust and relationships between firms (Lane, 1989, 1995). Guillén’s study on different models of management across societies reinforced this approach as well as drawing on older studies such as Bendix (Bendix, 1956; Guillén, 1994).

    These approaches drew on and developed ideas that were similar to those of French regulation theory and VOC in terms of the importance of understanding how institutions shaped the workings of the market and of capitalist organization more generally. In the main they tended to be built from the workplace level upwards and were not as holistic in ambition and scale as regulation theory and VOC.

Richard Whitley and the National Business Systems Approach

The most influential author to develop such an holistic response and therefore provide the framework in which organization studies was able to talk back to sociology and social theory of comparative capitalisms more generally was Richard Whitley. From the very outset of formulating his research programme Whitley, in contrast to the previous efforts of comparative studies, aspired to ‘taking the firm seriously as an economic actor’ (Whitley, 1987). Thus his approach has been focused more directly on the sphere of business and management, where he has provided a whole set of sociological underpinnings to the concept of management and to the concept of firm (Whitley, 1984, 1987). This meant problematizing existing notions of both management and the firm, which had tended in organization studies to draw in an unquestioning way on US models. In contrast to most of the authors previously discussed in this section, Whitley considered the firm in a holistic way, in two senses. First, he linked issues of ownership and corporate governance to managerial authority and organization structure, and through this to themes of work organization and relations between employees and managers as well as among employees themselves. Second, he was centrally concerned with relations between firms, and between firms and their institutional and competitive contexts. It was these interactions which led to the development of ‘national business systems’ and ‘divergent capitalisms’, i.e. relatively coherent and integrated modes of organizing business and management that took shape within distinctive societal contexts.

    One of the most important additions to the emerging work in organization studies on comparative differences arose particularly from his questioning of the idea of the firm. In order to develop this point, Whitley emphasized that it was important to understand that the ownership structures of firms could vary vastly, as could the legal structures that shaped forms of coordination at the highest level (Whitley, 1999, 1992b, 1992a, 2007). He argued that the concept of the ‘firm’ which was dominant in the US—where firstly ownership was dispersed among a wide group of shareholders via the mechanism of the stock market, and secondly economic and organizational coordination of activities was high and operated through a centralized senior management team using strict financial controls and maintaining full legal responsibility for subsidiaries and branches—was not a universal characteristic of forms of capitalism. Rather, it was a distinctive response to US institutional conditions, a point developed earlier by Fligstein in his analysis of how the cartels of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were broken up by populist driven anti-trust measures (Fligstein, 1993). These measures prohibited coalitions of firms that could engage in price fixing or other forms of anti-competitive behaviour. They encouraged a centralization of decision making that evolved into the multidivisional firm analysed by Chandler (Chandler, 1990). These firms engaged in some form of internal diversification in order to stabilize financial flows and reduce risk. As a result, the headquarters managed the different divisions through a combination of strategic direction and clear financial controls. Even this degree of diversification was restricted and gradually removed in the 1980s as the shareholder revolution got under way and firms became more concentrated on specific ‘core competences’ and financial returns, leaving risk diversification to investors (Davis, 2009; Davis, Diekmann, & Tinsley, 1994). The entity that was created in the US economy could be seen as an island of intense managerial coordination within a sea of market relations. Any form of deeper cooperation could be challenged as anti-competitive cartel behaviour.

    By contrast, Whitley argued that in many other systems the dominant economic actor was not the tightly legally defined firm as in the US, but loose networks of economic actors—what has been called a ‘business group’ such as the Japanese keiretsu, the German Konzern, the South Korean chaebol, or the Chinese family business. These sorts of economic actors were more internally diverse than the US multidivisional form. They combined entities that were legally separate, that shared some owners but not all, that shared some managers but not all. They could not be represented in the usual pyramidal structure used to visualize the US firm, but instead constituted a structure of overlaps (some partial, some full) through ownership, through loans, through long-term supply chains, through shared premises and properties, through licenses and other forms of legal interconnectedness, and through people (in executive and non-executive board positions). These different entities coordinated their activities to varying degrees: sometimes not at all, sometimes through partially sharing information and resources, partly through developing shared strategic plans, and through supplying goods, licences, and services to each other at rates which reflected long-term relationships.

    At the heart of Whitley’s sociological contribution lies the issue of risk under capitalism and the degree to which the costs and benefits of risk are shared among different actors (for similar emphases on issues of risk and who carries risk under capitalism, see also Crouch, 2009, 2013; Crouch, Gales, Trigilia, et al., 2011; Hacker & O’Leary, 2012). Capitalism is an inherently risky system driven by market competition in which outcomes are uncertain and difficult to anticipate. However, capitalism requires investment—from the owners of capital but also from labour—which invests in the development of skills and knowledge. Therefore these social actors are likely to be looking for ways in which to benefit from and to protect their investment. One strategy is to be highly responsive to market signals so that investment is expanded or reduced as and when the market indicates changes. This strategy can be made feasible and functional for capital under a number of conditions. First, if it is able to place most of the risk on to labour by shrinking or growing the labour force rapidly, then it can respond quickly to market changes. Second, it must be able to exit commitments to suppliers with minimal cost in times of decline and ramp up such relations when the market is expanding. Third, it must be able to access capital quickly in periods of expansion through open capital markets and it must also be able to exit markets in decline, a process facilitated by an active market for corporate control, divestments, and restructurings. This does not take risk out of the situation, but enables the owners and managers of the firm to mitigate it in ways which place the main burden of adjustment on the workforce. From the perspective of labour, investment in firm-specific skills is likely to be low due to lack of long-term commitment. Collective action to redistribute the gains from risk to employees or to resist the burden of risk falling on laid-off workers provide possible forms of countervailing power that have characterized these forms of capitalism at particular historical moments, but have been weakened over the last three decades. Management–labour relations are therefore dominated by the power of management to shape and structure the workplace on the basis of systems of managerial control and discipline, and increasingly individualized payment and appraisal systems. Thus the management of risk under Anglo-American capitalism ties together relations between owners and managers, employees and managers, and firms linked through networks. The state in such systems acts in the main to reinforce this distribution of risk and reward, both directly through its regulation of competition and financial markets and indirectly through its shaping of a welfare system that pushes the unemployed back into the labour market as quickly and cheaply as possible by keeping benefits low and subject to partial and then complete withdrawal if the individual refuses to participate actively in finding a job within a fixed period of time.

    What Whitley shows very clearly, however, is that there are many other forms of capitalism where risk, and the gains and losses from risky ventures, are distributed in different ways. Unlike Hall and Soskice he does not describe this as a dualism between LMEs and CMEs, but rather shows how there are a variety of ways in which risk can be mitigated through specific coordination mechanisms that bring together particular social actors while excluding others. The differentiated corporate structures that emerge from varieties of risk sharing, trust relations, and authority structures create different approaches to growth and innovation, as well as to processes of management and the organization of production systems (Casper & Whitley, 2004; Whitley, 2000a). A central aspect is the way in which ownership of the entities inside the business group is distributed in order to create long-term linkages. This is in part through internal cross-shareholding, but also by the way in which state finance, bank finance, and funds from family, friends, and employees are brought into the group. This level of interconnectedness gives protection to insider managers and owners from outside control. It also raises questions as to whether risk is passed over to outsiders, e.g. minority shareholders and temporary employees.

    Whitley’s model shows that there are a variety of ways of sharing risk across owners, employers, and importantly the state. Some of these are more egalitarian than others, depending in part on the power of labour and the nature and degree of its incorporation into the structures of the firm and the broader social institutions and state bodies. Thus in some contexts the key risk sharing is between the state and large firms (e.g. Korea, France), and labour has to struggle to be involved collectively and to share in the rewards from competitive success. In Japan, the key risk sharing is among the large firms and the financial sector, with protection offered to labour but not an independent voice. In Germany, the institutions of organized labour have been incorporated with employers’ associations and the state in the creation of institutions that provide for labour involvement. However, this has led to the emergence of a dual labour market as employers try to reduce the core labour force and increase temporary employment (Palier & Thelen, 2010), a process that is also happening to a degree in Japan (Jackson, 2009). In Denmark, processes of risk sharing evolve at the workplace level through the importance of small and medium-sized enterprises, often owned in part by employees who are encouraged to extend and develop their skills in order to hedge against the risk of market disruption. State welfare policies also encourage an active and learning labour market regime for both men and women, reducing social inequalities within and between generations and genders (Kristensen & Lilja, 2011).

    Whitley shows how these forms of risk sharing within and between firms are embedded in institutional orders that encourage particular types of firm strategies. These institutional orders have tended to be most powerful at the national level because this is the point at which political legitimacy, forms of administrative capacity, and key policy-making bodies have coincided in the post-war period in the industrialized societies, even where there is a degree of regional or local autonomy (Kristensen, 2005; Whitley, 2003a). Thus, institutions such as finance and banking, training, education, and skills, laws of contract and commerce, and regulatory bodies set up the framework within which firms act, and this interrelationship constitutes the ‘national business system’.

Comparative Capitalisms and Organization Studies: Towards a Common Agenda?

The development within organization studies of the approaches described has brought an increasing engagement with the sorts of debates and discussions generated in VOC and regulation theory. Organization studies, however, has brought a distinctive approach to these debates.

    First, it can be argued that the focus on the firm and actors within the firm provides a counterweight to more determinist and structural accounts of comparative capitalisms. In particular, from within the organization studies framework there has been an emerging focus on the creativity of actors in developing new strategies and structures in response to changing circumstances, by drawing on existing institutions but bending them and evolving them in new ways (Kristensen & Lilja, 2011; Kristensen & Morgan, 2012; Morgan, Whitley, & Moen, 2006). This research links to the idea of the development of experimentalist governance structures. In some of these studies (Herrigel, 2010) national economic and institutional systems are seen as laboratories with diverse forms of equipment that can be used to make different experiments in searching for novel ways of accommodating national and global economic processes. This approach looks at how the variety of groupings that constitute capital and labour find novel ways of satisfying their aspirations, and integrate and reformulate their respective interests in accordance with changing identities, social spaces, and institutional relations. These authors also emphasize the role of state institutions, and in particular how the welfare state contributes to the possibilities available to firms and employees to adjust to changing circumstances and share risks in new ways (Avdagic, Rhodes, & Visser, 2011; Emmenegger, Palier, & Seeleib-Kaiser, 2012; Palier & Thelen, 2010). In contrast to these political economy approaches, which focus on the state, government, and political ideologies, however, the organization studies perspective tends to emphasize the central role of actors constituted within and through firms as key to the reconstruction and adaptation of the welfare state.

    Second, and associated with this theme of agency and change, organization studies has brought more focus on issues of innovation at the firm level, and how this generates new business models and new dynamics of capitalist competition with consequent impact on institutional structures. Whitley, for example, has distinguished between different forms of innovation and shown how these relate to different institutional contexts. While there is a basic model of different forms of innovation in the VOC approach, where radical innovation is distinguished from incremental innovation, by focusing more on firms as organizations Whitley has gone further (Whitley, 2000a). As well as these forms of innovation, he describes what he terms ‘discontinuous innovation’. This refers to innovations which change the entire basis of competition as with the Internet and a phenomenon such as genetic technology. Whitley identifies a series of specific institutional configurations which facilitate this sort of discontinuous innovation, mainly around highly flexible capital and labour markets integrated with specific sorts of intensive scientific research programmes and research universities (aided in key ways by state policy towards ‘big science’), all of which are more characteristic of the US than anywhere else. In many of these processes, Whitley places at the centre the role of high-level scientific institutes of research and the way in which they are institutionally and organizationally shaped to facilitate certain forms of innovation. He has integrated this focus on the creation of knowledge in research and university systems, and the institutional conditions that enable this knowledge to grow and circulate through more commercial parts of the system, in ways that are not found elsewhere in the comparative capitalisms literature (Whitley, 2000b, 2008; Whitley, Gläser, & Engwall, 2010).

    Third, organization studies is making a specific contribution to an understanding of how institutional change in comparative capitalisms occurs. There is now a substantial common ground on three points. First, institutions are not complete scripts dictating action whatever the context; they guide action but there is room for interpretation and ambiguity. Second, societies do not necessarily consist of a single coherent set of institutions; there may be different institutional configurations, reflecting geographical, religious, or ethnic differences. Third, societies consist of discarded institutions that may lie latent awaiting to be picked up in different circumstances. All of this provides room for agency in terms of acting differently and building new institutions with firms taking a central role in this (Crouch, 2005; Hauptmeier, 2012; Kristensn & Morgan, 2012; Mahoney & Thelen, 2009; Streeck & Thelen, 2005).

    Fourth, institutional structures are seen to emerge from and be conditioned by politics and power, with new institutions evolving based on the power relations of different groups at particular moments and their abilities to impose certain rules and routines under particular economic and political conditions (Crouch, 2005; Morgan, Whitley, & Moen, 2006). Whereas political scientists such as Streeck and Thelen have focused on this primarily at the institutional level, recent studies from organization studies, particularly on multinationals, has shown the importance of power and politics within the firm for processes of institutional change in the surrounding social context (Dörrenbächer & Geppert, 2011; Kristensen & Lilja, 2011; Kristensen & Zeitlin, 2005; Morgan, 2009).

    Fifth, approaches from organization studies have developed a distinctive way of looking at how international flows open up new possibilities for actors to develop new firm-level practices and to create new institutional structures beyond the level of the nation state. There is now substantial work regarding the way in which multinationals transfer and diffuse practices, the impact this has on host and home contexts, and the consequences for the reproduction of institutional structures (Almond & Ferner, 2006; Dörrenbächer & Geppert, 2011; Kristensen & Morgan, 2007; Morgan & Kristensen, 2006; Morgan, 2009). Similarly, the interaction between international regulatory processes and national forms of capitalism has revealed that this remains an arena in which adaptation to local institutional circumstances remains central (e.g. the studies of the impact of neo-liberalism on various countries (Blyth, 2002)). This research has also developed nuanced accounts of the emergence of transnational governance structures and the development of transnational communities which become agents in this process (Djelic & Quack, 2003, 2010; Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006).

    In conclusion, there is now a robust and distinctive tradition of studying different forms of capitalism, their institutional structures, and their organizational processes within organization studies. This tradition draws on approaches such as regulation theory and VOC, but it has developed a distinctive organizational perspective. In this way it has contributed to debates on how economic actors are structured, how corporate governance is organized, how senior managers are developed and monitored, how work systems are organized, and how innovation and competitiveness is sustained within particular contexts. In this way, it acts as a counterweight to approaches that analyse comparative capitalism from more of a political economy perspective, which can often be criticized for determinism, for a lack of attention to change, and for neglecting processes of globalization and convergence. In fact, these are three strong and fruitful areas for organization studies which can build on its skills in the analysis of processes, groups, micropolitics, and organizing. For those in organization studies who wish to take capitalism seriously—not simply as the context for organizations, but as intimately bound up with issues both of structure, management, and control, and of change processes, relations among groups, and searching for new ways to organize in different social contexts—there is now a substantial set of theoretical and conceptual resources on which to draw.
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PART II

ANGLO-AMERICAN INFLUENCES

American and British Sociology and Social Theory


CHAPTER 11

WRIGHT MILLS AND THE THEORISTS OF POWER

EDWARD BARRATT

INTRODUCTION

MILLS can be conceived as a ‘noble gadfly like Socrates’ (Casanova, 1964: 66) seeking to warn American citizens of the 1940s and 1950s about the dangers of their era. Mills’s primary contribution as an engaged scholar was to attempt to warn Americans of a new distribution of power associated with the hegemony of business, political, and military elites in an era in which, as he saw it, they had become increasingly politically apathetic and indifferent to the forces that determined their existence. Questions of power were at the centre of Mills’s sociological interests in his earliest published work (Mills, 1939). Indebted at this stage to Mead’s pragmatism for his conception of the ways in which the inner life and conduct of the human subject was shaped through symbolic interplay with others, Mills viewed pragmatism as insensitive to the institutional contexts and power dimensions of such processes. But it was in the years of the Second World War, seeking to refine an inchoate sense of change in American society, that Mills began to elaborate and develop his analysis. As we will see, Mills’s explorations of power suggest a dowry of intellectual influences, but above all perhaps the central concepts—of social stratification, structure, and bureaucratization—were borrowed from a reading of Max Weber (Gerth & Mills, 1974). Mills conceived power as the realization of the will, even if this entails the resistance of others. Mills assumed any society to be divided into distinct, but interconnected, institutional orders, raising the question of the distribution of power both within and between institutional orders. He was concerned with those actors that enjoyed the power of decision in his time. Mills’s analysis, as we will see, revealed both the concentration and coordination of power as distinctive trends in this era. Increasingly monopolistic in business organization, centralized in the processes of political decision making, and with an expanding military, the fate of American citizens was increasingly determined by powerful and remote forces. Mills’s central problem with American society in his era related to a state of affairs that undermined democracy, involving an unhealthy integration of powerful political, business, and military forces excluding the wider public and holding out the prospect of a dangerous war economy in peacetime.

    This chapter revisits Mills’s analysis of power in his three major substantive texts (Mills, 1999, 2001, 2002). We consider elements of his project that often attract less comment: Mills’s search for possible ways of redistributing power and his attempt to forge an ethico-political stance in rapidly changing conditions. We reveal Mills’s various intellectual debts, suggesting that he refused a relation of mere imitation to those from whom he borrowed. Mills’s use of the thought of others was always selective and creative in character, suggesting the foundational relevance of classical pragmatism to his project (Tilman, 1984). Contemplating the evidence of a revival of interest in Mills’s thought in recent times, we reflect on what we might take from his analysis today—considering an array of criticism of his project.

THE LEADERS OF LABOUR

In the earliest of his three key texts (Mills, 2001) Mills explored the relationship between the emergent American labour movement and those he judged to be the dominant political forces of the time. Both during and immediately after the Second World War, Mills acknowledged the growing power and political potential of the American labour movement. There had been a dramatic expansion in union membership after Roosevelt’s enabling Wagner Act of 1935. In the face of the pressures and iniquities of wartime management, shop-floor activism was widespread during the war years (Zieger, 1995). In the aftermath of war not only had labour militancy resurfaced as the rank and file responded to the end of the wartime wage freeze and overtime payments. Elements of the leadership of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)—especially the United Auto Workers union (UAW) with whom Mills sought to cultivate relations—explored new political options. Yet Mills, seeking to appraise the characteristics and aims of the labour leaders and the balance of power at a time of considerable political uncertainty, was ultimately pessimistic in his appraisal of the situation of labour.

    Mills situated the leaders of labour in a complex of conditions and forces. Bargaining practices were evidently shaped by the leaders’ assessment of the balance of power with respect to the employer side. But as ‘a social actor’, the first condition of the ‘character of the union leader’, Mills remarked, ‘is his union’ (Mills, 2001: 3). In general, narrow ‘business union’ or liberal ideals guided the union leader acting on behalf of the membership at this time. At the same time the leader responded ‘to the images’ (Mills, 2001: 3) of union members and these remained, Mills argued, predominantly pecuniary and instrumental.

    What the union leader desired and could aspire to achieve was nevertheless shaped by an array of forces. Not only the membership of the union and the agents of the business enterprise, but various ‘publics’—and most especially those he termed ‘political publics’—were a decisive influence. For Mills, adapting Dewey, ‘political publics’ were groupings of politically alert actors actively involved in discussing and organizing in the public domain. Mills identified an array of such forces—different shades of the left and right, organized movements with varying degrees of influence—that acted on and influenced the labour relations field. But it is the influence of one particular public that Mills chose to highlight, those he termed the ‘sophisticated conservatives’—an alliance of forces that threatened the interests of labour. In the aftermath of war, labour unions, and especially the leaders of labour, were vulnerable to the political ploys of those Mills judged to be the true agents of decision and the most dangerous political forces of his time.

    Mills’s analysis reflected changes in the American political economy that had begun in the 1930s. An alliance of sections of business and the political classes had developed to facilitate the administration of the New Deal (Lichtenstein, 1982). The labour leadership, in turn, became a junior partner. Their leaders were involved in direct and cooperative relations with the state and with business, assisting in a subordinate capacity with the formulation of codes of fair competition under the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933. The war years saw business and labour collaborating in the administration, with the military joining the alliance and playing an increasingly dominant role. After 1945, as Mills saw it, labour unions were vulnerable to the political ploys of an alliance of sections of business, the political classes, and the military that favoured the maintenance of collaborative relations with labour. Such ‘sophisticated conservatives’ sought to promote a narrow collective bargaining agenda, offering union recognition and economic concessions in return for the active cooperation of their leaders in reinforcing management aims and suppressing labour rank-and-file dissent. Speaking the language of labour management ‘cooperation’, conservatives of this type sought to obfuscate their ambition to stabilize a particular and unequal distribution of power. The future, according to Mills, held out the likelihood of further dangers. The cooperation of labour was now sought as a necessary element in fresh plans for the American economy: the building of a corporate ‘garrison state’ (Mills, 2001: 233). The expansion of the military during peacetime, and economic and military aid to sympathetic and vulnerable foreign states, formed the basis for a new strategy for stabilizing the American economy—a means of warding off the danger of a return to the economic conditions of the 1930s as well as promoting broader geo-political objectives.

    Mills here was drawing on the analysis that he had first begun to develop during wartime (Mills, 1942), suggesting parallels between the wartime economies of Germany and America, with Franz Neumann emerging as an important but often unrecognized source for his arguments. Neumann argued that after the suspension of the rule of law in 1933, power in Nazi Germany ultimately lay with four political blocs—the Nazi party, the state bureaucracy, the military, and heavy industry. Each bloc had its own mechanisms for making and enforcing rules but operated collaboratively in pursuit of national imperial objectives. On Mills’s reading, Neumann’s account of the German system of interlocking elites captured a broader drift in international capitalism—suggesting not only important aspects of the American political economy during wartime, but the harsh outline of ‘a possible future’ (Mills, 1942).

    Mills characterized the leaders of American labour as largely devoid of political will and imagination. Yet at the time of writing the study of labour the hope of an alternative to the problematic circumstances that Mills outlined had not been entirely extinguished. Throughout this study, there are allusions to the potential of the rank and file and elements of the leadership of the CIO—particularly the UAW. In part, Mills’s optimism reflected the influence of the political circles in which he was moving (Wald, 1987). In the style of those he called the radical left Mills believed at this time in the inevitable tendencies of capitalism to catastrophic economic crisis. With the impending crisis would come class polarization and a radicalization of the labour rank and file. The sophisticated conservatives, with their strategies for the political economy, might well prevail in these crisis conditions. Yet labour too, Mills believed—strengthened by its radical membership and by independent intellectuals of the kind employed by the UAW—also stood some chance of prevailing.

    For the benefit of a game of power that Mills believed, to a degree at least, to be still open, he elaborated possible alternative futures for America. Emersonian and classical pragmatist (Barratt, 2011) influences surface in Mills’s image of an ideal democratic subject. Effective freedom in any sphere of life presupposed the individual capacity to articulate relevant moral issues and preferences and the exercise of critical intelligence. As a student in the 1930s, Mills had commended those citizens who possessed ‘the imagination and intelligence to formulate their own codes…. the courage and stamina to live their own lives in spite of social pressure’ (Mills, 2000: 34). Now he wrote of the need to induce a capacity for ‘initiative and self reliance’ (Mills, 2001: 264) in the union membership. Mills gestured towards the possibility of a new ‘free man of a free society’ in the workshops of America (Mills, 2001: 268). Democracy in the labour unions required an attempt to cultivate democratic virtues. Mills imagined the possibility of a context in which politics would become so much part of the way of life of the American worker, of daily work and social routine, ‘that political alertness would be part of his social being’ (Mills, 2001: 269). The development of a ‘vision’ for labour implied the constitution of an organization capable of seeing ‘with a hundred eyes…. elaborating what might be done about it with a hundred minds and stating…. all the probable consequences of each possible move’ (Mills, 2001: 284).

    Mills, like Dewey, assumed that wide ranging institutional and political changes—including changes to the ownership and control of enterprise—were required to make possible his favoured political ideals (Barratt, 2011). There was an assumption also that effective freedom required a capacity to contribute actively and intelligently to the collective direction of all social institutions that affected personal existence—including the workplace. And like Dewey in the 1920s, Mills looked to British socialism—to the guild socialism of G. D. H. Cole—for his conception of workplace democratization. The basic ideals of the guild system of democracy in the shop, works, and industry are borrowed from Cole. Both Cole and Mills envisaged a transitional mechanism—the collective contract (Cole, 1917; Mills, 2001)—by which labour could gain valuable organizational experience as it acquired control of wages and the organization of production. Like Cole, Mills also imagined a role for the state in enabling the organization of consumers as a political force (Mills, 2001: 263).

    Elements of the American labour movement, with whom Mills was engaged in active dialogue, would also contribute to his formulations. In particular, he appears to have valued the ideas of the socialist ‘intellectuals’ of the UAW. Mills—as others have emphasized (Geary, 2009)—drew inspiration from the UAW in the post-war years. To be sure, it was never a question of imitation, more of sources that inspired the political imagination. Positions that Mills ultimately adopted in the study of labour (Mills, 2001: 258–9), the possibility for the unions to engage in formulating their own plans for industry, certain macroeconomic redistributive policies—a sharply graduated income tax, reduced indirect taxes, higher wages, and the control of prices—are no more than sketched. But Mills was encouraged by new thinking among elements of labour. Diverse sources were thus drawn upon as Mills, in his more optimistic moments, sought new possibilities for redistributing power.

THE NEW MIDDLE CLASSES

By the final years of the 1940s Mills’s disillusionment with labour had grown. Their moment, as he saw it, had passed. The problem, as he viewed it, lay largely in the conservative leadership, increasingly fearful of changing political conditions with the growing influence of the political right and seeking to protect their own newly won status. The labour leadership now focused overwhelmingly on traditional ‘business union’ issues: wages and job security, with few signs of resistance in the rank and file. But there were also wider social changes at stake. Mills now—like many others of the left at this time—increasingly emphasized the conservatism of the American citizenry. White Collar (Mills, 2002), although dedicated to an exploration of the American middle classes, sought to capture a broader change in American society. It is perhaps in the study of the white collar worker that the influence on Mills of what one writer has called one of the most ‘extraordinary cultural transfers of modern history’ (McClay, 1994: 194)—the arrival in the United States in the 1930s and 1940s of a significant number of German-speaking intellectuals—is most evident. As we will see, disparate sources—not only a reading of Max Weber but an interpretation of the early Marx, recent debates in German Marxism, and various critics associated with the Institute for Social Research—shaped Mills’s appraisal of the balance of forces.

    Mills’s interest in America’s expanding middle class began in the early 1940s, suggested by political debates in Germany. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, factions in the German socialist party (SPD) debated the class position and political affiliations of the salaried mental worker: a large, intermediate stratum underspecified by Marx. Familiarized with these debates by Hans Gerth (Geary, 2009), the questions that Mills posed—the class position and identity of the American white collar worker and the likelihood of an alliance with the labour movement—suggested an attempt to raise analogous questions to those raised in the ‘mittelstrand’ debates in Germany.

    Reflecting on the American middle classes at different times, Mills reached different conclusions. At times he appears to have imagined this emerging class as a probable ally of labour (Mills, 2001), sharing the interests of the industrial proletariat and receptive to the labour movement, if only the movement could acquire a more effective and imaginative leadership. By the late 1940s, however, his view had changed. Ultimately White Collar is Mills at his most politically pessimistic, presenting an analysis that suggests why he saw the new sophisticated conservatives gaining power with so little in the way of public debate or opposition.

    If the theorists of the SPD that inspired him had assumed the German ‘mittelstrand’ to be an essentially homogeneous formation, Mills, addressing the American context, deployed Weberian concepts in a way that allowed a differentiated analysis. Mills viewed the decline of the small, independent property owner and the rise of the new white collar employee of the large enterprise as a decisive change in the nature of American capitalism during the twentieth century. Dependant white collar workers were required to sell their labour power. Yet their class position was not reducible to that of the industrial proletariat. What distinguished the white collar stratum as a class in its own right were the types of skills that they sold or the nature of the market situation. Capitalist enterprise was now planned, and the new middle class organized and coordinated the labour of others or marketed and merchandized the product of their labour.

    Mills explored the differential power positioning of the white collar worker, the institutional milieu that shaped and influenced their ‘character’ and ‘social psychology’ (Gerth & Mills, 1953), highlighting the consequences and costs of work regimes for those now compelled to sell their labour to such organizations. Mills’s analysis reflected the drive towards the more efficient deployment of work processes in America in the post-war years (Gordon, Edwards, & Reich, 1982) as a newly self confident management set out to regain the initiative from labour. For the most junior, unfreedom was felt most acutely in the more rigid forms of the division of labour now favoured. Yet the new work regimes imposed burdens and costs at each and every level of the bureaucratic hierarchy: from middle management, with its restricted and all too readily usurped ‘borrowed’ powers, to the aspiring senior managers who must always ‘listen attentively to the ones above’ (Mills, 2002: 81). Mills presented the white collar worker, especially those nearer the base of bureaucratic pyramids, as in the grip of a status panic, triggered by a loss of autonomy, declining levels of income, and the growing prosperity of unionized blue collar workers. A frantic status striving had become characteristic of this stratum as they sought to reclaim prestige, by associating with those of higher status or by advancing their education.

    At the same time bureaucratic work regimes imposed an array of uniform and regular costs. Mills noted the drift from formally legitimated power to increasingly opaque and manipulative practices. The source of management instructions became increasingly invisible and hard to discern for the white collar worker. Mills’s analysis reflected the manner in which unionized enterprises increasingly borrowed neo-human relations techniques from the innovative non-union sector at this time, as they sought to weaken the influence of work groups and assert more effective control over work processes (Jacoby, 1997). At all levels, the emotional life of the white collar worker was becoming a target for control: from the ‘salesmanship’ increasingly expected of all, to the manners expected of the aspiring executive. Work regimes increasingly demanded control of the character of the American white collar worker. White collar workers at all levels—including the intellectuals who now merchandized their own labour—were deprived of control of their work, lacking opportunity for ‘craftsmanship’ or creation. Mills now adapted Marx’s arguments in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, suggesting a double alienation. On the one hand—and in the style of the early Marx—the white collar employee was alienated from the control of his or her labour and the output of that labour. On the other hand, the white collar employee was estranged from his or her own very self as a potentially self-cultivating and independent subject.

    Deprived of fulfilment, alienated form work and self, the white collar worker looked to the fields of leisure and consumption for satisfaction. Yet this left Americans passive and indifferent to the forces that shaped their existence. If the United States was evolving into a ‘corporate form of garrison state’ (Mills, 2001: 233) few were alert to the dangers of the moment. Mills offered his own interpretation on a familiar argument, locating himself in a leftist and liberal discourse of this era. Subverting popular discourse of the time, critics argued that the United States, as it opposed ‘closed societies’ and the forces of totalitarianism, had its own similar tendencies (McClay, 1994). Here the influence of the émigré scholars of the Institute for Social Research was decisive. Mills (2002: 284) appears to have been especially taken with the work of Leo Lowenthal (1961). The genre of the magazine biography and the images of success through consumption that such cultural forms promoted through their accounts of the lives of the ‘headliners’ of the world of leisure were symptomatic of a new order. Invoking the impersonal and constraining routine of city life, Mills’s analysis suggested a debt to Tonnies, another inheritor of German romanticism. Yet features of the American context were suggestive of a distinctive variant of the mass society (Mills, 2002: 340–50). Political activism had been stifled by the heterogeneity of the population, by general prosperity, and the weakness of political parties. Further encouraging apathy in matters of politics, political decision making was increasingly conducted in remote, federal institutions.

    If Mills was politically pessimistic, he still allowed for the possibility of change. There remained a faint possibility that the labour unions might alter their course. Revisiting the political argument of the study of labour, Mills presented the alternative of the collective control of the already collective conditions and results of human labour as an essential precondition of human freedom and security. A genuine democratic politics required that citizens be more extensively involved in political decision making. But now there was a new element to his alternative. The notion of ‘craftsmanship’ (Mills, 2002,) was borrowed from romantic and socialist romantic sources (Lowy, 1987). John Ruskin challenged the division of labour in the Victorian factories and its dehumanization of labour, believing that a state of affairs in which one man’s thoughts were executed by another to be immoral. He looked back to the Gothic era and the image of the Venetian craftsman. Later, William Morris (Lowy, 1987) incorporated the same romantic vision in his socialist ideal. Mills took much from these sources. But he was not nostalgic or regressive in his thinking. Contemporary conditions—particularly the emergence of large-scale enterprise—set the limits within which alternatives could be constructed. Mills did not wish to revive the traditions of Gothic handicraft, but rather to incite others to explore the possibilities of an old ideal at a different historical moment.

THE POWER ELITE

Inspired by the example of Balzac (Mills, 1959), Mills completed his trilogy of the major ‘classes’ of his time with an examination of the ruling elites. The final text in the series (Mills, 1999) was the most widely read, with a particular appeal for those that led the American New Left during its early years. The New Left drew inspiration from Mills, making an effort to explore the possibilities of more participatory forms of democracy (Miller, 1994). The early New Left’s own internal political processes, as well as their attempts to organize the poor in several American cities between 1963 and 1967, were inspired by Mills. But the leading theorists of this movement (Hayden, 2006) also derived their notion of the ‘establishment’ from Mills’s exposure of the interconnected cliques of the power elite.

    Mills now considered the processes of formation of the elites, the solidarity and commonalities of value, and interest among their members. Mills wrote of the expansion and concentration of the ‘means’ of power at the disposal of those that occupied positions of ‘command’ in the elites of business, the military, and the polity. Such means had been greatly enhanced by changes over the course of the twentieth century: the emergence of the large-scale enterprise, the expansion of the military after 1914, and the growth of central government, associated especially with the period after the New Deal. The expansion of the powers of the elites had been accompanied by a pattern of coordination or integration among those who led these organizations. Mills wrote of an ‘inner circle of political outsiders’ now occupying key positions in the administration. Composed of ‘members and agents of the corporate rich and the high military in an often uneasy alliance with selected policy makers’ (Mills, 1999: 156), Mills argued that a clique of ‘outsiders’ had effectively assumed control of the executive posts of administrative command. The consequences for American citizens were profound. If, as Mills put it, their powers were circumscribed, ‘in the rounds of job, family and neighbourhood’, Americans were also driven by powerful forces that they could ‘neither understand nor govern’ (Mills, 1999: 3).

    Mills’s development of his earlier assessment of the elites of power should be understood in the context of changing political conditions of the time. The prestige of the elites of business and the military had been greatly enhanced by their part in the war effort. The international context, the years of the Cold War and especially the Korean War, served to consolidate the role of these same forces in the administration. In 1944, Charles E. Wilson, President of General Electric who served in the War Production Board—planning production during wartime—proposed a permanent war economy: a permanent set of relations between business and the military. As Mills judged it, a series of related developments signalled that such a pattern of relations had now come into being. Representative of business and the military, with the sanction of politicians, had effectively captured key positions in the executive branch of government. The executive had become the principal site of political decision making, with the legislature as well as the judicial branch relegated to a lower ‘middle’ (Mills, 1999: 4) level of national power. The military, in particular, now dominated the formation of policy in the fields of international diplomacy and foreign affairs, as well as playing a significant part in the fashioning of economic policy. A ‘military metaphysic’ (Mills, 1999: 198) now guided the policy of the state. The permanent expansion of military capability was presented as a means to national security, but served an array of other aims: enhancing the prestige of the military, warding off a return to ‘economic slump’, and promoting the relentless drive for corporate profitability. To those liberals who imagined the United States as a balanced society, with a freedom of association that allowed the formation of diverse and competing interest groups and a separation of powers between the elements of the state, Mills responded with the image of a social order now dominated by the loosely interconnected cliques of business and the military. Such a regime was at once unaccountable and secretive in its mode of operation. This state of affairs served to stifle democracy and left the citizenry fearful. Mills’s critique acquired an urgent, even breathless, character.

    Mills’s elite was not a ruling class in the way that Marxists imagined. The polity exhibited its own institutional specificity, even if outsiders, associated with the military and business, now occupied central positions in the administrative branch. Nor was a unity of outlook among the elite born of an active conspiracy. Mills highlighted the regime of character formation and development through which the elites passed. A ‘preparatory’ schooling and higher education made possible by access to substantial wealth encouraged a similarity of values and manners among the business elite. Consonant codes were promoted in the disciplinary regimes of West Point and Annapolis. In important respects, the members of the elite were alike: American by birth, predominantly urban, and from the east. A familiarity among them had been born not only through joint experience in the administrative processes of government—in the planning mechanisms associated with war production or the agencies that emerged with the New Deal—but also through common involvement in trade associations or recreational activities. Although not without their differences, all were ultimately united in pursuit of common interests—the system of private property and the aggrandizement of the military. Mills thus explored the ties of solidarity and cultural homogeneity that made the power elite a social entity. For the elites of America at least, it seemed that the concept of ‘class consciousness’ had some relevance (Mills, 1999: 283).

    Yet these developments took place largely behind the back of the American citizenry. Mills’s concept of the ‘main drift’ implied the conventional wisdom of the time. Diverse forces were working to promote a particular liberal ‘version of reality’, a benign image of the forces of power promoting the national interest. The military was  now actively involved in a public relations campaign to redefine the reality of international relations in a way that justified the growth of military capabilities. A combination of public relations and the artful use of the doctrine of ‘official secrets’ undermined reasoned political debate enabling the activities of the elites. At the same time, Mills returned to the conditions of the mass society. An atomized, passive, and compliant citizenry had developed in the United States, encouraged by the practices of mass mediation, alienating work regimes, and the expansion and bureaucratization of political and voluntary organizations. The masses were now moved mainly by culture rather than by reason, and in such conditions the possibility of independent thought and popular political action was seriously diminished. The United States had found its own path to the mass society.

    Yet Mills continued to explore the possibility of a political alternative. Some hope could be found in the citizenry and the mobilization of the ‘private tensions’ and ‘inarticulate resentments’ that festered under present conditions. Mills offered an alternative of a politically alert and knowing citizenry that would take command of its own fate. The ideal of a ‘community of publics’ suggested diverse independent associations of politically alert citizens, exercising critical intelligence and challenging the clandestine forces that now ordered their existence. Such institutions would be positioned between ‘the family and the small community’ on the one hand and ‘the effective units of the power elite’ on the other (Mills, 1999: 309). Mills’s community of publics suggested a return to republican ideals (Mills, 1999: 300). Under such arrangements, Mills argued, citizens were presented with a problem: they discussed that problem among themselves in many small groups, with a viewpoint emerging from a broader social dialogue involving the various citizen groups. ‘Then the people act out this view or their representatives act it out and this they do’ (Mills, 1999: 299–300), he remarked.

    Although Mills took John Dewey for a nostalgist—for his belief that democracy should begin ‘at home’ in the local community and for his insensitivity to modern divisions of class and power (Mills, 1966)—there are evident echoes of Dewey’s political ideals in Mills’s formulations. Both Dewey and Mills sought to nurture ‘creative democracy’ through the face-to-face deliberations of numerous small groups of citizens believing democracy to be incomplete without further attempts to amplify their voices. Both Mills and Dewey associated democracy with the enlargement of human character. The self was enhanced by the capacity to determine purpose and desire in all the relations of life. And both Mills and Dewey owe much to the Emersonian ideal of the self-reliant American of the postcolonial era, able to compose the aggregate of a character.

    Mills envisaged a variety of social and institutional changes if the ideal of ‘creative democracy’ was to be attained. He offered no definitive programme of reform, but rather intimated a set of principles that might be taken up and elaborated by others to enable a community of publics to thrive. In part this was a matter of the inculcation of habits in the citizenry. Mills wrote of education as a practice of ‘self clarification in the ancient sense’ (Mills, 1999: 318). Supplementing vocational learning, a liberal education would include the development of the skills of controversy with one’s self ‘which we call thinking’ and ‘with others that we call debate’ (Mills, 1999: 318). It was the task of a liberal education to enable an understanding of personal troubles by locating them in the social conditions of their existence. Education would develop the dispositions of character, both intellectual and moral capacities, which would fit men and women for a new democratic social order. Mills also intimated the possibility of a type of journalism that would enable the individual to transcend his narrow milieu and ‘clarify its private meaning’ (Mills, 1999: 314). The sociologist would help individuals to clarify the social sources of their inarticulate personal tensions and grievances. The enactment of a ‘politics of truth’, aiming to rouse individuals to exert pressure and to facilitate change, was a primary responsibility of the intellectual in the academy. Mills thus evoked the central argument of his Sociological Imagination (Mills, 1959). Diverse ‘intellectuals’ would thus help to call to account the elites of this era.

    But a new and enhanced democracy also suggested the need for a more responsible form of government. Displacing the artfulness of the public relations campaign and the manipulation of the doctrine of official secrets, Mills looked forward to a new era based on free dialogue between the governed and those who govern—and responsible politics implied changes in the administration. Mills revealed himself as no simple anti-bureaucrat, but an enemy of the ‘pseudo-bureaucracy’ dominated by the ‘political outsiders’ of the military and business (Mills, 1999: 235). What the United States required was an independent bureaucracy effectively above party political pressure and with a genuine career civil service. The impartial bureaucracy of an independent civil service was indeed praiseworthy.

MILLS AND THE QUESTION OF POWER TODAY

Today we appear to be witnessing something of a revival of interest in Mills’s work. Kerr and Robinson (2011), for example, praise The Power Elite as a classic—a thoughtful engagement with the phenomena of elites that unjustly became unfashionable in the 1960s. Others draw direct parallels between the politics of our own era and that of Mills (Aronowitz, 2012). Recent administrations in the United States have enhanced the powers of the executive branch of government, and the business elite remains dominant in the executive. With the ‘war on terror’ policy is guided by a logic that bears a striking resemblance to the ‘military metaphysic’. Political elites, Aronowitz reminds us, pursue international influence through the encouragement of business investment, the support of numerous foreign military bases, and the maintenance of client states. Mills may well have exaggerated the influence of the military in political circles even in his own era, but the ‘permanent war economy’ has not disappeared (Aronowitz, 2012) with expenditure on the military amounting to 4.3 per cent of GDP in the final year of the Bush administration.

    Russell Jacoby (2002) in a similar way comments on the relevance of themes introduced in the study of the middle classes. Mills, with the notion of the ‘personality market’, anticipates contemporary developments. In White Collar Mills captures a juncture in the politics of the workplace in which the logic of human relations extended its influence. The emotions and demeanour of the sales worker were likewise becoming a target for action and intervention. If today managers and the experts that advise them commonly seek to engage the psyche of the employee for productive ends, Mills records a decisive moment in the emergence of such a rationality or style of thought. Yet Mills’s white collar worker did not know the contemporary work regime of minimal security and opaque boundaries between work and non-work existence. As Jacoby notes, in characterizing the control of demeanour among workers in his era the focus for Mills was sales work rather than services. With the ascendancy of ‘financialization’ (Savage & Williams, 2008), a particular segment of capital has acquired pre-eminence. The international political institutions of our era with their favoured neo-liberal orthodoxies (Murphy, 2006) would not have been familiar to Mills. Mills like any critic was a student of his own times (Aronowitz, 2012). At most, his substantive analyses suggest the beginnings of social phenomena that we now know or are a source of analogies with the present. Perhaps then it is more instructive to consider the broader ambition and aims of his project rather than his substantive propositions. What then can be made today of the general concepts and arguments that Mills deployed in both examining the power of the business and military elites and experimenting with possible forms of its redistribution?

    Mills bequeathed to organization studies an interest in the formation of elites: the processes of corporate ascent, of socialization and inter-organizational advancement that enable elites to act on the actions of others (Pettigrew, 1992; Useem, 1984). But both Mills and those who follow an interest in elite formation are vulnerable to Dennis Wrong’s concern that they fail to show what the elite ‘do with their power’ (Wrong, 1956: 279). Mills exemplifies what Barry Hindess (1996) terms the ‘capacity outcome’ conception of power: power is assumed to be a capacity or ‘possession’ of particular agents. The danger is of circular reasoning (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006), with greater power being assumed to prevail over lesser power and power relationships assumed in advance of the analysis of any particular field of human action. Mills was explicit here, arguing that ‘the power elite implied nothing about the process of decision making as such’ (Mills, 1999: 21). Rather, his aim was to attempt to delimit the social arena within which that process ‘whatever its character goes on and who was involved in that process’ (Mills, 1999: 21). How elites compete and vie for position is obscured in this analysis (Reed, 2012). Such a perspective tends to discourage the examination of the forms of knowledge available to and deployed by elites. Mills had little to say of the think tanks and exclusive political discussion groups that informed the thinking of the elites in his era, just as they do in our own (Domhoff, 2006). In his earliest published work, Mills (1939) commended the detailed study of ‘vocabularies of motive’ and their social and historical conditions of possibility. A research agenda, derived from a reading of classical pragmatism, was proposed but never fully exploited.

    Other important conditions of rule, notably the tactics, instruments, and procedures that enable elite rule, are similarly obscured in Mills’s perspective. He had little to say, for example, of important developments in the training of leaders in this era (Whyte, 1957), the widespread decentralization and delegation favoured by the major businesses in the 1950s under the influence of the consultancy firms (Drucker, 1946), or the advances in ‘management by numbers’ (Hoskin, 1998)—in methods of administrative scrutiny, examination, and measurement—that accompanied these changes. In this regard, Daniel Bell (1963: 52)—foreshadowing a contemporary Foucauldian interest in the prosaic mechanisms of power (Clegg, 1989; Rose, 1999)—was correct to argue that Mills gave little consideration to the norms and practices of ‘leadership’ that would give the concept of power greater substance. Mills ultimately obscures the dependence of the ‘summit’—the elites—on a whole complex of power relations and practices beyond the ‘strategic command posts’ at lower levels, the minor expertise of the manager or of the consultant and the work of translation and interpretation that they must bring to bear in their ‘implementation’ of elite decisions (Clegg, 1989). And, as others note, the increasingly polyarchic characteristics of contemporary organizational hierarchies only serve to accentuate these tendencies (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006; Reed, 2012).

    Mills, we have suggested, is always seeking a way out from the predicament he described. Our interest initially is in the different ways Mills framed the problem of social and political change. As we have seen at times in the study of labour, he is inclined to images of crisis and overcoming led by the forces of the working class, a conception borrowed from Trotskyism and Marxism but ultimately recalling the Hebrew prophets. This was the position that he would later dismiss as that of the labour metaphysician (Mills, 1960). More commonly in the later books, Mills was inclined to pessimism and determinism in his assessment of the prospects for change. Change was at once necessary but rendered impossible by virtue of the effects of bureaucratization and the mass society, pacifying and fragmenting the citizenry. American society was conceived as a largely static totality. This tendency was perhaps most apparent in the study of the middle classes. Here, David Riesman (1952) commented on Mills’s implausible unthinking and even witless image of the white collar worker. Mills had failed to acknowledge his or her skilled activity. Sociologists, Riesman argued, should seek to learn more of the ‘ethnic colouring’ (Riesman, 1952: 514) of the white collar worker: how the Irishman might confirm his status as an American by moving from the factory to the office, or how the Italian derived pleasures and pains from the office or sales environment. Mills allowed insufficient space for the investigation of processes of accommodation or even sabotage in respect of bureaucratic mechanisms of control. The meaning of the mass media for its audiences required further investigation. As Norman Denzin (1990) argues, Mills neglects the detail of the experiences of the ‘little people’ in his major texts. He fails to think ‘relationally’ (Clegg & Haugaard, 2009) about the working of power—to address the acquiescent, compliant, or resistant responses of subordinate actors. This same inclination is apparent in the neglect of important counter-tendencies in this era (Geary, 2009), developments with the potential to destabilize the dominant forces which he documented. Mills had little to say of those that the New Deal had missed (Hayden, 2006): those who experienced poverty and racial oppression and who would later give birth to the Civil Rights movement. Mills’s idea that there were political dimensions to personal existence (Mills, 1959) proved highly influential in the feminist movement of the late 1960s (Echols, 1997), but he was largely neglectful of the hierarchy of gender in his account of the distribution of power in his era. Mills is neglectful of the politics of race and gender; the notion that he might help us to explore ‘power in all its dimensions’ (Aronowitz, 2012) thus appears in need of qualification. And Mills is vulnerable to the charge that he obscures the capacity for change and volatility in capitalist economic relations (Domhoff, 2006).

    Yet beyond Mills’s inclinations to determinism or faith in the course of events lies another side to his political sensibility. History in this conception had not stopped. Mills, reflecting his classical pragmatist influences, conveyed a sense of the future as open and unfinished. Such a sensibility is perhaps best illustrated in parts of the early study of labour, as Mills explored the disparate forces that shaped their practice while emphasizing that the future would be shaped by the calculations and actions of socially situated actors. Mills, again reflecting a pragmatist sensibility, is continually seeking a way out from the predicament that he recognized. Mills’s ethico-political stance was crafted from various sources, reliant on a labour of reflection and dialogue with others and subject to ongoing examination. The early image of ‘the free man, of a free society, in the workshops of America’ (Mills, 2001: 268) gave way under changing political conditions to a new conception of citizenship. He was not the rigid libertarian enemy of power that some of his liberal critics imagined (Parsons, 1957). He was certainly indebted to the long history of the left, to the political movements of his time, but liberal notions had a part to play as well. The state required a permanent check on its activity by active, critically intelligent, and politically imaginative citizens. Power was not simply the power of one agent ‘over’ another. Mills, as we have seen, assumed that wide-ranging reforms were required if subjects were to exercise their freedoms in more active ways. Mills reminds us that democratic virtues and capabilities are not natural but must be learned. We are strengthened by the power we enjoy through association and dialogue with other political actors (Clegg & Haugaard, 2009). More generally, as critical scholars of management try to debate the politics of their practice (Barratt, 2011) Mills serves as an illustration of the long hard effort and work of reflection required to give distinctive style to a political identity. After Mills, cultivating such an identity demands that we should always be prepared to learn from others, to have our experience widened or radically altered through listening. Such an orientation appears to subvert any easy or stereotypical moves in finding one’s path in ethico-political matters.

    But here again there are tensions in Mills’s major texts. Emerson, James, and Dewey—in the style of Socrates—argued that an attitude of doubt and an openness to change was to be maintained in matters of belief and value. Discriminating judgements, for both James and Dewey, presupposed a grasp of both the conditions and consequences of a set of convictions. One required a capacity for self-criticism and a willingness to put matters to the test of practical experience and—in Dewey’s case—open debate. Mills, in principle at least, appeared to take a similar view. In practice, however, his position is less clear. Relevant experience of Mills’s favoured ideals—most obviously the experiments in guild socialism in both Britain and the United States (Matthews, 1971)—were ignored in the study of labour. Mills can be said to have failed to ‘think against’ his own position. A host of relevant criticism of his favoured ideals was ignored. There were those sympathetic critics of the guilds, of its limited forms of worker participation (Flexner, 1923), and indifference to the problems of restraining the powerful or those with an urge to the mastery of others (Russell, 1918). Mills forgot Nietzsche’s (1968) reflections on the dangers of assuming a human ‘will to good’. Mills, at times, was vulnerable to the charge of failing to recognize that the capacities of citizens must depend on social and cultural conditions of training and practice (Parsons, 1957). Mills’s romantic and Ruskinian image of the human subject ‘exuberant in work’ is a case in point. An unproblematic world of personal satisfaction, devoid of the requirements of specialization or the binding rules and modes of self-discipline of the democratic workplace was implied (Minson, 1993). At times, the political imagination was inclined to excess.

    Edward Thompson (1963) long ago highlighted the tension in Mills’s project between the disposition of the expert and the craftsmen. At his most certain and dogmatic, Mills imagined himself as an agent of truth, enlightening others in the realities of their situation, with the capacity to penetrate false appearance and reveal the basis of false beliefs in a particular system of social relations. The expert was ultimately a custodian of the ‘interests’ of others—indeed the notion of interests became important to Mills in the later books in the series. The elites were pursuing their interests given to them by the social situation in which they found themselves.

    Mills, as an expert, is not only inclined to dogma and circular reasoning, he forgets that ‘interests’ are only available to actors by virtue of a practice of discursive formulation. For the craftsman, by contrast there could never be a final or finished truth. Knowledge found its point in contemporary relevance, illuminating the private concerns and anxieties of citizens. Knowledge developed by critical reflection on the products of its activity, by posing new questions and mobilizing evidence relevant to the questions posed. Matters of truth were only available to the craftsman by the on-going process of question and answer and could never be settled by abstract philosophical argument. It was in the effort to harmonize word and deed, the attempt to live a critical life, that an existence found its truth. The elaboration of an ethico-political position similarly required an ongoing work of reflection and self-criticism, a willingness to be moved by events and by others. In the style of Mills, the craftsman is one who seeks to impose a style or taste on his or her values and politics. It is at such moments that he is most deeply persuasive and perhaps inspiring to us today.
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CHAPTER 12

ORGANIZATIONAL ANALYSIS: GOFFMAN AND DRAMATURGY

PETER K. MANNING

INTRODUCTION

ORGANIZATIONAL analysis in sociology is a field that operates with metaphors: linguistic tools used to reduce complexity. They are ways of seeing one thing in the terms of another. Their power lies in the systematic exaggeration of some features of a social object while suppressing others. Kenneth Burke (1965a: 65), citing Nietzsche, has called a version of metaphoric analysis ‘perspective by incongruity’. He suggests that it works by merging in a blurred fashion that which has been seen as divided, or one might say the ability to see two or more things at once. It is perhaps the mixture of connotations and denotations of concepts that gives metaphor its ambiguous purchase on realities. Yet metaphor also confounds, mystifies, conceals, and tantalizes. One thing is seen as another, but of course a way of seeing is a way of not seeing as Kenneth Burke once wrote (1965a). The power and use of metaphor in organizational analysis, specifically in respect to Erving Goffman, are central.

    Perhaps the best-known metaphorist in social science is Erving Goffman, a writer who richly elaborated—indeed tessellated—the texts on the analysis of formal organizations. His framing metaphor, among others, is a version of dramaturgy, and his working approach to connect the interaction order with a variety of constraining structures. Making a connection between his complex and nuanced ideas, organizational analysis and management studies must proceed by interpolation since Asylums (1961a), is limited by his restrictive definition and ostensive concern with total institutions. Unfortunately, there are no systematic efforts to build upon his ideas as the basis for a theory of organizations. There are of course some quite notable efforts to adapt key features of his conceptual framework to organization studies (Dalton, 1959; Ditton, 1980; Jackall, 1998; Manning, 1977, 1980, 2008a; Silverman, 1971; Strauss et al., 1962; Strong, 1979; Weick, 2001), and recent new interest (Czarniawska, 1997; Samra-Fredericks & Bargiela-Chiappini, 2008; Schechner 2002; Schreyogg & Hopfl, 2005). While these reside in the broad interactionist tradition, they also raise new and important nuances. Silverman uses the generic ideas of interaction and meaning to critique several approaches to organization and focuses on social relations within organizations, as do Dalton and Ditton. In both cases, they show that the ‘informal’ relations and the ‘formal’ or rule-guided relations cannot be disconnected. They operate as deeply intertwined, one facilitating the other and vice versa. In many respects, they are merely two sides of the same thing. Strauss, Manning, Jackall, Strong, and Strauss emphasize the phenomenological impact and interaction of organizational rules and hierarchy in work. Strauss and Manning, in fieldwork-based studies, show that organizational rules can be used punitively, loosely, or ignored to sustain the necessary social relations that facilitate the practices by which the work is accomplished. Jackall, in an original and subtle work, explicitly studies the decline of the importance of the ‘Protestant ethic’ in work and the transcendent concern with ‘getting ahead’, ‘success’, and how this concern with appearances drives decisions. This historical trend is an implicit theme in all that Goffman wrote. Phillip Strong, in a study of paediatricians and their patients in Scotland, makes the most consistent argument for the role of ritualized interactions, heavily emphasized in Asylums, as a part of organizational control of participants—doctors and nurses as well as patients and their families. He contrasts types of social order found in these medical interactions, showing that much of what drives deciding is a framing of the deciding rather than diagnosis and treatment. The seminal work of Karl Weick (2001), influenced by both Goffman and Garfinkel, is a delightful combination of conceptual ruminations, poetic asides, and detailed ethnographic analysis. Like Goffman, he explores the intersection of actors’ sensemaking and the ways organizations are made sensible to and by actors. Weick’s classic work on the Mann Gulch fire (1993) tragically interweaves work routines, procedures, and organizational rules with innovation on behalf of survival. Creativity and innovation in this case is shown to be about responding against the organization, its conventions and rules. The influence of modernization and postmodern thinking is reflected in the works of Czarniawska and Schechner. The abiding difficulty is to integrate ideas of dramaturgy, ritual, and celebration drawn from pre-literate cultures (e.g. Turner, 1987) to a changing, swirling postmodern world (Alexander, 2004).

    These works in complex fashion set out the tension and dialectical relationships between the actor-in-organization and the ‘organization’—and see the ‘organization’ as a powerful in part reified force.1 The most subtle and difficult questions of course concern the ways in which the organization as a dramaturgical entity defines, combats, mobilizes against, and strategizes to survive in a competitive environment. In this context, business and public service organizations are asking the same questions of organization studies.

    Examples drawn from Asylums are frequently cited by organizational analysts. Yet, there is no full statement of a ‘dramaturgical theory of organizations’, drawing on Goffman and others. Goffman is quite explicit about the type of formal organization he is considering, and cites conceptions of organization from Weber and Parsons to contrast with his concerns. That is, he sees ‘organization’ as something with variable meaning to actors; rationality is one facet, not the essential nature of organizational authority, and in many ways organizations are seething pits of contested meanings, aims, and passions. This differing procedure contrasts sharply with recent images and characterizations of modern organizations as demonstrating the inevitability of emerging rationality (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). These conceptions rest on an abstracted version of ‘organization’ that does not include actors engaged in order-making in the context of interactional tangles. Perhaps as a result of these dominant images of ‘organization’, ever so highly cited, Goffman’s place in organization theory remains underdeveloped.

    The focus in this chapter is on the sociological pertinence of dramaturgy, especially as it figures in Goffman’s work, and as it is applied to formally organized social action.2 In ethnographic light, this chapter outlines Goffman’s sociology, its primary themes, and its relationship to organizational analysis. Let us first consider dramaturgy, some key criticisms of his uses of this perspective, then his sociology and its utility in organizational analysis. The chapter concludes with some areas of research within the dramaturgical framework. But to begin—from where did his ideas come?

GOFFMAN’S PROGENITORS

While Goffman’s work is indisputably shaped by his teachers and above all by Durkheim, his ideas are fresh and original, his examples and materials striking, and his literary style sharp and intense. The rhythmic nature of his work, like Hemingway’s, is engaging and crisp (Atkinson, 1989). Like Parsons, who was ridiculed for his Germanic phrasings and endless reflexivity, Goffman is often judged on the basis of his stylistics rather than the analysis. It is quite clear that he worked assiduously to craft not only his arguments but the discourse that carried them. Goffman first studied anthropology as an undergraduate at the University of Toronto, and was influenced there by C. M. W. Hart, a fieldworker and student of A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, and Ray Birdwhistell, a keen observer of non-verbal communication. Both of these approaches—naturalistic fieldwork and detailed observation of verbal and non-verbal communication—were to shape his method, writing style, and the topics he explored (Strong, 1979: 349). At Chicago while doing graduate work in sociology, Goffman studied with and worked for anthropologist W. Lloyd Warner, and was guided also by Herbert Blumer and E. C. Hughes (1971). Hughes, himself a Chicago PhD, viewed organizations as a context for studying the unfolding role drama of work, and linked this with the ways in which institutions manage uncertainty. This view, a combination of the drama of work and the organization as a vessel for such dramas is echoed in Goffman’s craft. In an interview, Goffman emphasizes the role that the sociology of work, the study of occupations and professions, and naturalistic observation, played in his animating his work (Verhoeven, 1993).

    During the fieldwork in the Shetland Islands that led to his PhD, he sharpened his systematic approach to interaction (1953: 33–8) and the notion of an interaction order. Unlike later work, he is precise in stating the propositions that guide his analysis. Here, as in Asylums later, he sought to see how communication (which he later calls information) is trumped by what is communicated non-verbally in gestures, postures, smiles, grimaces, or a look. These are signs, matters that have meaning only in context. He later calls these expression games (1969a), games building on that which is ‘given off’ (Goffman, 1959: 2). His observations of these peasants captured the centrality of the encounter, the occasion, and the co-presence which he felt was the thematic matter that made understandable otherwise complex signs (something that stands for something else in the mind of someone). He challenged the semiotics of Morris (1938) that emphasized the conventionalization of symbols asserting much is sign-work, iconic representations of the unseen. Another way of conceiving of his project, reflected in his fieldwork, is that it is a study of modern manners—that which we assume others-as-strangers owe us and that which we owe them. The contrast with ritualized, traditional, face-to-face interaction is implicit in his works on post-industrial etiquette. This is the niche Goffman inhabited and examined, often brilliantly. The highly embedded nature of the Shetlanders’ communication is the converse of modern manners: we work with symbols whose meaning must be worked out, bit by bit.

THE THEORETICAL BACKGROUND OF GOFFMAN’S WORK

The sort of phenomenological analysis that emerged in the work of Goffman and Garfinkel in the late 1950s and the 1960s is part of a larger project of representing the mandate of sociology, and represents an epistemic break from the traditions of Anglo-American social theory to that time; it draws on but modifies themes found in Durkheim (Rawls, 1990). Goffman’s perspective is phenomenological in the sense that subject and object are united in the perception or framing of events; that these events have a social reality that does not depend on symbols and which sees symbols as products of interactional struggles that yield a meaningful context. Symbols arise in interaction; they do not order it from on high. The action that results is always mutual, social, and collective, and reflects the framing of the relevant social objects from multitudinous cues. These objects are constitutive in nature, not residents of the abstracted world of the scientist. That is, the meaning of the objects unfolds as call-and-response; gesture and recognition; clarification and emendation. As such, the distinction between ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ order is a false one, although situated interactions and structural matters do interact (Goffman, 1983a). Cues, gestures, postures, and other forms of non-verbal communication, not just language gestures, negotiations, indicators, representations, and postures, are made intersubjectively meaningful not by ‘reading minds’, but by attending to behaviour and responses to it. In this way he fashioned a powerful critique of semiotics and other formalisms that begin with ‘symbols’, ‘messages’, ‘structure’, and use a ‘code’ to pin down meaning. All action has an organized, socially meaningful ‘conventional’ aspect, such as a transaction between a clerk and a customer in an organization, as well as an aspect that is ‘given off’ or seen as more revealing—cues that are perhaps more subtle—than that which can be controlled and easily used to dissemble. Furthermore, the context of the interaction, whether in plain sight, or out of sight or ‘backstage’, between dyads or as situated ‘teamwork’, provides the cues to orderly interchange. As teamwork develops, it contains dialectics and complexities of cooperation, sanctioning, tacit communication, and role management. Such work is not algorithmic, strategic in the sense used in game theory or chess, or goal oriented. Given the subtlety and complexity of this framework, his analytic requires detailed observations, not posited types or concepts, such as values, norms, roles, or identities. It is a means to explore an interactional order. It does not hinge on an ‘actor’ as the central and key figure in action, and in fact in Strategic Interaction (1969a) and Frame Analysis (1974: ch. 13) Goffman unfolds a dazzling variety of ways an actor can function depending on context. These are not selves.

    Overviews and assessments of the Goffman oeuvre often exaggerate the influence of symbolic interactionism with its self-as-central orientation, or construct an innovative theory (Manning, 1992) to account for his complex, multifaceted, and highly stylized work. While Goffman is certainly oriented to the processes identified by Mead, such as the symbol, the self, and the importance of meaning and interaction, his distinction lies in his powerful examination of detailed interactional sequences; his emphasis on the dramaturgical as a framework to highlight his interests; his rich and varied data—odds and ends from novels, films, plays, and recordings; his very flexible and situated view of the self (not as an attitude cluster, nor that which is the deeper, organizing sense of personhood); and his pungent style. He challenged conventional thinking and elevated anomalies to assert a point. Life, he might aver, is a series of embedded contradictory encounters. Like many innovative thinkers, he rarely connected his work with other theorists via footnotes in the conventional fashion. The large and still growing secondary literature does not reflect a consensus on the sources and nature of Goffman’s theory.

The Dramaturgical Perspective

Social dramaturgy points to a family of concepts associated with the idea of identifying, analysing, and being sensitive to performances that are carried out to emphasize, either downplaying or elevating some aspect, the salient features of plays, prose, poetry, or social action for an audience. Clearly, however, analysis of a text, a written and evocative document, differs from considering the unfolding, ambiguous nature of interactions. The audience and the actor are compelled to carry out a meaningful dance. Some of the confusion in the application of dramaturgy or narrative analysis to Goffman arises from a failure to see that his focus is on meaningful interaction and is not based on a model, a code, nor is it a matter of syntax and semantics (see his brilliant critique in Goffman, 1964).

    Dramaturgy as a working framework suits the vagaries of interaction in the modern world (Manning, 1976; Vester, 1989), and has been utilized by anthropologists such as Turner (1987), Geertz (1971), and Cohen (1985), social psychologists such as Sarbin (2003), and political scientists (Long, 1958, 1963). It is best seen as a perspective, or way of seeing, using a theatrical metaphor to explore how the communication of messages to an audience conveys information and creates impressions that shape social interaction. It is a form of naturalistic explanation that contrasts with the reigning statistical positivism of modern social science.

    Drama, it might be said, in various forms—along with business, war, and sport—is the dominant metaphor of our time, and reflects and refracts concerns for appearances, power, negotiation, merger, and acquisition in the political and business arena. It is likely that the power and appeal of dramaturgy rests in its applicability to the increasing number of situations in complex, differentiated societies in which strangers must negotiate meaning in the absence of shared values, beliefs, kin, or ethnic ties. In these societies, as an ideal type, a circulation of symbols swirls and confounds easy status claims and validation (Goffman, 1951). The broad contours of modern interactions induce superficial relations adopted towards people from heterogeneous and unknown backgrounds based on limited scope of knowledge and little experience with the particular others encountered. As formal religious doctrine declines in significance in the industrialized West, new forms of secular religion, patriotism, and national and ethnic loyalties compete with our new sacred objects: movie stars, celebrities, those with an imagined life, sports figures, and cartoon versions of war. Style, or the manner of one’s performance, social values, and interests are disconnected in art, architecture, and social relations. Deep knowledge is unavailable, and performance and appearances are the most useful and salient clues to meaning: they are what we know, perhaps all we know of the other. All performances and representations are also re-representations within a given setting and audience; that is, they must be interpreted. Such performances are also paradoxical, partial, misleading, and open to further interpretation and response. Finally, although this needs little emphasis, the visual dominates modern life: what is seen, represented, and displayed is the most powerful and penetrating source of impressions, information, and even joint actions. This trend has been amplified massively in the last 20 years by the development and elaboration of personal assistants, smartphones, websites, and social media. These media images and resultant mediated images become conflated, elided, and interdigitated with everyday face-to-face relationships. They are often confounded. Who is the other when three people sit at a table staring at and hopefully fondling their personal devices? Where and who is the relevant ‘other’? In a complex, mediated society, performances often echo those seen, and the ‘theatrical’ shapes what is taken to be real. The question ‘what is the original and what is a copy?’ becomes irrelevant (Benjamin, 1967).

    Dramaturgy, like all social theory, is based on tacit and often unstated assumptions. It neither assumes that we know much more than what we see, nor assumes that we understand what lies behind the eyes of actors. The meaning of symbols comes as result of the response to an action. In this sense, dramaturgy is a second-order abstraction that does not base its findings on the perspective of the individual actor, but rather of an actor (by analogy, groups, organizations, and societies) in performance. In this sense, perhaps by extension or analogy, Goffman is utilizing the acting unit, Blumer’s (1969: 86) term, a social object that interprets action and responds to it in an ongoing manner based on responses to a ‘stream of situations’. These interpretations are situated and situational. In this sense, organizations are ‘actors’, or ‘acting units’ that: make sense of the environment; respond to changes in its web of like-minded organizations; communicate to audiences, publics, clienteles, and patients; and claim a mandate to operate (Hughes, 1958). They operate in what might be called dramaturgical space, a negotiated contested field of endeavour. Organizational analysis based on dramaturgy explicates dramas of control (encounters or little theatre), featuring apologies, repairs, and remedies of interactional slips as well as control dramas (what might be called BIG THEATRE) in which large entities, corporations, agencies, and even states negotiate hierarchies of trust, power, and authority. Big theatre involves the interaction of organizations with an ecology of games (Long, 1958). In this sense, both local and national symbolic orders interact to shape what is taken to be the social space occupied by a formal organization (Hallett & Ventresca, 2006). This of course raises the question of what constitutes the boundaries of an organization and where the ‘environment’ begins and ends.

    The dynamic ideas shaping this perspective, perhaps extrapolated or interpolated in an organizational context, are as follows, stated as rough propositions:

    The concern of a sociological dramaturgy is an analysis of the dynamics of symbolic action, or simply put, actions that represent something to somebody in a context.


    • Collective memory, history, and inherited tradition are background factors lurking: waiting to be called upon as resources that might clarify interactional tangles.

    • The interaction between actors, acts, and performances in a setting before an audience is the sine qua non of such social analysis.

    • Social interaction, in turn, implies an audience to which such performances are directed, an audience that must frame messages, judge the credibility of the performance (its equivocality), provide feedback, and determine its communicative ‘core’.

    • Social interaction is a communicative dance based on trust (Misztal, 2001) and reciprocity. It is the representation process, signs and symbols, and their interpretation (what is represented) that is critical.

    • Constituted symbols, marked and dramatized, provide a context for review of past and imagined future action.

    • The function of gestures, postures, words, and other ritualized actions is to mark and sustain ordering.

    • The emerging patterns of communication selectively sustain definitions of situations and make it possible for actors to carry off performances.

    • Unanticipated consequences, positive and negative, also accompany interactions. In this way, the symbolization spiral arising in interactions, one symbol pointing to another and yet another, and so on and so on without resolution, is noted but constrained by limits of time, energy, patience, and trust.

    • Dramaturgy emphasizes the importance of contingencies or unanticipated outcomes, managed performance of situated interactions, richly mixed with images and memories of such performances. This mutuality and duality constitutes the ‘promissory, evidential character’ (Goffman, 1983a: 3) of social life.

    • Mutual obligations require sustaining the performance—if not, the person is at social risk.



Each of these propositions can be tested in an organizational context. For the context is where the symbolization spiral is enacted. This situational focus combined with what might be called an everyday semiotic approach confuses readers (cf. Manning, 1987). This is no doubt because the focus is typically first upon the actor, the performer, coming into the presence of others (as the overture to his 1959 work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, hereafter PSEL, states). On the other hand, Goffman’s focus is always the situation and its actors. In it, they seek to define the situation. The course of interactions are a flow of moral exchanges that are part of the obligations one to another; such interactions are known best in situ, sequentially and as indexical materials from which a working consensus is fashioned. The visible and material worlds are expressions, bits of information that have to be attached to something, a content, to make sense or to form a sign. Consider this example. As we watch a person walking, hair flying, clothes in disarray, making noises, and with eyes aglow, what is seen is a ‘person in a hurry’. However, such an ‘obvious’ conclusion may conceal a person trying to look hurried; a person who is no longer hurrying, but trying to slow down; a person chasing someone or being chased; a person mentally wired to hurry everywhere all day long; or none of these. We do know that such a person is not focused on others; is distracted from their surroundings; may bump into one without apologizing; and is less than sensitive to other everyday manners. This is a sociological inference having nothing to do with selves, micro-interaction, or the rest; it is an everyday occurrence or social pattern that is meaningful only in context. Think of analogous behaviour within an organization: the organization as a context for deciding meaning is a context for reducing the options or attributions to actors within a scene. The range of attributions is reduced by the contingencies common within an organization, and thus matters of power, gender, and class enter into the context, but these are operative as and when situations highlight them (Goffman, 1983a: 8).

CRITIQUES OF GOFFMAN’S VERSION OF DRAMATURGY

The framework—dramaturgy—makes it possible to highlight features of interaction that are assumed, tacit, or otherwise taken for granted. These are background assumptions that shadow what unfolds. Goffman repeatedly eschews the idea that the drama metaphor is a comprehensive and all-encompassing framework. Because his argument is situational, the extent of over- or under-emphasis is an empirical question: what is being dramatized how?

    There is a large secondary literature on Goffman’s published work,3 as well as an archive devoted to his life and work maintained by Dmitri Shalin.4 There is considerable disagreement about his theoretical concerns and even his basic conceptual paraphernalia.5 Furthermore, the richness and complexity of his ideas are reflected in the variety of concepts he employs. This panoply of ideas, sometimes almost dizzying as in Frame Analysis (1974), has confused many readers. It is fair to say that the spiralling, reflexive, indexical nature of his writing, as well as the shifting frameworks within which his ideas are cast make generalizations difficult. Critics have claimed that the perspective attributes far too much consciousness to the actor (Messinger, Sampson, & Towne, 1962); that it is a very cynical and dehumanizing perspective (Gouldner, 1970); that it reduces the importance of the self–other relationship (Brissett & Edgley, 2005); that it ignores larger social, political, and economic factors that alter and constrain action (Brissett & Edgley, 2005); that it is non-systematic (Brissett & Edgley, 2005: 23) and seizes on anecdote and example rather than systematic theorizing. Some scholars (Hallett, Shulman, & Fine 2009) address these criticisms ably, but the importance that Goffman attributes to it, its limited yet suggestive power, its rich potential to illuminate everyday life, and its explicative power in the Asylums essays, is uncontested.

    Other critics have noted Goffman’s own ambivalence about the generality of the framework. Goffman uses dramaturgy, and plays with it, but not all of his work concerns the drama of everyday life, and in his writing he constantly centres his attention on ‘the structure of social encounters’ (1959: 254; 1961a: 7; 1967a: 1; 1971: ix; 1974: 4, 8; 1981: 1). Some aspects of life are dramatic, perhaps even inherently so in activities such as combat and the actions of police and fire management personnel, but as Goffman asserts the world is not a stage and at times it is not even dramatic (1959: 254; 1974: 126–55), yet ‘aspects of the theatre do creep into everyday life’ (1959: 254). He is always cautious about the extent to which the framework applies to his analysis, a scaffolding to be taken down (1959: 254), and yet earlier (1959: 240) he would state that the framework could be employed as ‘the end point of analysis, as a final way of ordering facts’. It is clear that Goffman does not use it as an ontological position—that is, all life is essentially and always dramatic—but his protestations have gone unheard. In effect, as Denzin (2002: 107) correctly notes, following Goffman (1974: 53) ‘dramatic scriptings of behavior are everywhere…. and they guide and organize real experience’. Denzin, in a flash of insight, also observes that while real life contains situations that are sometimes theatrical in their construction, the theatre also reflects these aspects of reality! Denzin continues (2002: 107):

    Indeed, whenever they come into one another’s presence, persons as performers manage impressions, contrive illusions, keep front and back stage separate, and deploy various dramaturgical skills, thereby turning each interactional episode into a tiny moment of staged theatre.

Again, note the false assumption in Denzin’s critique that it is the actor, not the audience-and-actor in interaction that determines social dynamics. The impact of the mass media, social media, and resultant volatile social groupings such as flash crowds, require an extension of his ideas, and in this context, how organizational responses to such outbursts and social media-created events shape organizations is a future question. In his last work (1983a), Goffman alludes to the importance of non-face-to-face encounters such as call centres and other modes of modern mediated communication in which the assumptions of the structures of encounters are being redefined.

GOFFMAN’S SOCIOLOGY: OVERVIEW

Goffman’s articles and books are not equally cited, equally well understood, nor equally well appreciated. For example, Edgar Schein, an important contemporary organizational analyst, omits Goffman from his review, ‘Culture: The Missing Concept in Organization Studies’ (1996). However, Goffman’s continued emphasis on the interaction order is there from the beginning—in his dissertation (1953; see also Rawls, 1987). His position, it would appear, is that the self is a term of art in modern society, our little God he once wrote, but that it has no essential, long-term lasting meaning. It is a context-based idea.

    The role of the self in his work is contested because some see agency, or action, originating from the person-with-a-self, rather than from interactional contingencies and arrangements (Hallett, Shulman, & Fine, 2009). This position ignores the brilliant, powerful, and totally original first sentence in the introduction to PSEL:

    When an individual enters the presence of others, they commonly seek to acquire information about him or to bring into play information about him already possessed. They will be interested in his general socio-economic status, his conception of self, his attitude toward them, his competence, his trustworthiness, etc. Although some of this information seems to be sought almost as an end in itself, there are usually quite practical reasons for acquiring it. Information about the individual helps to define the situation enabling others to know in advance what he will expect of them and what they may expect of him. (1959: 1)

Here, it is the audience and the interaction leading to the definition of the situation, not the ‘presentation of self’ that is the central concern of the book. Audiences convey the assumptions and carry out the scanning leading to an assessment, not the actor. The self is a product and a production of the situation, not the actor. The self is no more central to his framework than region, team, situation, gathering, encounter, footing, or the felicity condition. He writes in PSEL (1959: 253–4) that the self operates in various shapes and aspects (note also the quote from Merleau-Ponty on the last page of Frame Analysis), and is seen as a function of various social arrangements and units. The self is a function of the situations in which it is pieced together:

    The self…can be seen as something that resides in the arrangements prevailing in a social system for its members. The self in this sense is not a property of the persons to whom it is attributed, but dwells rather in the pattern of social control that is exerted in connection with the person by himself and those around him. This special kind of institutional arrangement does not so much support the self as constitute it. (1961a: 168)

The self, an ambiguous term with shifting shapes and meaning, is at the end of Asylums seen as a ‘stance-taking entity’ that is defined by what it opposes, ‘It is thus against something that the self can emerge’ (1961a: 320, italics in original). This is Goffman’s position, often repeated, yet there is a tenacious insistence in Anglo-American society that such a thing as transcendental self exists, and thus it is always a potential way to explain or account for behaviour, make sense of the continuities of one’s experience, or to point out oddities or anomalous experiences. This is an actor’s perspective, not Goffman’s analytic position.

    Consider now in more detail the available publications. Goffman first published in 1951, and then published technical reports, a small monograph, and a number of articles, some republished in Interaction Ritual (1967a) before 1959. Goffman published his first book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (PSEL), in 1959, a polished version of portions of his dissertation (1953), and a monograph that soon became a classic. He then assembled essays collected as Asylums (1961a); on the social psychology of deviance, Stigma (1963b); on aspects of socialization and social roles, Encounters (1961b); and papers in Interaction Ritual (1967a, 1967b). One of his most important and lucid statements on language, self, and the situation, ‘The Neglected Situation’, is found in American Anthropologist as a reply to debates on the role of language among sociolinguists (1964). His point is that neither structural linguistics nor interactional studies have been able to capture the variation seen within situations. He continues this in a very forceful set of essays in Forms of Talk (1981), which specifically rejects the claims of conversational analysis. In Relations in Public (1971) and Behavior in Public Places (1963a), he explored essentially embedded forms of public association from the encounter to larger units such a gatherings. Relations in Public also includes one of his most powerful and macabre papers, ‘The Insanity of Place’ (1969b) reprinted as an appendix. It echoes, one assumes, the existential dread accompanying the period before the eventual tragic suicide of his wife. During leave spent at Harvard at a research centre headed by the eminent game-theoretically oriented economist Thomas Schelling, he wrote a penetrating critique of rational game theory, mistakenly read as an example of the very ideas he rejected.6 This, in the form of two complementary essays, was published as Strategic Interaction (1969a). It contains some interesting and revealing reflections (135–46) on the limits of the symbolic interactionist perspective and the ‘role of the other’. His subtle critique of game theory’s assumptions is often misunderstood as an argument for such a framework. Frame Analysis (1974) was a very ambitious, dense book, one that appears to be an attempt at a grand synthesis. It represented the ‘cognitive aspect’ of his larger project on interactional vicissitudes. It has not been understood nor widely praised. A brief monograph, Gender Advertisements, was published in 1979 and an assemblage on sociolinguistics that challenged the claims of conversational analysis appeared as Forms of Talk (1981). These were viewed as minor exercises, neither well understood nor cited by sociologists. However, they were well received in sociolinguistics. His two final papers were brilliant, original, and complex: ‘Felicity’s Condition’ (1983b) and ‘The Interaction Order’ (1983a). In ‘Felicity’s Condition’ he was again explicating the unstated basis of interaction, its trust assumptions, and the utterly contextual nature of meaning.

    It is perhaps important to note, before attempting to summarize his contribution to organizational analysis, some additional general features of his published work. The published works do not manifest a smooth developmental pathway, but an associative quest. That is, he grapples with the sources of order and disorder that lie just beneath the surface of everyday interactions, while continuing to shift the focus and conceptual lenses employed—ritual, games, the role of the self, and frames. Each features presentations, disruptions, and challenges, and modes of response, apologies, repairs, and re-equilibrating moves. This style, often contrapuntal, forces the reader to replicate and reflect upon social experience; to look with ‘different eyes’ and with new assumptions when viewing everyday life (1961a: ix). His syntactical and grammatical constructions are powerful and demanding. As Sarbin (2003: 126) writes, ‘The data for his conceptual analyses were his detailed observations of the expressive behavior of everyday people in interaction with other everyday people, in uncontrived settings’. A series will end with a striking anomalous example (1969b) or a list of kinds of stigma. The examples are valued for the tension between the analytic point, being stigmatized, and the painful contrasting examples provided. Goffman was a tireless stylist; unlike most social scientists, he was mannered and careful about his writing as Paul Atkinson (1989) has so well argued and impressively documented. It might even be said that his style was an aspect of his ‘data’ and a means of structuring his argument (Manning, 1980). By forcing the reader to reflect on the animated text, they might reflect on life.

    In many respects, the intellectual tour de force that was PSEL dazzled scholars.7 It remains the most accessible, frequently cited, and influential of his works. It casts and did cast a halo effect over everything he wrote. Asylums and perhaps Stigma have a continuing purchase on scholars’ imaginations, perhaps because of their salient and poignant examples of spirited and failed humanity. Frame Analysis and Forms of Talk, the most apparently analytically focused, are rarely used to set out research questions (see Chriss, 1995; Gonos, 1977; Manning, 2003). The presidential address he never delivered articulated his concern regarding what ‘uniquely transpires’ as a result of the interaction of two or more people in bodily co-presence. This, he argues in the ‘Interaction Order’, is a ‘substantive domain in its own right’. It contains our essential empirical data. This is the essence of sociality and the essential feature of it, sine qua non. This interaction is rooted in the preconditions of social life—it is necessary to carry out collective action and has a promissory, evidential character. It has risks and ennoblements inherent in its character (1983b: 4). He rejects a contrarian and social consensus view of social order, opting for a kind of game-like acquiescence to conventions and norms as putting trust others to get on with the business at hand, ‘for absent this, one can hardly have any business at hand’ (1983b: 6). As argued in respect to the nature of the concept, the self, there is no micro–macro distinction in his work: it is all interactional at base.

    How do these situational effects impact social structures such as organizations? Goffman suggests that the key effects of the interaction order on structures (1983b: 12) are who does what to whom, the power of fads and fashions to change ritual practices, and the vulnerability of the interaction order to direct political intervention. He considers social relationships based on sentiment a part of and inimical to social structure (1983b: 13). In this sense, the terms ‘instrumental’ and ‘expressive’ have no fixed meaning. This key point is often overlooked: social relationships create and sustain social structure, and in that sense they are prior to organizational matters and in interaction with them. It is clear also that his devotion to ethnographic analysis is paired in his organizational concerns with the social world as experienced by the inmate (1961a: ix) (or lower participants in other organizations perhaps), and the ‘tissue and fabric of patient life’ (1961a: x).

    It is the exigencies of performance and its acceptance, facets of an ongoing moral dialogue, that are his pre-eminent concern (1959: 13–15). As actors, people are responsible for their action, know they are under scrutiny by judgemental others, and know in addition that a violation of propriety rules is a threat to the survival of their proffered selves (paraphrase of Sarbin, 2003: 126). Thus, the world spins out uneasily as a series of risky encounters with the possibility of shame and embarrassment always lurking. As Sarbin (2003: 126, italics in the original) writes in poignant fashion:

    To avoid or to minimize embarrassment, individuals must be ready to use strategies of impression management; that is, they must be ready to create performances, to become actors in the theatrical sense. As in theatre, the actors strive to present a convincing image of self to dialogue partners and other audiences. Goffman’s men and women are less individuals trying to enact conventional roles as in trying to be someone or something.

At the core of the dramaturgical emphasis is the assumption that exchanges are moral equations that must be recognizable and cognizant of the nuances of sustaining the exchange. This has two implications. Actors as members of moral systems are required to manage impressions in connection with moral requirements. They in effect cannot do otherwise and continue to participate. They are constrained to perform with and for others. As a result, the burden of civility falls on us every day in some fashion: ‘Without civility, social life would be brutish, and probably unbearable’ (Sarbin, 2003: 135).

    Goffman clung to the idea of interactional co-presence and the mutuality of obligations that this created and sustained. Performances require some form of reciprocity and recognizable response; to accomplish this, actors may pose, preen, dance, and spin, even as they wonder about their own competences. They fail to grasp situational dynamics and are embarrassed. They negotiate situations without a clear ‘strategy’, so that the emphasis on strategies and tactics is dynamic, not pre-ordained or based on expectations. In this sense life is dramatic, a selective display of symbols, a mutual dance of regard and respect. The essential feature of dramaturgy is that in interactions, performances are selectively presented, selectively responded to, and sustain or do not sustain a working consensus (1959: 10). This working consensus is not based on norms, values, or beliefs, but on the mutuality of concern and attention required for collective action. Goffman assumed that all interaction is something of a puzzle that required mutual attention and work to sort out. It is through and by this interaction that sociality exists. As such, the interactional encounter, a face-to-face matter, holds the promise of recognition, reciprocity, and complementarily of purpose. Without the working consensus (1959: 10), interaction fails to produce its potential. The assumption of many Goffman critics is that functions, values, norms, and beliefs, while latent, are essential to some sort of interactional reciprocity, even in a complex organizational context (Gouldner, 1970: 380). In fact, these are not clear in modern post-industrial societies: functions are blurred and multiple; consumption is the basis for some status; gender relations are problematic; symbols have multiple referents or are embedded in expressive acts.

    The production of recognizable signs, verbal and non-verbal guides to the other, may lead to responses and to remedies, apologies or compliments. These in turn cannot be derived totally from verbal communication or ‘information’. In this sense, the ad hoc, a priori assumption of ‘actor’ and ‘structure’ is false and misleading—they are only and must be a product of the interactional nexus. Because order is constituted in and by interaction, behaviours that are read off as matters of mutual concern, the assumption of a pre-existent structure begs the question of how such matters as norms, rules of the game, and roles, are identified, recognized, used, or avoided in the interactional order. This is the essence of his critique of rational game theory—the game and its rules must be understood through a set of preconditions about play, the other intention, mood, and role prior to an action seen as ‘rational’ within a game context. The assumption shown in Goffman’s work is that all interaction is a complicated joint operation of those involved, and that in failure of deference and demeanour it becomes potentially tragic. Thus, humanity is contingent upon signalling mutual regard and such signals are binding. They are a form of moral obligation. While one might consider a handshake, a smile, a gift, a greeting, or a farewell little matters in passing, they are the little ceremonies that communicate and express the social condition. And yet, as Gouldner notes (1970: 379), if social life it is something of a precarious ‘catwalk’, how then can one capture this feature or aspect of interaction?

    Dramaturgy suggests that we are all trying to perform in some sense to attain a meaningful response, to resist chaos and confusion. This is in the interest of the interaction, not the ‘putative self’. There could be no such self without exchange. It is true perhaps that in modern society questions of who as well as what and the why of selves are ‘on the table’ in myriad puzzling ways in recent decades. While bureaucratic organizations are constraining because of the immediate resources needed for sanctioning, reference to rules, standards, and contracts, as Goffman explicates in Asylums, the empirical question is how interactions within organizations vary (Hallett, Shulman, & Fine, 2009; Hallett & Ventresca, 2006), given changes in management, contracts, external pressures, and economic change. Here arises the comparative question of organizational analysis which also cries out for explication of history, traditions, and memories as a part of the organization’s sense of itself.

    It is perhaps because the moral context of interaction is powerful and necessary that it is dramatized: interaction is the context in which moral character is judged, and thus both impressions given and given off are relevant: ‘any projected definition of the situation also has a distinctive moral character. It is the moral character of projections that will chiefly concern us in this report’ (1959: 13). Goffman then summarizes these moral matters (1959: 13) with two principles: first, individuals believe that in having certain characteristics they have the right to have them valued by others; and second, that if they claim these characteristics they are legitimately doing so. In effect, then, the claim is assumed to be valid and the response a moral obligation, and other disclaiming items are not present or ignored. In this way, he claims, what is and what they ought to see as the ‘is’ come together. This is a very powerful phenomenological leap.

    Goffman has also emphasized that it is impossible to disentangle what is ‘intended’, what is substantial or ‘instrumental’, and what is the ceremonial, since it is in the offering and granting of deference that parts of the self are constructed situationally (1967c). Selves are not things, possessions, or deep essential realities; they are situational—if the situation changes, the self changes. It is not clear in Goffman’s writing that there is some strong continuous core self, and this is the basis for the view that his work is cynical and shallow (Gouldner, 1970). Finally, the Goffman-like actor is a person who seeks to be treated as he or she treats others; who reciprocates when responded to; who is as open as the interaction necessitates; who apologizes, explains, seeks remedies, and enjoys the flow of reciprocated exchanges. The indignities that arouse enmity are slights, in brief and erstwhile, because they reduce tenuous obligations and sustained reciprocity. It is the moral core of interaction that most shapes it, not the structural conditions under which it occurs.

A NARROWER FOCUS ON GOFFMAN ON ORGANIZATIONS

Dramaturgy and dramaturgical theory, as organizational perspectives, attempt to explain how organizations make meaning and act out dramas as well as to explain how members of organizations make sense and communicate about the tacit rules, alliances, and career contingencies that shape their lives. Think of Goffman’s work as a dialectical exercise in which the container and the contained are both being constantly reshaped (1959: 249; 1961a: 319–20). At the heart of an organizational analysis are the ways in which actions become routines and roles (1959: 16) in some institutional contexts.

    The utility of a dramaturgical analysis of organizations is hinted at in the last chapter of PSEL, a ‘Conclusion’. Goffman argues that one can see organized action as framed by technical, political, structural, and cultural approaches, as well as combine them with a dramaturgical approach (1959: 240). The dramaturgical is set out as a viable fifth perspective (1959: 240) and can be combined with the others. The combination of a technical and dramaturgical perspective leads one to view ‘standards of work’; a political and dramaturgical perspective reveals the capacity to control others (power); a structural and dramaturgical perspective shows social distance; and a cultural and dramaturgical perspective uncovers the maintenance of moral standards. This matrix would reveal aspects of ‘impression management within the establishment, the role of teams, and the interrelationships of the teams within the establishment’ (1959: 240). He argues that the perspectives are deeply interrelated. Perhaps he is claiming that these are entangled and used almost interchangeably in everyday life.

    Goffman’s perspective on organizations must be inferred or perhaps sifted from the rich ethnographic materials found primarily in Asylums. This is a quasi-ethnographic analysis of a type of organization, but the title of the essay is a circumlocution that enables him to reveal in detail the devastating and oppressive character of a type of antiquated formal organization that he terms a total institution (with emphasis upon ‘total’). Goffman offers a definition of organization in Asylums (1961a: 175–6) which he qualifies later on page 176:

    An instrumental formal organization may be defined as a system of purposively coordinated activities designed to produce some overall explicit ends. The intended product may be material artifacts, decisions, or information, and may be distributed among participants in a variety of ways. I will be mainly concerned with those formal organizations that are lodged within the confines of a single building or complex of adjacent buildings, referring to such a walled-in unit, for convenience, as a social establishment, institution, or organization.

However, there is a sense in which this definition is a useful illusion and allusion. The basis for order is always the interaction that takes place within the organization’s purview, not its formal goals, rules, or product(s). His definition strikes an ironic note because so much of what is done, and indeed must be done, in an organization does not bear on accomplishing the instrumental, stated goals of the organization. Nonetheless, the interactions of interest are shaped and constrained by rules, procedures, horizontal and vertical differentiation, material limits, and stated goals. They are in effect signposts around which action swirls. That is, the idealizations and rhetoric employed were convenient rationalizations for actions, and rules were in effect resources for control used by staff. In the course of the argument, he points out that the tension between the idealization of organization and the actuality of organizational life divides staff and workers (1961a: 74). They are both aware of the inconsistencies and irrationalities they experienced. I think he means that while the stated aims of the organization are to treat people equally, and to be sensitive to their moods and needs, the actual practices he observed denied and dehumanized patients.

    Goffman’s notions of formal organization resemble Bittner’s (1965) in the sense that ‘organization’ is a concept applied to action by observers, or ‘a label…used to describe repetitive, common, authoritatively coordinated but situationally located activities’ (Manning, 1997 [1977]: 40). It is their phenomenological properties that most concern Goffman. These are the incumbent constraints and definitions that shape experience and the experienced. Organizations certainly have a material reality; concentrated patterns of interaction, region behaviour; resources and rules and regulations as well as tacit conventions. The ecology of an organization, its public visible places, niches, hideaways, and cracks, symbolizes the status of its occupants (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). An organization is a kind of analytic conceit, but insofar as it produces tacit knowledge about the where and when of behaving, the label has meaning. Organization as an idea varies in its reality, the concept is a situated and situational matter or way of seeing (and not seeing); it comes in and out of everyday life. Organizations occasionally become ‘visible’ or present—they intrude on the natural attitude or what is taken for granted day to day. This happens when mistakes are made, rules are violated, and when occasions, gatherings, or celebrations are held in the name of the organization (holiday parties, faculty meetings, retirement affairs, retreats), or the organization puts on its best face for visitors (Goffman, 1961a: 104). The role dramas of work, the how and why work is done, are salient because they reveal the relationship of work and the self; the role of mistakes at work; the patterns of status and deference; the rise and fall of group and individual statuses. And these can best be seen as manifested in authoritatively coordinated organizations.

    Goffman illuminates organizations with a few key ideas. Recall the first line of PSEL quoted earlier in this chapter: in the freshness of encounters, equality between audience and actor reigns; it is the zero or base position of Goffman. Formal organizations shape and modify such interactions. ‘Organization’ is an addition to the armamentarium of the powerful, those on top of an organization and those who influence them, because it places ecological, material, structural, and cultural limits on choice. It enables, nurtures, and rewards as well as shapes and distorts exchanges and the selves implicated. It requires and rewards teamwork. The organization is always problematic as a source of involvement (commitment) and attachment (emotional investment). Constraints of these kinds produce response and perhaps resistance. Over time, these can be either minor or major aspects of the organizational dynamic. Thus, organization is the framework for considering power, trust, rules, teamwork, and performances. In Asylums, Goffman restricts his interest to formal organizations of a particular type (1961a: xiv, 175–6), but also claims the concept of formal organization is part of a ‘family’ (1961a: xiv) of related concepts, and that this context is chosen as a kind of experiment in what can be done to the self (1961a: 12). Organizations are places with a generalized conception of the worker and the human being and thus are places that ‘generate identities’ (1961a: 186). The organization in effect labels a person in social terms. Goffman sees the world as something of a threat: ‘our experience of the world has a confrontational character’ (1983a: 4). It is this ‘against which’ or threat that requires some elaboration and specification. These are indications that Goffman’s organizational analysis is something of a situationally focused formalism. That is to say, the organization is a combination of reflexive understandings, encounters that are telling in regard to the role and placement of the people within constraints on their choices and careers and powerfully differentiated regions. This kind of analysis speaks to power and hierarchy. Because organizations, almost by definition, are stratified by role, gender, race, and informal segments, little rituals and associated ceremonies (Roy, 1960) are windows into both the potential conflicts and the order sustained. This loose and situated nature of order(s) is what Goffman intended by the term ‘working consensus’ (1959: 10).

    Here then, in situated interaction, is the focus: not in types of establishments, their structure, function, product, or service, because these are in every way incidental to the ordering necessary to accomplish any of this. It is this grounding that is assumed in demographic studies, those based on records, surveys, or official data of any kind. Since the organization defines its product in ways that encompass and enfold its workers, any production process produces meaning, is embedded in past meanings, and has an imagined future. Clearly, variables that cohere into ideal types of organization typologies exist, such as the mandate of the organization, service, or profit; the degree to which it directly serves the public; the nature of the technology and related production processes; the differential emphasis on modes of compliance (coercion, money, loyalty, tradition), but these in the context of Goffman’s framework must be linked to the processes by which they are negotiated. Again and again, work is interactional work in whatever organizational context. The concepts are embedded, one in the other, and are in many ways a bottom-up assemblage.

    This argument about how organizations shape action can be considered in reverse. Goffman outlines three conditions under which individual actions might shape formal organization: injury or illness of key members of the organization, actions where the organization influences direct behaviour of actors, and the screening and processing of customers or clients that affect clients’ life chances (1983b: 8). On the other hand, he discusses ways in which social structure shapes interactions such as collective behaviour and social movements (1983b: 12), but asserts that sentiments produce structures more than the other way around (1983b: 10). This contrasts with the conventional view, which is that ceremonies and their rituals produce or cause and sustain sentiments. In this argument, Goffman echoes the Durkheimian thesis of The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1961 [1912]). There is certainly a sense in which history, cultural traditions, and organizational memory and learning are made secondary to the here and now in Goffman’s organizational world. The claim that the interaction order itself has a palpable character that is visible and repeated and is the heart of Goffmanian sociological analysis (1983b: 9). It could be said that terms like agency and structure that are seen as attributes of society are unified in the workings of the interaction order.

ORGANIZATIONAL ANALYSIS: SOME INFERENCES AND SOCIAL OBJECTS

Within an organizational context, actions towards and definitions of create a socially constituted object that has meaning and presence. I suggest that a number of social objects-as-matters-of-concern might shape further research. The following is a series of analytic foci designed to elaborate and clarify what might be called a dramaturgical theory of organizations. This would be loosely based on the propositions listed earlier in this chapter (pp. 272–3) stated as the ideas shaping dramaturgy in organizational context.

    Such an analysis would consider further the necessary relationship between action and the institutional formulation of purpose, aims, goals, and its mandate. These shape organizational technologies. Aims and goals are often expressed in displaced surrogates rather than in long term, precisely defined and measured terms. The organization provides rationalizations, or accounts for the actions taken in its name: police organizations fight crime, business organizations serve customers, hospitals cure disease. There is inevitably a tension, a dramaturgical view would assert, between such institutional accounts and the complexity of the work. To study an organization is to study not only what people do, but how they rationalize or explain the whys and wherefores of that work. Organizations are shaped by how people talk about them. While a sociological social psychology of organization and management studies are concerned with the roles and development of motivation and attachment of groups to organizational goals, a dramaturgical analysis is more concerned with collective plots or narratives than persons; with the developing character of the organization as a going concern more than the character of the person, and the ways in which situational action becomes part of primary and secondary adjustments within organizations. These might be called the sediments of organizational action. Organizations possess ways of doing things that are material (they take up space and have a material presence), social (they provide interactional arenas), functional (they accomplish outputs), and symbolic (they stand for other things), and these are complemented by mentalities—beliefs about purpose and meaning. They also produce and sustain practices that are the pragmatic glue that hold together the otherwise divided and stratified organization.

    Given these properties, which function backstage in the doings of organizational work, organization as a concept works by opposition; it is a contrast conception. It takes its shape from what it is not. Goffman, for example, when discussing an organization is not presuming order. There is an abiding sense in which chaos and disorder lurk always at the edges of interactions and these require work to manage and keep on track. There is a dark shadow on much of what he writes: the shadow of interruption, loss of poise, alienation, embarrassment, and betrayal. It is through and by interaction that all orders, small groups, formal organizations, institutions, and societies, are created and sustained. They are the vehicles to which we assign our burdens. Enduring obligations, one to another, bind us and perhaps blind us. While slips and intentional disruptions of performances go forwards, there is a lasting sense in which they can be and are managed, but the shadow of failure remains.

    The ‘obvious’ features of formal organizations—rules, roles, relationships, structures of power and authority, mission statements, strategic plans, and goals—are only meaningful in and through the interaction by which they are constituted. They are social objects—things which are made visible and relevant to interaction by the details, language, gestures, postures, and other indicators—shared and exchanged within interactions (see Garfinkel, 2006: 54–9). They are constructed or constituted—hammered out socially, as it were. These must be recognized and made recognizable to participants.

    Consider the following as highlighting or foregrounding the social objects characteristic of formal organizations. I consider this a loose framework for casting research questions in the dramaturgical perspective.

1. Organizational Action

Action is a multivalent, condensed as performance, and rich in symbolization. In other words it is a display with various, often implicit, facets and must be interpreted and understood. What are the current symbolic manifolds or conventions for understanding actions, motives, and behaviours operating within formal organizations? The moral and expressive aspects of performances in organizations are of equal or perhaps more interest to Goffman than the instrumental or goal-attainment aspects. Because instrumental activities are recorded, assessed against some standards, used to evaluate personnel and clientele, and in every way seen as ‘rational’ (oriented to achieving the stated instrumental ends), they may mistakenly be seen as the full description of organizational action. They are not. There is a dialectic relationship between goal attainment and emotional involvement. Organizations expect participants ‘to be visibly engaged at appropriate times in the activity of the organization’ (Goffman, 1961a: 176). Later Goffman writes: ‘Any study then of how individuals adapt to being identified and defined is likely to focus on how they deal with exhibiting engrossment in organizational activities’ (1961a: 177). Consider research on mindful heeding of cures in a complex regulatory world (Heath & Luff, 2000; Weick, 2001)—workers observing trains in the London Underground and those attending the voracious appetites of nuclear power stations must maintain their own posts while reading off the sequences of meaning from mutual reciprocal glances, questions, and movements that enable them to gaze at one or more of the many other screens. At other times, as in police communications centres, employees take time out—reading newspapers, eating, making personal phone calls, or playing practical jokes on each other (Roy’s ‘Banana Time’ (1960) is the classic example of this). These, too, are organizational behaviours. Such observations show that the ways in which ‘organization’ becomes meaningful to individuals varies situationally and that it can be liberating, enlivening, or oppressive. The organization does not always have ontological priority for individuals working in the organization; this presence varies.

2. Rules and Records

Rules are both social objects of concern and created and applied situationally. Think of the marking or dramatizing of a rule, given the variety or rules available as resources in any organization, as ‘rule-creation’. This action, in turn, selects the situation as one in which such rules are invoked. For example, the essays in Asylums play on and with the rules used to coerce and constrain the staff and the patients (cf. Lemert, 1951). Rules and their enforcement, as well as official records, are used to display the relevance and authority of segments—management—within the organization. The staff, patients, and management are seen organizationally as social objects as a function of bureaucratic records. The person becomes ironically a trace of what is officially known about him or her. The person can then be reconstituted as a mere trail of records or even a ‘paper shadow’ (1961a: 153–62). (Anyone who has financed or refinanced a property may sense this sort of degradation—being collapsed into a ‘credit score’.) While Goffman illustrates the extremes of this and how records are used to contaminate, degrade, and coerce people, modern organizations use records to control employees, as well as to make visible and reproducible, and to conceal and obfuscate, important results of organizational deciding. Consider their role in hiring, firing, demotion, promotion, transfer, and other organizational sanctions. Universities increasingly reify competence as that which is revealed in ‘impact scores’. Such records are surrogates for actual observation and assessment of behaviour. This is the public face for explanations and responses to corruption charges or media attacks. Increasingly, however, the media, videos, cell-phone pictures, items posted on YouTube, and search engines that permit trawling and data dredging almost instantaneously, penetrate what was once backstage in organizations. Since rarely do outsiders have access to the processes by which the records are produced, the organization, in general, can act with impunity concerning what records are actually released. The police and governmental agencies can redefine the relevance of the records requested to avoid even freedom of information requests. In practical terms, what is called in public ‘organizational’ is that which is accountable, an ex post facto rationalization for actions taken (Mills, 1940). Goodsell (1989) refers to the use of records, audits, and accounting as rituals or ‘formalistic processes’ that in effect are ‘reality creating’ (1989: 164). Think also of the irony of asking police to be accountable or transparent when the core of the work is keeping secrets in the interest of the collective good.

3. The Organization Speaks to Itself

Analysis of organizations, or organizational analysis in Goffman’s terms, requires an understanding of how the organization casts itself in the rhetoric and expectations that are formally communicated to its members. While individuals must make sense and rely on organizational rhetoric to do so in regard to their organizational roles and obligations, organizations as acting units (Blumer, 1969: 86) also develop imagery, language, organizational memory, and history that are valued and a source of stability. This is front work, administrative ritual (Goodsell, 1989) directed to the external audience. It outlines the organizational mandate. Even such cliché matters as a statement of the rational purposes, goals, and complex, differentiated positions of an organization are materials for doing things and sustain an organizational reality. This organizational rhetoric and front work is shaped further by the assumptions the organization makes about him or her (Goffman, 1961a: 179–80). The organization outlines what a person should do, should be, and how to go about this (1961a: 189). General moral platitudes, idealizations of organizational work, are now are called mission statements, ethical standards, and the like. They provide ways to account for what is done in the organization and a rationale for all kinds of deciding (1961a: 84). They are also constraints upon interaction. In fact, as Goffman repeatedly points out, the formal goals, rules, and dramaturgical rhetoric of the organization are in frequent contradiction with treating persons as ends in themselves, and with maintaining the connection between the person-self as a moral unit. One observer has argued that all of management is irony (Goodsell, 1989) and one might add, often it is ‘high irony’ when organizational claims and known consequences collide in public. Management claims are all about organizational success, not the actual quality of organizational experience. As a result, performances produce ‘secondary adjustments’ as a way of preserving an integral self of some sort (Goffman, 1961a: 189), and a dialectic of opposition arises.

4. Power in Organizations

Organizations are authoritatively coordinated vertically and horizontally. Those in the command segments can create limits as well as enable and stimulate action by creating and invoking rules and procedures. These actions create different modes of authority in action (Gouldner, 1954). These limits are marked, dramatized, or expressed in the options and nuances of what is said and done. The saying and doing in such marking is often shadowy because power blinds and binds relations and their scope. This power is rarely expressed, and as Foucault and Bourdieu have argued, much compliance is internalized unreflectively as habit. The test comes in observing what is designed to move and integrate people in groups, penetrate their relationships, and shape what is done with the other. If and insofar as organizations display orders, resistance will be produced: they may be counter or oppositional, such as the occupational subculture of the uniformed patrol officer, or the exaggerated versions of American individualism produced by CEOs and management gurus. At the edges of encounters ‘organizations’ do their work, and if the encounters cannot unfold they become oddly shaped; they exist in the form of an ‘under life’, or secondary adjustments as Goffman detailed in Asylums. If, in the course of interactional encounters, actors open themselves to response (sometimes we don’t and the order in which we interact is private and bounded), a response is required. This may take the form of a concerted sequence, in which case it is a ‘line’ or request for additional response. In this set of exchanges, we verify each other as worthy others. Absence of response is itself a powerful response. If we do not or cannot, for whatever reasons, constraint arises which may be accountable (require an explanation). These interactions may by implication include others and thus a working consensus may emerge. At this point, ‘organization’ comes into play. Limits arise from the actor’s perspective—whether they are what Goffman calls ‘negative experience’, frame-breaking, threatening information, or that which causes ‘rethinking’ or reframing.8 Organizations are abstract entities, but organizing is a relational process of co-participants, and when these organizing processes come into contact with the hierarchical aspects of organizations there may be conflict. Foucault and others have warned of the power of a suffocating, destructive power against which the individual has little ability to resist. Goffman tried to picture this. On the other hand, every organization has an under life; that is, the modes of interacting in places and times that are contrary to the stated instrumental aim(s) of the organization. An under life may be revealed or indicated by sabotage, as in damage to audio and video equipment in police cars by officers who resent being watched, backstage damaging of the product such as occurs in kitchens in restaurants, playing video games and using the Internet to shop, playing games on the job, or drunken confrontations at annual parties. These are forms of resistance (Manning, 1992). Since power relations are signalled by dramatizing rules by their enforcement or by ignoring them, hierarchy manifests itself in and around rules. The rules are resources to order and describe a situation, and cannot be ‘predictive’ given the context that is brought to any situation—e.g. past violations, known exceptions, tacit conventions about what rules can and cannot be violated—and what might be called the tolerance quotient or range of latitude given to what supervisors may be known to permit. Because the rules are always seen with a horizon of relevance or context, they are in every way indexical, pointing to the situation in which they are enforced, not exclusively to the organization. In any case their appearance signals power.

5. Organizations as Career Crucibles

Organizations are the places in which modern careers unfold. The rise and fall of occupational groups and individuals arise here; downward and upward mobility is revealed in the sequence of positions, packages of prestige, and salary that are rewarded, and the one life people have to live is played out. Goffman’s sketch of career stages of the mental patient, drawing heavily on Garfinkel’s model of status degradation (1956) and of contingencies facing the patient in the asylum, is a painful, downward spiral from fullness of some life to the emptiness of life. In ‘The Moral Career of the Mental Patient’ (1961c) Goffman depicts a career course as a kind of ideal type—not as a cross-sectional study of career contingencies of a cohort of people, as is the model often used by Chicago-trained sociologists (Hughes, 1958). It is perhaps the vividness and tragic aspect of the career line he lays out that makes it an obstacle to elaborate, qualify, even test, using a cohort of patients. And it will not be done, since mental hospitals no longer exist in any significant number in the United States. But the fundamental questions, those of succession (Gouldner, 1954), disorderly careers (Wilensky & Edwards, 1959), downward mobility (Goldner, 1965), failure and loss (Hunt, 2010), are outlined in Goffman’s mini classic, ‘On Cooling the Mark Out’ (1952). Parallels then arise with regard to questions of sponsorship, networking, and the protégé-sponsor system at work in most organizations, and matters of job-loss, demotion, exclusion, and marginalization of the disabled, challenged, and stigmatized by race, gender, or sexual preferences. As suggested by the notion of opposition and dissent in organizations, it is clear that the various occupational cultures within an organization (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984) are constituted as segments that interact more with and among themselves than with those in other segments. Organizations are composed of interacting segments, occupational groups, and archipelagos of order, which bring people into conflict, competition, and cooperation that is occasioned and occasional. It is these interfaces that provide rich veins of data that can be made to bear on questions of power, authority, and careers. Thus, rather than seeing occupational cultures as divided into top management and others, they are better seen as reflections of segments: networks that connect them, e.g. sponsorship, kin, and ethnic and racially based ties; transactional links such as information flow between detectives and uniformed officers and between specialized units and top command policy makers; and organizational ecologies, who does what where and how in the organization’s purview (Manning, 2008b). Clearly, in this regard, the ‘organization’ exists and functions outside the named physical location it occupies.

6. Trust in Organizations as the Lubricant of Action

We live by inference (Goffman, 1959: 3). This idea can be glossed by the idea that interactions require an assumption in advance that the second person or other(s) is at least trying to do something like the first person, that is, to sustain an interaction. In the industrial nations, places in which time, place, and setting are flexible and range from virtual to face-to-face and all the varied simulacra in-between, performances rely on trust. Furthermore, the centrality of trust is evidenced in ongoing sequences of interpretation. Goffman, following J. L. Austin, terms this the necessary ‘felicity condition’ (1983a). Social interaction is a communicative dance based on trust and reciprocity—the foundations of organizing. The first 15 pages of PSEL show that coming into a situation people are monitoring each other for relevant information and must assume something about what is concealed and what is revealed in order to interact at all. As he writes, it is the trust of appearances that converts ‘is’ to ‘ought’. Interaction has a promise, and based on trust, evidence will be gathered and assessed as to claims, disclaimers, and the like. While trust, or acceptance of imagined or forthcoming outcomes, is necessary, it may be violated, new contingencies may arise, and a new line of action may unfold. This message is elaborated in ‘The Nature of Deference and Demeanor’ in Interaction Ritual (1967c). The most fundamental idea underlying any interaction among strangers—and it may well apply to inter-organizational relationships—is trust. It is a false and misleading assumption that trust is absent in modern life; it must be made present more in modern life where strangers have fewer cues to establish it in advance. As organizations span continents and communication is disembodied and disembedded (free of time and space constraints), in a sense becoming virtual, trust becomes problematic and legal resolutions such as the European notion of a ‘contract’ are questioned. Trust is now re-examined in the context of inter-organizational relations. There are indeed two facets of trust—the transactions between organizations, and their tacit links and customary modes of ‘doing business’ (MacCauley, 1963), and the trust manifested in the tacit relational contract between the organization and its employees (Rousseau, 1968). This link, made more tenuous since the financial crisis of 2008 by the resultant redundancies, forced retirements, lay offs, and firings, has a shifting focus—on the organization’s expectations of employees, and on the employees’ expectations of the organization. The consequences for former members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), later renamed the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), who were persuaded to choose to retire as a result of the implementation of the recommendations of the Report on the Police for Northern Ireland, is revealing. Gilbert’s respondents, all retirees, felt that the ‘organization’ had let them down, but they saw the organization as capitulating to ‘politicians’. They felt the tacit contract they had made was not reciprocated by the organization, even though this was implicit, their construction of its features, and unwritten. They had trusted that the tacit contract would be honoured: they trusted their employers. Their anger and ambivalence was demonstrated in the focus group comments that emphasized their feelings of betrayal and the dishonouring of the organization, the widows and children of dead officers, and the now abandoned symbols—the badge, the uniform, the name, the flag, and all they stood for—that for them represented a virtuous and heroic organization. This material shows that downsizing, or even firing, being made redundant or laid off, and the social death of an organization have quite distinctively different features. The consequences of such an experience resemble the feelings of loss, emptiness, and despair reported to Lifton (1967) after the bombing of Hiroshima.

7. Material Constraints are Double Coded

The constraints of organizational life are many, and some are material and in some sense obvious (computers, desks, chairs, meetings, rooms, other equipment, people in roles), and their features are both subtle and immediate and visible, but in many ways organizational actions are double-coded, they take space and have material presence, but their uses and functions are socially defined and sustained. This holds true for technologies, visible and invisible, work routines, rules, and their contexts, roles, and obligations and certainly the rhetoric, accounts, and organizational symbolizing that is enacted. Technologies, as bundles of symbolic matters, material, outputs and inputs, skills, and roles, are increasingly invisible in their effects and mistakenly taken as the cause of change when in fact they are the consequence of and a reflection of prior organizational structures and processes (Manning, 2008b; Thomas, 1994). Internally, organizations are clusters of work routines, dense interactions, cliques, and embedded groups that are constituted and reconstituted over time. The social ‘place’ of such standard conceptual paraphernalia as roles, selves, groups, and even persons are negotiable in interactional sequences and are not free-standing or incontrovertible. While its ecological and material basis is present, the uses to which the animate and inanimate are put emerge through and by interaction.

8. Honour and Status Are Based on Reciprocal Processes

If interactional contingencies, questions of power, who gets what, when, and where, constitute the core of a dramaturgical analysis of organizations, then the organizational processes by which the organization shows itself to its members and allocates status and honour must be revealed. All such processes are manifestations of the interaction order in some fashion. These include questions of careers: promotion, transfer, demotion, failure, and success; questions of service and the local context of organizational action; the prioritizing of service to customers, clients, patients, or students; questions of leadership and succession—who is to lead and how shall leadership be carried out and coordinated, and on what basis? On the other hand, and part of the same equation: who shall be punished or rewarded for what, and what infractions and rule-breaking activities will be overlooked and even rewarded? These exchanges always involve a zone of indifference (Barnard, 1938) or a negotiated order based on trust and accommodation. As Goffman points out (1961a: 107–22) with great irony in the concluding paragraph of Asylums (1961a: 112), the integration of the organization requires expressive actions, little rituals, and ceremonies that convey a spirit of equality and deny the redolent inequalities essential to all bureaucracies. Each of these key matters of organizational action is situated, coordinated by actors in situ, and is consequential.

    It is possible also to draw out some further connections between dramaturgy and organizational analysis. Goffman’s concern is with the interconnection of interaction, moral obligations, and ordering: ‘Society is organized on the principle that any individual who possesses certain social characteristics has a moral right to expect that others will value and treat him in an appropriate way’ (1959: 13). This might be the credo of a democratic society. He mobilizes concepts that focus attention on how symbols, gestures, talk, postures, and other cues are assembled and how the actor performs.

    This chapter has employed a useful fiction—that the organization is an actor, a performer, and analogously subject to pressures to conform, to compromise, to get along. The organization in this sense is a morally constrained actor in a web of interactional partners (Hallett & Ventresca, 2006: 227–8). This performative metaphor is connected closely, as Hughes (1958) argued, to the idea of an organizational mandate increasingly interconnected, intertwined, and conflated with media processes of amplification, framing, looping, and reframing events, and to international audiences. These processes take place not only through the commercial, cable, and direct TV channels, but also through social media—Facebook, Twitter, etc. These images in turn produce visual cues and images for participants in the organization and shape how they see themselves carrying out their organizationally contested functions. The organization is not a passive, reactive phenomenon; rather, it produces and distributes via its presentational strategic images and rhetoric that shape the public consciousness of the organization. It plays on, produces, and reproduces sentiments. It also may produce internal documents or websites that contain mission statements, ethical commitments, business plans, annual reports, goals, and objectives. These strategies and related tactics may or may not be consistent with the organization’s actual deployment of resources. The reciprocities and exchanges within the organization, described in great detail in Asylums, are not based on roles, status, or other conventional labels for actors, but on the nature of the obligations invoked as the basis for the exchanges (1961a: 274–94), and the covering actions that obscure these bases (1961a: 294–302). Ceremonies and rituals, both external audiences and internal audiences, continue to shape the dynamics of segment relations between staff and inmates (1961a: 93–112). These, however, are not categorical relations, and they produce new forms of secondary adjustment.

CONCLUSION

There is no dramaturgical theory of organizations, but there is an emerging perspective that draws on the metaphor. The rich promise of Goffman’s dramaturgy for organizational analysis has not yet been realized. The chapter has outlined dramaturgy, its critics, and its variations and the core of Goffman’s sociology. The continuous concern of this effort by Goffman and others has been to embed social action in the situated moral requirements of collective compromise. The nuances, the gestures, the looks, and the postures continue to the symbolic repertoire that indicates a working willingness to compromise as a principle. This is the base from which organizational analysis must grow, but it must be ethnographic, descriptive of practices, and close to the action of indication, exchange, and reciprocity.

NOTES

    1. Hallett and Ventresca (2006) chart an important line between bureaucratic forms and individual actors’ choices and insightfully analyse Gouldner’s (1954) study of a gypsum factory. The authors argue correctly that both Goffman and Gouldner were heavily influenced by Durkheim.

    2. Some of the points on Goffman’s view of formal organization presented here were rehearsed in a previous paper (Manning, 2008a).

    3. As of mid-2014, the following secondary materials have appeared. Two edited collections of research papers in the dramaturgical perspective: Brissett & Edgley (1990) and Combs and Mansfield (1976); six edited collections of original papers of Goffman’s ideas (Ditton, 1980; Drew & Wootton, 1988; Jacobsen, 2010; Riggins, 1990; Smith, 1999; Treviño, 2003); and three collections of his work with lengthy biographical and interpretive essays (Fine & Manning, 2003; Fine & Smith, 2000; Lemert & Branaman, 1997). Bennett Berger’s introduction to the Northeastern University Press’s edition of Frame Analysis (1986) is a subtle and useful commentary. In addition, his work has been connected to diverse frameworks. These include dramatism (Kenneth Burke’s term, 1965b), Meadian symbolic interactionism (Brissett & Edgley, 2005; Fine & Smith, 2000), semiotics (Vester, 1989), structuralism (Gonos, 1977), Habermasian communicative theory (Chriss, 1995), and a distinctive and unique version of theorizing (Denzin, 2003; Scheff, 2006). He has been seen as representing the decadence of modern morality (Cuzzort 1969; Gouldner, 1970); as providing a vision of politics for mass democratic society (Berman, 1982); a postmodernist in disguise (Clough, 1992); an acute observer of modern democratic manners among interacting strangers (Manning, 1976); an interesting writer who employs irony (Becker, 2003; Fine & Martin, 1990); a brilliant poetic stylist (Atkinson, 1989); an amusing writer with several odd voices who has done too little fieldwork (Fine & Martin, 1990); someone whose work had worldwide impact but whose ‘ethnographic writings were too casual’ (Fine & Manning, 2003: 57); and as a failed interactionist who employs no self-based human agency (Denzin & Keller, 1981).

    4. <http://www.unlv.edu/centers/cdclv/ega> (accessed May 2014).

    5. The most frequently noted interpreters of Goffman’s work do not agree on the thrust of his work. Phillip Manning’s monograph (1992) views the ideas as coherent, systematic, and evolving, while Tom Burns, a colleague of Goffman’s at Edinburgh in the 1950s, opines that there is a lack of systematic theoretic structure (1992: 74ff.). Thomas Scheff (2006), focusing on Frame Analysis, views Goffman’s work as a cognitive social psychology of emotions. Greg H. W. Smith (2006), in a position with which I agree, sees the core of the ideas, the primacy of face-to-face interaction, as first outlined in the 1953 dissertation.

    6. See Fine & Manning, 2003: 48.

    7. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life is considered one the most influential books published since the Second World War (Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1996). T. R. Sarbin (2003) notes that in 1987 PSEL had sold over 600,000 copies and at that time it was selling at 1,500 copies a month. It had been translated into 12 languages, and from 1975 to 2000 it was cited over 4,000 times. Google Scholar reports that it has been cited, through July 2012, some 28,153 times (combining the Doubleday and Penguin editions). What influence has Goffman had on organizational research and management? This question is impossible to answer, or to assess systematically without survey research or specific literature searches based on citations, articles, and books citing the work and a detailed examination of the content of these many cited works. There are 115,591 (28 July 2012) citations to his work in Google Scholar, and 49,304 since 2007. The list includes the following top eight items cited in English: PSEL, 28,427; Stigma, 14,027; Interaction Ritual (a collection of his essays), 11,985; Frame Analysis, 11,604; Asylums (also a collection of essays) 4,945; Behavior in Public Places, 3,458; Encounters (two essays), 2,160; and Strategic Interaction (two essays), 1,263. This leads to the inference that PSEL is the most frequently cited, twice as frequently as the next, and that Asylums, seen as an organizational study, is the fifth most cited. Clearly, the theoretically oriented work has had broad impact, while Asylums is the most ‘substantive’ and putatively organizationally focused. I then decided to gather citations to Goffman in the last 10–15 years in the major journals featuring organizational analysis. The modern search engine JSTOR, a non-profit source of information from journals, is divided into segments based on subject matter, and thus permits a search based on a name, subject, title, or author and variations on any search using ‘advanced search’. When ‘Erving Goffman’ as an expression is entered in ‘management science’, 7,711 entries are produced (2010).

    8. Goffman’s efforts in Frame Analysis to understand the cognitive side of interaction using ‘framing’ has been adopted very loosely to collective behaviour where the reference is to how organizations and social movements ‘frame’ issues to mobilize people (Snow et al., 1986). This approach draws on other conventions in the use of the term ‘frame’, and studies rhetoric as a mode of mobilization in social movements. This work is imaginative and innovative, but differs radically from Goffman’s efforts to see how interaction is framed between co-participants with a shared definition of the situation.
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CHAPTER 13

GARFINKEL AND ETHNOMETHODOLOGY

NICK LLEWELLYN

        We are not saying that if you do not make ordinary common-sense activities a topic of inquiry, then you are not doing sociology. That is loose talk. What happens, instead, is that you will be making use of what I have been calling unexamined, or unscrutinized features of practical activities to accomplish…your endeavours. Never mind what you are taking about, this would be true of…inquiries whenever they occur. You want to know what you lose? You do not lose anything but access to a domain of phenomena that we think we have now begun to open-up. You are not going to sink any boats. You are not going to lose any money.

        Garfinkel speaking at the Purdue Symposium (Hill & Crittenden, 1968: 129)

INTRODUCTION

THIS chapter considers the work of Harold Garfinkel, the institutionalization of ethnomethodology as a recognized way of doing sociology, and the relationship between ethnomethodology and organization studies. It draws upon a range of sources, including review essays (see Heritage, 1984; Lynch, 1993, 2011; Pollner, 1991; Rawls, 2008; Sharrock, 1989), recorded lectures, book reviews, oral history interviews, and conference addresses, to give some sense of the distinctive atmosphere, as sociology confronted the tumultuous social changes of the 1960s and 1970s and began to fragment. The reader will be taken back to a less politically correct time, where approaches could be critiqued for the ‘chicks’ they managed to attract; the better looking and numerous, the more obviously vapid the ideas (see Gellner, 1975: 435).

    Mainly, the chapter considers ethnomethodology as an approach for studying work and organization. It’s a little known fact that Garfinkel, albeit in a junior capacity, worked on two of the most high profile organization behaviour studies ever undertaken. While still a graduate student at Harvard, Garfinkel worked with Wilbert Moore on the ‘Organisational Behaviour Project’ at Princeton. Upon leaving Harvard, he worked on the leadership studies conducted at Ohio State University. As a very young man, Garfinkel even took business courses on bookkeeping and accounting at Newark College (which developed into Rutgers University) (Rawls, 2002: 10). As ethnomethodology developed through the early 1960s, it was centrally concerned with work settings and problems. The founding collection, Studies in Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967), tackles the work of jurors and social science coders. It analyses settings including a psychiatric outpatient clinic, a suicide prevention centre, and a coroner’s office. The chapter ‘Good Organizational Reasons for Bad Organizational Records’ was co-written with Egon Bittner, who went on to write the noteworthy essay ‘The Concept of Organization’ (Bittner, 1974). Ethnomethodology had a strong organizational angle from the start.

    The relationship between ethnomethodology and organization studies is a third and final concern of the chapter. In the main, ethnomethodologists have been extremely interested in working across boundaries. They have influenced many subfields and disciplines, including psychology (Edwards & Potter, 1992; te Molder & Potter, 2005), health studies (Heath, 1986; Heritage & Maynard, 2006; Silverman, 1997), and education (McHoul, 1978; Rendle-Short, 2006). Ethnomethodologists have shaped the development of interdisciplinary fields such as human–computer interaction (HCI) and computer supported cooperative work (CSCW) (Heath & Luff, 2000). Ethnomethodology has had a more elusive relationship with organization studies. Garfinkel and Sacks are often cited, in studies concerned with language, process, and practice, but historically few researchers have embraced ethnomethodology. The flurry of recent ethnomethodological studies (Alby & Zucchermaglio, 2006; Greatbatch & Clark, 2005; Harper, Randall, & Rouncefield, 2000; Hindmarsh & Pilnick, 2007; Llewellyn, 2008; Llewellyn & Hindmarsh, 2010; Llewellyn & Spence, 2009; Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Suchman, 2005) are thus worthy of note. The contribution of these studies, and the potential for future work, are considered by this chapter.

BIOGRAPHICAL AND INTELLECTUAL CONTEXTS

This section briefly considers Garfinkel’s early work. The aim is not to sketch a personal context that somehow provides for the emergence of ethnomethodology; Garfinkel himself understandably did not welcome such speculation:

    [There was some fellow] named Keith Doubt who had discovered that in the 1940s Harold had written a short story. Keith Doubt had read it and he had written and published a piece, saying that this short story somehow foreshadowed ethnomethodology. Apparently, Harold hated it. I was at the conference in New Orleans, having coffee with Keith and while we were talking, Harold saw me and come over to say hello. I said, ‘Harold, have you met Keith Doubt?’ And he hadn’t met him. But he said, ‘Yes!!,’ like that—‘Yes!!’ And he moved to the side and looked only at me and talked to me, ignoring Keith completely. (Turner, R., Oral History Interview)

Rather, the section simply charts something of Garfinkel’s emergence. This is worth doing not least because Garfinkel is typically considered a scholar of the late 1960s and early 1970s. In actual fact, it all started much earlier. The central publication, Studies in Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967), was the result of work done over 12 years (Garfinkel, 1967: ix). Garfinkel himself understood the project to have begun in the mid-1950s. Intellectually then, as Rawls (2002: 3) argues, Garfinkel was a contemporary, and not just a student, of authors such as Wittgenstein and C. Wright Mills (the ‘Blue and Brown’ books were not widely available until 1958; Philosophical Investigations did not appear until 1945).

    The first reported usage of the term ‘ethnomethodology’ seems to have been at the American Sociological Association (ASA) Meeting in 1954. In the context of the ‘jury project’, conducted with Fred Strodfeck and Saul Mendlovitz, Garfinkel was looking through the Yale Cross Cultural Relations files and ‘came to a section ethnobotany, ethnophysiology, ethnophysics’. He reasoned, ‘Here I am faced with jurors who are doing methodology, but they are doing their own methodology…it is not a methodology my colleagues would honour if they were attempting to staff the sociology department. Nevertheless, the jurors’ concern for such issues seemed undeniable’ (Hill & Crittenden, 1968: 8). While Garfinkel was profoundly committed to, and protective of, the studies themselves, he came to be ambivalent about the term. Towards the beginning of the Purdue symposium, a specially convened event where leading sociologists met with Garfinkel, Harvey Sacks, David Sudnow, and Aaron Cicourel to debate ethnomethodology, Garfinkel commented:

    Dave Sudow and I were thinking that one way to start this meeting would be to say ‘we’ve stopped using ethnomethodology. We are now going to call it neopraxiology’. That would at least make it clear to whoever wants the term ethnomethodology, for whatever you want it for, go ahead and take it. You might as well as our studies will remain without that term. (Hill & Crittenden, 1968: 8)

In terms of chronology, and remarkably given the conservatism of the field, ethnomethodology starts in the mid-1950s. But for Garfinkel’s career, we need to go back before then, to the 1940s.

Pre-Harvard (1947)

Garfinkel received his MA in sociology from the University of North Carolina in 1942, where his thesis concerned race-relations and in particular the procedures (institutional and interpretative) through which inter- and intra-racial homicides were processed by the courts. As Keith Doubt drew to peoples attention (Doubt, 1989), perhaps to his regret, Garfinkel’s very first publication was a lucid short story published initially in 1940 (see Garfinkel, 1945), ‘a quasi-fictional account of a conflict that arose when an African American woman refused to sit at the back of the bus when the vehicle crossed the former Mason-Dixon line’ (Lynch, 2011). This was republished in the 1941 edition of the Best American Short Stories. Garfinkel’s contribution follows William Faulkner’s ‘Gold Is Not Always’.

    The MA thesis formed the basis of Garfinkel’s first scholarly publication (Garfinkel, 1948/9) in the journal Social Forces. The paper is tightly argued and theoretically mainstream, an example of the structural-functionalist orthodoxy of the time. The writing is utterly clear. It relies on official statistics, data ethnomethodology would come to problematize. Neither of these publications in anyway anticipates the emergence of ethnomethodology. However, in an intriguing passage towards the end of the Social Forces paper (see Garfinkel 1948/9: 376), Garfinkel engages with phenomenology, and in particular the work of Edmund Husserl, Aron Gurwitch, Alfred Schutz, and Dorian Cairns.

    During America’s involvement in the Second World War, Rawls (2006) describes two noteworthy experiences. In the first Garfinkel is assigned to the Gulfport Field Army Hospital. While he was there ‘his observations of hospital practices led him to develop some observations about the way in which possible identities for doctors and patients were tied to situated rules and regulations in specifiable ways’ (Rawls, 2006: 68). These experiences were treated analytically by Garfinkel himself (see Garfinkel, 2006 [1948]: 154). In the second, Garfinkel is assigned to design and teach methods for combatting tanks with small arms fire. Michael Lynch (2011) suggests that a ‘deep appreciation of irony and absurdity’ runs throughout Garfinkel’s writings and published lectures. If such dispositions were not already fully developed, training troops to fight imaginary tanks on a Miami Beach golf course would surely have brought them to the fore.

Garfinkel and Parsons

The move to Harvard in 1947, to pursue doctoral studies with Talcott Parsons, led Garfinkel in a more theoretical direction. In 1948 he wrote a manuscript entitled Seeing Sociologically: The Routine Grounds of Social Action, which was published in 2006 with an extremely rich foreword by Anne Rawls. In this manuscript, and in Garfinkel’s PhD thesis completed three years later, entitled ‘The Perception of the Other: A Study of Social Order’, Garfinkel’s mature critique of the mainstream structural-functionalist theory, and Parsons’s theory of action in particular, is now apparent. But the writing is almost all formal and theoretical. Garfinkel’s ‘ethnomethodological alternative’ to precisely this type of ‘formal analytic sociology’ (Garfinkel, 1996: 9) cannot be anticipated from this work. Garfinkel is still writing and publishing within the theoretical orthodoxy. By 1956 Garfinkel publishes in the American Journal of Sociology a piece called ‘Conditions of Successful Degradation Ceremonies’. The work remains mainstream. The absolute intellectual and stylistic break between Garfinkel’s early functionalist work, and the ethnomethodological alternative he must have been simultaneously developing, is astonishing.

    It is worth dwelling on the relationship between Garfinkel and Talcott Parsons, in particular the ideas expressed in The Structure of Social Action (Parsons, 1967 [1937]) and the collection Towards a General Theory of Action (Parsons & Shils, 1951). Over the years ethnomethodology has been positioned with respect to the work of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber (Hilbert, 2001), Bourdieu, Giddens, and Habermas (Lynch, 1993), and authors in the American pragmatist tradition, such as Peirce, James, Mead, and Dewey (Emirbayer & Maynard, 2011). However, while Garfinkel engaged many theoretical sources deeply, exchanging correspondence with authors such as Schutz and Gurwitch, Parsons was far and away the central reference for Garfinkel. Parsons was the preeminent world figure in sociology at the time, who defined the mainstream.

    While Parsons’s work is extensive, and changed in important ways throughout Garfinkel’s career, Garfinkel’s critique of The Structure of Social Action is of central importance for understanding ethnomethodology as a response to sociology. Central to the argument in The Structure of Social Action is that social sciences are dealing with systems of social action, the basic components of which Parsons termed ‘unit acts’, which are composed of actors, ends, a current situation, and a mode of orientation (Heritage, 1984). Together these components form the ‘action frame’ (Parsons, 1967 [1937]). Through this frame two central preoccupations are addressed: goal striving (i.e. ‘the subjective direction of effort in the pursuit of normatively valued ends’, Heritage, 1978: 227) and social order (i.e. how the strivings of different social actors could be reconciled without social relations being dominated by violence and fraud). Parsons’s solution was derived from Durkheim, in that he proposes that moral values, internalized through socialization, come to constrain both desired ends and acceptable means. Social cohesion is achieved as the result of the institutionalization of a central set of values, and ‘it is through internalization of common patterns of value orientation that a system of social interaction can be established’ (Parsons & Shils, 1951: 150).

    What Garfinkel questioned was how overarching values provide for the production and recognition of social actions. The critical point here is what is meant by ‘social action’. In Parsons’s work, social action is understood broadly, to encompass events that take place across sites, over time, and which involve multiple actors. Garfinkel meant something quite different. He meant things like saying ‘hello’, turning left in traffic, asking a question, or walking along a busy street. The Parsonian framework was tremendously grand, but was it sophisticated enough to provide for something as simple as a ‘greeting sequence’ (Heritage, 1984: 110)? Garfinkel was drawn to this tension—between the incredible theoretical edifice and the mundane actions it seemingly could not explain.

    A central problem can be expressed as follows: how does the ‘central value system’ (Parsons, 1967 [1937]) provide for intelligible interaction on any one single occasion? Suppose that social actors do internalize many values and rules over the course of their life; how do they determine which of those values or rules is relevant on any one single occasion? This problem has an obvious organizational counterpart. How do officials determine which, from a multiplicity of potentially applicable bureaucratic regulations, are relevant for the particular case being considered? For Garfinkel, the central value system alone does not provide for mutually intelligible interaction, any more than the rules of a university exam board automatically generate degree classifications. To understand how the ‘central value system’ of society (Parsons, 1967 [1937]), or the bureaucratic regulations of an organization (Weber, 1978) translate into actual courses of action, it is necessary to explicate the procedures through which actors determine the relevance (or otherwise) of this or that overarching rule or value.

    So, the question is: how do people witness circumstances where some value or rule might apply? Consider two examples. The work of traffic police involves controlling dangerous driving, but to enforce the rule of law they must first witness and account for dangerousness on specific occasions. How is dangerousness seen and accounted for on single occasions, not least because there are always innumerable contingencies, such as the weather, the amount of traffic on the road, the condition of the road itself, and the time of day? As a second example, consider the issue of intimacy. Overarching cultural values clearly control expressions of intimacy: where such displays can take place, when, and between whom. However, through what procedures do people distinguish, for example, kisses given to lovers from kisses given to family members and friends? Attempting to codify such features, such that a machine might be able to witness and account for degrees of ‘dangerousness’ or ‘intimacy’, is completely unimaginable. Formal specification of that kind ‘cannot anticipate the innumerable contingencies to be considered in…use’ (Pollner, 1991: 371). Instead what we have are procedures which are flexible enough to deal with ‘innumerable occasions of improvised conduct adapted to particular situations’ (Lynch, 2011).

    The argument that institutionalized values find their way into mundane activities through describable procedures clearly resonates with the more general phenomenological critique of the then functionalist orthodoxy. Before Garfinkel began at Harvard, between October 1940 and April 1941, Alfred Schutz and Talcott Parsons entered into a correspondence on the relevance of Schutz’s phenomenological critique of The Structure of Social Action (see Giddens, 1979). This critique centred on the failure, from Schutz’s point of view, of Parsons to accommodate the subjective realm, Parsons’s insufficiently radical critique of positivism, and his tendency to privilege scientific rationality over the rationality of day-to-day conduct. Garfinkel also offers a critique of Parsons, but this differed in important ways from Schutz’s response. Garfinkel was not concerned with subjective experience or meaning. His critique centred on the availability of procedures, or methods, through which people display, and intersubjectively recognize, courses of action, familiar happenings, and normal appearances. Moreover, his unquestionable contribution was to go beyond theoretical critique, to show how theoretical shortcomings might be remedied through the establishment of an utterly unique and truly sociological empirical project.

ETHNOMETHODOLOGY’S IMMEDIATE RECEPTION


        ethnomethodology gets reintroduced to me in a recurrent episode at the annual general meetings of the American Sociological Association. I’m waiting for the elevator. The doors open. ‘Oh, Hi Hal!’ ‘Hi.’ I walk in. THE QUESTION is asked: ‘hey Hal, what IS ethnomethodology’. (Garfinkel, 1996: 5)



Studies in Ethnomethodology was published in 1967. It is a collection that introduces a series of diverse empirical studies and experiments as part of an overall ethnomethodological programme with stated aims and policies. It was understood as radical, important, and somewhat mysterious. For a range of reasons, it divided academic opinion quite sharply.

    An obvious problem was that Garfinkel does not theoretically locate the approach and this was frustrating for some. Theoretically, ethnomethodology remains an enigmatic approach. It is hard to position with respect to the usual categories (Button, 1991). It is not obviously constructionist, objectivist, realist, positivist, empiricist, phenomenological, subjectivist, or postmodern. In addition, the contribution of ethnomethodological studies, the ‘why bother’ question, is often hard to get across at a general or abstract level (Button, 1991: 5).

    When asked questions about method, theory, meaning, rationality, thoughts, structure, action…ethnomethodologists constantly appear to turn to specifics, to some materials they have collected, or study they have conducted…[they] seem quite incapable of stating plainly how they see, for example, ‘action’ without reference to some study of action. (Button, 1991: 5)

Grand claims about ethnomethodology’s ‘foundational’ relationship to ‘mainstream’ sociology were backed up by studies into things such as glances, walking down the street, or answering telephones. Such things can seem trivial in and of themselves, and acutely trivial next to grand claims to be recasting sociology.

    In addition to these problems, Garfinkel’s writing had become mysteriously obscure. At the start of Seeing Sociologically (Garfinkel, 2006 [1948]: 101) Garfinkel suggests ‘to see things anew’ he will have to introduce ‘many new words, as well as new meanings for old words’. That book is written in fairly plain language. There is no such warning at the start of Studies in Ethnomethodology. It remains extremely hard to read. It is simultaneously brilliant and also quite strange. Many sentences do not yield. It is often said that to ‘get’ Studies, it is necessary to already know what Garfinkel is talking about. The following passage is a good example. For those who know what ethnomethodology involves, it is brilliant and utterly lucid! 

    [ethnomethology’s] central recommendation is that the activities whereby members produce and manage settings of organised everyday affairs are identical with members’ procedures for making those settings ‘account-able’. The ‘reflexive’, or ‘incarnate’ character of accounting practices and accounts makes up the crux of that recommendation. When I speak of accountable my interests are directed to such matters as the following. I mean-observable-and-reportable, i.e., available to members as situated practices of looking and telling. I mean, too, that such practices consist of an endless on-going, contingent accomplishment; that they are carried on under the auspices of, and are made to happen as events in, the same ordinary affairs that in organizing they describe; that the practices are done by parties to those settings whose skill with, knowledge of, and entitlement to the detailed work of that accomplishment-whose competence-they obstinately depend upon, recognise, use, and talk for granted; and that they take their competence for granted itself furnished parties with a setting’s distinguishing and particular feature, and of course it furnishes as well as resources, troubles, projects and the rest. (Garfinkel, 1967: 1–2)

There emerged two main ways of positioning ethnomethodology. In the first, it is not competing with mainstream sociology. The reader recognizes they are not being presented with a total framework for doing sociology. Anybody reading Studies should quickly be able to grasp that ethnomethodology is never going to explain the financialization of capitalism, globalization, why men get paid more than women, social mobility, social stratification, and so on. Rather, the reader is presented with a distinctive way of understanding how people confront and resolve local problems of order.

    Some were persuaded largely through the impact of key studies. For example, Atkinson’s (1978) study was extremely powerful. He approached ‘suicide’ ethnomethodologically, treating it as a matter of mundane practical significance for various kinds of local work. He asked through what procedures do coroners witness suicide, rather than say accidents, in the details of sudden unexpected deaths? That study is both theoretically and empirically important for sociology. It reconsiders the unexplicated foundations of Durkheim’s classic study Suicide (1952), which relied on official statistical records. Garfinkel (1967) also described the coroner’s practical reasoning as they searched

    various ways of living in society that could have terminated with that death are searched out and read ‘in the remains’…to formulate a recognizably coherent, standard, typical, cogent, uniform, planful, i.e., a professionally defensible, and thereby, for members, a recognizably rational account of how the society worked to produce those remains. (Garfinkel, 1967: 17)

Some scholars took Studies in this spirit. They recognized Garfinkel had discovered a new subject matter:

    Garfinkel’s studies are evidence for the existence of practical procedures in everyday life…Once we have shared his vision—and his studies are an indispensable aid in our education—we can never see the world in quite the same way. That is the contribution in this book, and that is more than enough. (Swanson, 1967)

The second response is to position ethnomethodology in competition with mainstream sociology; as providing a fundamental critique of the procedures and claims of sociologists and sociology. After all, by definition, ethnomethodology points to a massive swath of unexplicated procedures through which social scientists accomplish their studies; the rules of sociological method would never be quite the same again. A number of important figures framed ethnomethodology as critique. Their responses were harsh, confused, and confusing. Coser’s presidential address to the ASA, published in the American Sociological Review (Coser, 1975) is remarkable. He begins, some eight years after the publication of Studies, ‘If I understand it correctly, ethnomethodology aims at a descriptive reconstruction of the cognitive map in people’s minds’ (Coser, 1975: 696). He did not understand correctly. Nowhere in Studies does Garfinkel analyse perceptions, thoughts, motives, or meanings. Ethnomethodology was framed as ‘aggressively and programmatically devoid of theoretical content’, a ‘massive cop-out, a determined refusal to undertake research that would indicate the extent to which our lives are affected by the socioeconomic context in which they are embedded’ (Coser, 1975: 698). The work was fascinated by problems of ‘embarrassing triviality’ (698), it’s practitioners subject to ‘language diseases’ (696).

    Ernest Gellner’s (1975) piece ‘Ethnomethodology: The Re-Enchantment Industry or The Californian Way of Subjectivity’ was even more scathing. As an artefact of the time, it remains fascinating for its sexism and bile:

    I had the unforgettable pleasure of attending a conference on Ethnomethodology in Edinburgh, it was noticeable, and I think significant that the quantity and quality of ethno-chicks surpassed by far those of chicks of any other movement which I have ever observed—even Far Out Left Chicks, not to mention ordinary anthropo-chicks, socio-chicks or (dreadful thought) philosophy chicks. (Gellner, 1975: 435)

For Sharrock (1989), there was simply too much interest. Ethnomethodology ‘attracted far more attention than was altogether beneficial to the longer-term health of the enterprise’ (Sharrock, 1989: 657). ‘It became the focus of a kind of attention and expectations that it could not accommodate, for it was never likely to gratify the requirements that sociologists in a hurry, and those with a mission, would bring to it’ (Sharrock, 1989: 657). It is important to remember that by the mid-1970s the actual research literature was still very small.

VARIETIES OF ETHNOMETHODOLOGY: SPECIALIZATION AND INSTITUTIONALIZATION

Even as ethnomethodology was feeling Gellner’s wrath, it was not meaningful to speak of a single intellectual enterprise. Right from the start, ethnomethodology was posited on a ‘cluster of concepts, heuristics and initiatives’ (Pollner, 1991: 371) rather than a single unified theory. It did not fracture, because it was never really whole. In the decades that followed, the theoretical and empirical diversity of ethnomethodology became more pronounced (Maynard & Clayman, 1991). By the early 1990s it was no longer meaningful to label ‘ethnomethodology’ as a singularly ‘idealist or empiricist, subjective or neo-positivist, conservative or liberal (even radical), symbolic interactionist or phenomenological’ approach (Maynard & Clayman, 1991: 411).

    One group of authors pursued themes arising out of the phenomenological writings of Alfred Schutz and Aron Gurwitsch, which so inspired Garfinkel. This is most evident in studies by Wieder (1974) and Pollner (1987) that treated institutional codes and rules, not as explanations of conduct, but as constitutive features of the settings they are taken to organize (Maynard & Clayman, 1991: 390). The concern is to analyse how the relevance of ‘codes’ and ‘rules’ are ‘practically determined across occasions of improvised conduct adapted to particular situations’ (Lynch, 2011). These studies engaged phenomenological concerns, with gestalt-contextures and noematic relations. The (ethnomethodological) notion that ‘social settings and their constitutive elements are contextually constituted by virtue of members sense making practices [owes a clear] debt to phenomenological themes’ (Maynard & Clayman, 1991: 390). This strand remains alive in contemporary work on membership categorization analysis (Hester, 1991; Sacks, 1992; Stokoe, 2012).

    Another main body of work took as its subject matter the organization of talk in interaction. As early as 1964, three years before the publication of Studies, it was clear that Garfinkel’s colleague Harvey Sacks was taking things in a very particular direction. Conversation analysis was already developing through a series of lectures, which were audio recorded and transcribed by Jail Jefferson (see Sacks, 1992).

    As an empirical site, ordinary conversation is an extraordinarily good setting for ethnomethodological analysis. Take something as simple as the particle ‘okay’. What Sacks (1992) started to show was that such mundane items, as well as speech acts and whole sequences, could be the subject of systematic ethnomethodological analysis. If a particle such as ‘okay’ can perform many different actions (including: ‘yes, I don’t mind’, ‘yes, but I do mind’, ‘I understand’, and ‘I do not understand’) how do people determine the action being done by the particular ‘okay’ they have just heard? Without having some way of handling this, social life would become testing. Language would have to be reconfigured as a literal enterprise, which is quite mind-boggling. Fortunately this is not necessary because people have access to, and can clearly recognize, common ways in which utterances, and other aspects of conduct, map on to social action. Ethnomethodologists call these common ways methods, because they are stable, repetitive, functional, and easily recognizable (Lynch, 1993: 14–15). The method or procedures for producing an ‘okay’ that expresses scepticism, is stable and recognizable. It will be stretched out. There will be slow upward intonation, most likely starting from the ‘ay’.

    Through the 1970s central topics in conversation analysis became defined around various ‘organizations of practice’ (Schegloff, 2007) through which people accomplish: (a) speaker transition; (b) overlapping talk; (c) topic management; (d) the identification and resolution of troubles of speaking, hearing, and understanding talk in interaction; (e) reference to persons in talk; (f) reference to place in talk; (g) the openings and closing of encounters; and (h) the management of paired activities. Further studies revealed various ordinary language ‘preferences’, such as the ‘preference’ for one at a time, for self-repair over correction, agreement over disagreement, and minimization in person reference (see Sacks, 1992; Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974; Schegloff, 2007).

    The amenability of talk to ethnomethodological analysis, and the massive expansion of conversation analysis as a specialized field, led to complaints of excessive formalism and detachment from the ethnomethodological requirement to show conversational moves to be practical accomplishments, rather than passive responses to ‘disengaged objective rules’ (Maynard & Clayman, 1991: 400). Garfinkel himself expressed contrary views about the character, accomplishments, and limitations of conversation analysis. The ethnomethodological underpinnings (or otherwise) of conversation analysis has been keenly debated ever since.

ETHNOMETHODOLOGICAL STUDIES OF WORK AND ORGANIZATION

Ethnomethodology has been widely applied to produce studies of work and organization. Over the last 20 years, an extensive body of work has been produced. Ethnomethodology has become quite an outward facing approach. It has shaped health studies (Heritage & Maynard, 2006), education (Rendle-Short, 2006), and the development of interdisciplinary fields such as HCI and CSCW (Heath & Luff, 2000). It supplied key intellectual and methodological foundations for discursive psychology (Edwards & Potter, 1992) and workplace studies (Luff, Hindmarsh, & Heath, 2000). It contributed, especially initially, to the development of the social studies of science field (see Lynch, 2011). In terms of setting, there is extensive published work on media and news settings (Clayman & Heritage, 2002), courtrooms (Drew, 1992), meetings (Boden, 1994), negotiations (Greatbatch & Dingwall, 1997), call centres (Whalen, Whalen, & Henderson, 2002), control centres (Heath & Luff, 2000), sales work (Clark & Pinch, 1995), and so on. While these studies come in all shapes and sizes, they share basic features, two of which are now discussed.

    First, they are all studies of ‘work itself’ (Strauss, 1985). They are not studies of what people say or feel about work. They are not studies of work in the abstract. They are studies of people actually doing work. This in itself is no small thing. Historically, work itself has been marginalized as a worthwhile topic by sociologists and organization theorists (for this see Barley & Kunda, 2001; Garfinkel, 1986; Llewellyn, 2008; Rawls, 2008; Strauss, 1985). Work itself tends to be reduced to something that is amenable to casual observation and description. In research papers, work itself is often described in a section before the analysis actually begins (Llewellyn & Hindmarsh, 2010).

    For ethnomethodology this is problematic. If ordinary work practice is one of the main materials out of which social facts of ‘organization’ are produced, the absence of a tradition of scholarship that aims to show the ‘process of organizing [in] the details of naturally occurring interactions’ (Cooren & Fairhurst, 2004: 793–4) becomes a worry. If a core problematic is to show, rather than theoretically stipulate, the reproduction of organizational settings, it is necessary to analyse how organization is apparent in, and sustained through, actual moments of ordinary work practice. What ethnomethodology and conversation analysis provide is one way of accessing how organization might be shown in the accomplishment of ordinary work. Such studies bring into focus ‘seen but unnoticed’ (Garfinkel, 1967) ways in which people recognize and reproduce the organizational location of their actions, in and through each successive action.

    So, one ‘family resemblance’ is that all ethnomethodological studies of work start with work itself. A second basic feature shared by these studies has to do with categories. Ethnomethodological studies recognize that categories such as ‘organization’, ‘teamwork’, ‘structure’, or ‘resistance’ are merely convenient shorthands for ‘ongoing patterns of action’ (Barley & Kunda, 2001: 76). Ethnomethodological studies are interested in those patterns and their organized features.

    The term ethnomethodologists use for this is ‘endogenous organization’; ethnomethodological studies are studies into the endogenous organization of settings of practical action. Before the analysts begin their work, the things they look upon have already been socially produced as those things (Garfinkel, 1967). Consider something as apparently straightforward as a ‘customer waiting to be served’ (see Clark & Pinch, 2010). Here we have two categories: ‘customer’ and ‘waiting’. The witness-ability of persons and projects does not just happen; people have to do things for such an account of their bodily conduct to be witness-able and accountable that way. This foundational work, through which organizational scenes acquire their familiar appearance, is a common concern of all ethnomethodological studies of work. The lecture is continually being organized as a lecture; the job interview, as a job interview; the meeting, as a meeting. The point applies to all ‘settings of organised everyday affairs’ (Garfinkel, 1996). People not only orient their own conduct to the practical reproduction of organizational settings, they also monitor the conduct of others in these terms. The first analysis of whether the customer is waiting, or merely standing around, will be performed by the shop assistant. Their analysis of the customers embodied conduct, rather than the researchers, will be reflexively implicated in the socio-interactional constitution of the scene itself (Schegloff, 1997). Whatever they say next will exhibit their analysis of the customer’s activity. Ethnomethodology recovers these processes through which people practically exhibit, recognize, and reproduce the organizational location of their actions.

APPROACHING ORGANIZATION STUDIES ETHNOMETHODOLOGICALLY

Ethnomethodology supplies not only theoretical and methodological resources for doing organization studies, but also a distinctive attitude to the discipline’s central topics. This section explores this further, locating ethnomethodology with respect to two central organization studies concerns.

    The central topic for organization studies, historically and symbolically, is surely bureaucracy—so this is a good place to start. Bureaucratic systems have two central features: expertise and discipline. In the first, obedience is a means to an end; the individual obeys the rule because it is the best way of realizing a goal. In the second, ‘obedience is an end in itself’ (Gouldner, 1954: 22). In these terms, the aim of bureaucracy is the elimination of individual judgement and discretion. The rules provide for courses of action and Weber’s theory presumes, and indeed celebrates, an actor able to block-out ‘extra official conscience’ (du Gay, 2000: 75) and act only in accordance with formal rules.

    The immediate response to Weber’s theory of bureaucracy, by authors such as Parsons, Merton, and Gouldner, was two-fold. On the one hand, authors were sceptical that bureaucracy could be insulated from the interests of powerful groups. On the other, it was argued that formal bureaucracy would generate, and perhaps rely upon, informal organization, an ‘intricately ramified network of consequences, many of which are below the waterline of public visibility’ (Gouldner, 1954: 26).

    The ethnomethodological approach brackets from consideration whether Weber was right to argue that bureaucracies are maintained as a result of efficiency, or because of various unintended consequences. In this sense, ethnomethodological studies do not compete with the mainstream theoretical agenda. Rather, they consider lay procedures through which formal objective codes are translated into local courses of action.

    In an extended literature the most obvious finding has been that, contra Weber, ‘extra official conscience’ can never be eliminated. For ethnomethodologists, bureaucratic regulations that govern, for example how universities assign degree classifications to students, are always chronically and irresolvably incomplete. This incompleteness has two aspects. First, the rules have to be interpreted. The letter and the spirit of the rule are often distinguished, ‘for all practical purposes’ (Garfinkel, 1967). Second, there is a more general problem. To apply a rule is to recognize conditions that make that rule, rather than some other rule, relevant. How do people make such determinations? Critically, there is no structural remedy to this incompleteness of bureaucracy. Suppose someone produced a second set of rules, to control the occasioning of the first. The same problem would apply to those. It would be necessary to have rules that controlled their occasioning, and so on, infinitely.

    To close this loop, from the work of Zimmerman (1971) and Wieder (1974) onwards, ethnomethodology has shown how the labour of officials is inescapably underpinned by bodies of knowledge, normative considerations, and forms of reasoning that have their origins well beyond legal-rational organizational boundaries. They have shown this empirically, and so the Weberian formulation of ethicality, underpinned by the idea of clearly demarcated ‘spheres of life’, is brought into sharp relief. In very concrete ways, no amount of formality can ever hope to capture what coroners draw upon to determine the relevance of various ‘remains’ in settings of sudden unexpected deaths (Garfinkel, 1967). The establishment of cases is always and inevitably an ‘achieved organization’ (Sacks, 1992), with rules and precedents acting as resources through which cases are constituted and described in recognizably rational ways.

    In conversation analytic studies, the attention shifts all the way down to the close analysis of specific instances of rule use and application. The moral and inferential demands that bureaucratic processes place ‘on both actors and situations’ (Rawls, 2008: 723) are described through the close analysis of single courses of action. Potter and Hepburn (2010), for example, examine how a chair of a School Board meeting tried to constrain the contribution of speakers in light of a ‘two minute’ rule. They describe local adaptations to formal rules that allow for the smooth running of the board. Rather than a clinical enforcement of exact procedure, rules are applied in light of moral-ethical considerations. Potter and Hepburn describe how officials imposed rules, apparently against the will of people who, momentarily, found themselves to be subjects of formal authority; the real-time production and negotiation of formal authority (Weber, 1949); how the chair imposed rules, upheld their legitimate character, and dealt with resistance.

    In a similar study, Moore et al. (2010) show how standard forms and procedures do not, in and of themselves, provide for coordination or control across space and time. They are ‘chronically insufficient’ in the sense they cannot handle all possible contingencies and specifications without expanding ludicrously in length. Moore et al. (2010) describe informal literary practices—free-text notes, annotations, and tagging—which overcome such deficiencies and enable single orders to be grasped across time and space. Ethnomethodology and conversation analysis studies recover ‘improvisations’ (Whalen, Whalen, & Henderson, 2002) and ‘artful interpretative work’ which sustain and make durable complex organizational processes.

    We now consider a second way in which ethnomethodology translates into organization studies. Ethnomethodological studies of work are centrally concerned with the embodied and material properties of organizational life. There has been much interest in the embodied character of work within organization studies (see Casey, 2000; Dale, 2000). Ethnomethodology provides one means for taking seriously the embodied properties of work and organization. As many papers have shown, the production of organizational practice in face-to-face settings fundamentally co-implicates talk and the body (see Alby & Zucchermaglio, 2006; Goodwin, 2000; Heath, 1986; Heath & Luff, 2000; Hindmarsh & Pilnick, 2007; Llewellyn, 2008; Whalen, Whalen, & Henderson, 2002). Ethnomethodological studies treat talk and the body as a package—not as separate ‘channels’, but as interlocking sign systems.

    Such approaches are still fundamentally concerned with practical procedures through which people display and exhibit sense, motive, intention, action, and so forth. Indeed, it is critical to note that bodily conduct gains its determinate sense by virtue of its place in the unfolding activity at hand. The same movement can on different occasions constitute very different actions, and so it is vital to recover how ‘the body’ is treated by participants themselves. This is demonstrated by Hindmarsh and Pilnick (2007) who studied skilled collaborative work in a medical setting. They analysed stretches of action that were almost entirely silent, but where each contribution was nevertheless responsive to the implications of a prior glance, gesture, or some noise (such as the ‘beep’ from an alarm system).

    This interest in embodied practice should not be treated solely as an analytic concern. Rather, understanding embodied conduct is fundamental to the ways in which organizational members experience and attend to organizational concerns. For example, Clark and Pinch (2010) show how sales staff are acutely aware of the significance of different forms of bodily conduct in assessing a customer’s interest in products and their need for assistance. Similarly Heath et al. (2002) discuss the ways in which surveillance staff ‘read’ the bodies of passengers depicted on CCTV images to identify and assess problems, difficulties, and deviant behaviour that occur beyond the screen. So the body is a critical resource for organizational members and therefore can reveal much about the organization of work practice. Hindmarsh (in Llewellyn & Hindmarsh, 2010) extends this line of research by exploring the ways in which members of the public read the conduct of professionals in contributing to the collaborative production of a service, in this case dental health care.

    Bringing the body into analyses of work demands an attention to the physical contexts in which the bodies interact. The sense and significance of a bodily movement is only intelligible for participants and analysts alike in relation to its physical context (see Goodwin, 2003). A movement is always away from one feature of the environment and towards a different feature and can be deeply consequential for the delicate coordination of work tasks. Therefore the complexity of the analysis is further heightened by the need to take seriously not only the bodies depicted in the data, but the texts, tools, and technologies with and around which those bodies are working.

CONCLUSION

For this collection specifically, ethnomethodology provides an interesting case. At the level of social theory, it is not simply an American tradition. Many of the theoretical inputs were European, and specifically German; phenomenology and language philosophy supplied essential resources. The approach did emerge out of Garfinkel’s critique of Parsonian functionalism, but this itself was fundamentally inspired by Emile Durkheim and Freud. As a way of doing sociology, it is hard to imagine any contemporary approach having a comparably long gestation period to ethnomethodology. Garfinkel understood the project as beginning in the middle 1950s. It was introduced to the vast majority of readers in the late 1960s. By the mid-1970s it was still ‘new’, but controversy soon gave way to a period of institutionalization and field building. New troublesome approaches emerged and had to be accommodated, such as Feminism, postmodernism, and Foucault.

    As a way of doing organization studies, ethnomethodology is a minority interest. Tony Watson (1995: 62) is right to note the contrast between widespread reference to ethnomethodology in organization studies, and the ‘limited number of people…who wholeheartedly [adopt] it’. But the approach persists and chimes with recent developments that focus on language, practice, and process. In light of these developments, a body of recognizably ethnomethodological scholarship has grown within the field. This at least suggests possibilities. It is no small thing to ponder what organization studies would look like were people to analyse, not what people say about work, but what they do as work. The consequences would be far ranging, not least for subjects of academic research, who would be able to find themselves within the local organizational orders they help to sustain, reproduce, or disrupt.

    Such a body of work would not compete with or try to ‘trump’ more conventional treatments, which gloss the ‘reproduction of institutional settings’ (Heritage, 1984: 229) for their own good reasons. But when such authors do gloss some category of person, scene, or form of organization, there will always be an opportunity for an ethnomethodological respecification that reveals practical ways in which members handle the practical and moral relevance of such delineations and, in doing so, find organization in the details of ordinary work.
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CHAPTER 14

RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY AND THE ANALYSIS OF ORGANIZATIONS

PETER ABELL

INTRODUCTION

ALTHOUGH there appears to be no settled definition of organizations, from a rational choice perspective, it is useful to start as follows.

    Organizations are constructed social mechanisms for controlling and coordinating human activities and symbolic and physical resources in order to achieve certain objectives (Abell, 2011). Thus, much of organization theory is concerned to describe and explain the occurrence of different sorts of mechanisms which are designed to achieve control and coordination.

    Control mechanisms are the means by which the activities of actors (individuals or sometimes groups or collections of individuals) are motivated in order to achieve the objectivities of the organization. Coordination mechanisms are the means by which the actions of actors (again individual or collective) are brought into alignment (often strategically in the sense of game theory1) with each other in order to achieve the objectives of the organization.

    In describing organizations as constructed, this term is used in order to distinguish organizations from social arrangements that appear to spontaneously evolve according to the precepts of evolutionary theory.2 It also brings into prominence the purposive activity of those who determine the objectives of the organization, although, as we shall see, there may be sharp divergences of opinion within an organization on this matter.

    Modern organization theory should be inherently multidisciplinary, drawing upon economics, psychology, and sociology among a number of other disciplines. This is, unfortunately, not frequently acknowledged in the literature, where each discipline tends to plough its own limited furrow. One of the advantages of the rational choice perspective is, however, that it propels analysis along a multidisciplinary path.

    The rational choice perspective to organizational analysis directs us to understand the design, the boundaries, and the operation of control and coordination mechanisms, each from the standpoint of individual rational purposive action. It does, however, under specified assumptions permit the individual to be replaced by a collective actor like a group (see section on ‘Rational Choice and Sociological Theory’ below). Although organization theory aspires to bring all sorts of organizations within its ambit, in this chapter I shall tend to concentrate upon economic organizations or firms, as economists would call them.

    However, before embarking upon an analysis of the application of rational choice to organizations it may prove useful to briefly explore the role of rational choice in sociological theory.

RATIONAL CHOICE AND SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

Although the concept of rational action (or equivalently choice) can invite a rather technical exegesis (Rubinstein, 1998) it practically implies an assumption whereby individuals (or collective actors) are deemed to seek (i.e. have preferences/desires for) a best (i.e. with the maximum expected benefit net of costs) outcome they can secure, given the range of feasible opportunities they believe they face. That is to say, they choose their courses of action optimally given their preferences/desires and opportunities.

    It is important to acknowledge that the rational choice perspective affords certain flexibility. It can be used, where appropriate, in a formal manner—as it is by many economists—where actors are deemed to equate measurable benefits and costs at the margin, but also in a much less formal manner. Coleman (1990), the foremost advocate of rational choice in sociology, develops both approaches. It is worth commenting upon the above use of the indefinite expression ‘a best’ rather than ‘the best’, allowing for the possibility of more than one best option. As we shall see later in this section, this eventuality is likely to arise when analysing complex social interactions (usually modelled in a game theoretic framework) where more than one equilibrium (i.e. the ‘best’ that can be achieved by each interactant given what the other(s) does (do)) may exist. At this point rational choice needs, if it is to be at all predictive, supplementing by some additional notion of equilibrium selection. This observation carries some significance in rebutting an often encountered criticism of the role of rational choice in organization theory. It is not infrequently ventured that if rational choice were to be an apposite mode of analysis then one would not expect to encounter the diversity of behaviour one in practice does. The organizational world would be much more uniform than it is. However, multiple equilibria provide, for rational choice theory, a possible line of defence in respect of this argument.

    In general the optimality implied by rational choice can be extended by adding a couple of additional constraints (Elster, 1990): in addition to choosing a best action, given beliefs and desires, we can add first the formation of optimal beliefs on the basis of evidence, and second the search for the optimal amount of evidence for given prior beliefs. Beliefs are normally modelled as updated in a Bayesian manner (Rubinstein, 1998).

    The standard model underlying rational choice is the maximization of expected utility, although many scholars now use the term rational choice to cover situations where limited information/knowledge and/or cognitive capacities require adjustment of the standard model. In this respect satisfying behaviour, bounded rationality (Rubinstein, 1998) and prospect theory (Kahneman, 2002; Kahneman & Tverssky, 1979), which we shall encounter later in this section, are notably prominent. Coleman (1990) uses the expression ‘rational in their own terms’, which implies that individuals do not always assay all the options they face and/or fail to recognize the consequences of their actions properly but still, nevertheless, attempt to act rationally within their own limited compass. So, it is in this broad sense, which is however not without its difficulties (again later in this section), that those who advocate a rational choice perspective wish their theoretical recommendations to be interpreted.

    Furthermore, although rational choice theorists often start with an assumption of self-interest the theory is not so tied, rather allowing actors to variably hold both altruistic and malign sentiments oriented towards other actors or groups. Indeed, it is useful to conceive a continuum of possible preference types running from altruism at one end to malign intent at the other, and where self-interest lies at a mid-point. If, however, preferences other than self-interest do arise, they are often deemed as being in need of explanation (i.e. to be rendered endogenous) while self-interest is not so treated. Thus, in some sense, self-interest is construed as a ‘natural’ assumption whereas other orientations are not. This differential treatment, which has not proved congenial to many sociologists, largely springs from a desire to make rational choice theory consistent with evolutionary (game) theory where self-interest is almost invariably assumed.3 There is, however, no impediment in rational choice theory which prevents the endogenization of preferences at any point on the continuum of preferences types. Indeed, the theory provides a generalizable perspective enabling causal links to be drawn between the various components of action—beliefs about feasible opportunities and outcomes and values (goods and bads) and affects (likes/dislikes) which constitute preferences—and the environmental factors causally shaping them. It, in this respect, invites an elaboration of the mechanisms of what have sometimes been termed ‘structuration’—the combination of voluntary action and the social environment in determining social outcomes.

    Rational choice is instrumental and forward-looking in the sense that the benefits and costs of actions are evaluated in terms of their perceived (often probabilistic) consequences. The theory can be used both positively to explain human actions and normatively as a comparative standard of rational behaviour. Despite its face validity and Coleman’s monumental volume (1990) rational choice has failed to gain an easy acceptance as a model of human actions in contemporary sociological (social) theory. This may be because quite a lot of the theoretical models are technically fashioned, which inevitably puts them at odds with the prevailing custom in social theory which is, by and large, pursued in a non-technical manner. Be this as it may, the idea that much of human activity is not rational (not even boundedly rational, in the sense of intentionally rational, given a partial understanding of the options available and the limited calculative capacities of human beings) is widespread in the scholarly community. Indeed, the recent plethora of experimental evidence demonstrating quite unequivocally that people depart from the standard assumptions of rationality (i.e. characteristically expected utility theory) speaks forcibly to this widespread belief. Research in the laboratory has located over a score of ‘decision biases’—many of which are codified in prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). But notice the word bias: it is used to describe departures from the standard model of rationality, and consequently the parent model is not banished but still plays a significant comparative and anchoring role. Indeed, the theoretician is formally interested in the sensitivity of the standard models to various biases. The questions we need eventually to ask are: first, to what extent are these biases to be found outside the laboratory, and second, if they are prominent what a theory would look like which embraced multiple biases? Scholars are divided on the former question, some claiming that in ‘the real world’ they are much less prominent while others call for a radical incorporation, or even for an entirely different conceptualization of human activity. The latter position is one possible repost to the second question, but alternatively the various biases can be treated as randomizing out where large populations are involved—as they usually are in sociological contexts. This apart, departures from standard rationality when empirically observed in organizations fuse the normative and the positive aspects of the theory, inviting a type of ‘action theory’ whereby the observations motivate the analyst to intervene in order to rectify the departure by invoking the standard theory. The meta-theoretical assumption underpinning this practice is that the desire to act rationally is near enough universal.

    Rational choice has inevitably attracted much criticism at the hands of social and political theorists. For instance, Green and Shapiro (1994) aver that the theory, despite its technical veneer, has proved notably deficient in explaining empirical social and political phenomena. They cogently argue that rational choice has become theoretically over-elaborate rather than addressing tractable empirical issues. Some recent criticisms of economics—where rational choice underpins most of the discipline—have taken a somewhat similar bent.4 It would, nevertheless, be difficult to extend Green and Shapiro’s criticism to empirical economics. A reasonable conjecture might be that whatever the explanatory success of rational choice might eventually prove to be in the wider social sciences, the study of organizations which are constructed to achieve certain objectives provides an obvious test bed for the theory. Swedberg (1990: 331), writing over 20 years ago, concluded that ‘it is much too early to make any judgement about the merits of rational choice sociology’. Have things in the intervening years improved in this respect but within the restrictive context of organization theory?5 It is important to reassert an earlier remark that organization theory is (or should be) multidisciplinary in nature and, thus, must perforce incorporate the economic theory of organizations in any overall assessment. In the spirit of Lakatos (1970) we might ask whether, given this multidisciplinary perspective, there is an alternative and better theory which could gain our allegiance. No doubt other chapters in this volume will urge that this is precisely so.

    Perhaps the notion which has gained most credence among sociologists, as an apparent alternative to rational choice, is the concept whereby people, rather than making rational choices, follow (largely unreflectively) social norms, precedents, and conventions often embodied in social institutions (i.e. bundles of norms) (Elster, 1990). Indeed, in this respect, the most vaunted example is role theory, which institutionalizes normative expectations that claim to account for those actions which are attached to social positions. Social norms are often enforced by sanctions—which, in fact, tends to undermine the notion of unreflective pursuit—and are only followed when others in similar situations also conform (Bicchieri, Jeffrey, & Skryms, 1997). There can be no doubt that some, even much, of social life is governed by allegiance to norms and institutions. This is of course an empirical statement and not one that warrants taking an exclusive a priori intellectual stance for or against any particular theoretical framework. However, as we shall see later in this section, norms and conventions can often (certainly not always) be derived as equilibria in evolutionary games embodying rational precepts; habitual actions, which appear to abstract away from deliberative choice altogether, are similarly placed. Highly emotive or expressive actions (Elster, 1999) are also sometimes construed as evading the precepts of rationality. Structuralism (unfortunately a word that is used in a number of ways) can also, at least on one interpretation, be rendered consistent with rational choice if the perceived opportunity set is reduced to a single option.6 A number of authors, but notably March and Olsen (1984) have urged that social life is often orchestrated by a ‘logic of appropriateness’, whereby given recognized situations prompt learned responses rather than rational calculation. Again there can be no doubt that a lot of social interaction is so conducted. However, as with social norms, rational choice theorists would still initially seek an evolutionary explanation as to how these situations are discriminated in the first place, often finding answers in terms of complexity and uncertainty (see later in this section). This may sometimes fail, and it does become intellectually important to chart the boundaries between theories. Indeed, theorizing when and where rational deliberation gives way to norms and ‘appropriateness’ in the complex life of organizations should provide a bridge, rather than locus of conflict, between theories (Abell, 1996).

    It is important to acknowledge that rational choice precepts are rather richer in detail than merely incorporating the assumption whereby people choose what they deem to be their best option. The preferences and contextual opportunities are often regarded as given (exogenous), but if not then the factors determining (facilitating and limiting) them are usually regarded as independent of each other. This is equivalent to saying that if one option is ranked above another, in a given situation, then that ranking will not be disturbed by the introduction a new option in the same situation. Equivalently, if an option is chosen from a set of options then it will be chosen from all subsets of those options which contain the first option; this guarantees a transitive ranking over all possible options. So, the ranking of options does not vary from situation to situation. On this reading, if the ranking were to vary, then this would count as a refutation. Asking what would refute rational choice as the model of human action/decision/choice is instructive. Presumably if human actions are incorrectly described in terms of (perhaps restricted) choice, or if they can be so described but are not consistently among the best actions available, given the recognized options, then either condition would stand as a refutation of the theory. Nevertheless, recent developments in sociological theory which attempt to describe the evolution of conventions and norms actually incorporate ‘mistakes’ (i.e. the selection of non-rational/optimal actions) as important ingredients in the selection process (Peyton Young, 1998). This aside, Coleman and other’s flexible use of rational choice theory does cause concern in some circles when apparently making it irrefutable or tautological by invoking the entirely permissive phrase ‘rational in their own terms’. Surely, it is urged, any choice procedure whatsoever could be rendered consistent with this phrase? If so, there is little room for irrational choices! It may be helpful, in respect of this argument, to distinguish between non-rational and irrational models of the individual. Non-rational models are those described here, where the concept of action/decision is dispensed with altogether in favour of unreflective, normative, ‘appropriate’ expressive emotional and ‘structural’ models. Net of rational evolutionary explanations of these models, refutation is close at hand. Irrational models would retain the concept of instrumental action/decision, but show that some of the outlined criteria (Elster, 1990) are not satisfied but in so doing setting some limits upon the permissive flexibility of the model.

    Rational choice is closely allied to a reductionist standpoint in the sense that (macro) statements where, for example, organizations are the units of analysis (e.g. corporate culture (ceteris paribus) has a (causal?) impact upon corporate performance) are explained by mechanisms partially operating at the individual (micro) level. The by now famous ‘boat’ diagram popularized by Coleman (1990) helps considerably in sorting things out in this respect (Abell, 1996). The causal connection at the organization level is derived from the conjunction of connections running from (1) the organization to the individual level (e.g. corporate culture determines the interactive options an individual faces)—usually conceived in game theoretic terms—and thence (2) to individual performances (i.e. actions) which, finally, are (3) aggregated up to corporate performance.

    This procedure in generating theoretical explanations of how organizational (macro) level connections are constructed by individual actions is unequivocally reductionist, and many would describe it as following the precepts of methodological individualism in contradistinction to those of ‘emergence’ which would imply that reduction cannot be made from the macro to the micro levels. That is to say, the macro concepts cannot be derived from or deduced to the micro concepts. The former term is, however, defined differently by various scholars which can engender heated debates and cause confusion. For some, it implies an exclusive reduction to the actions of individuals which are taken independently of each other, and thus, on this count, strategically interdependent individual actions would not be described as following the precepts of methodological individualism. Others, however, will use the term to cover interdependent actions. The issue of reduction takes centre stage in sociological theory under the historical impact of at least one, and to some controversial, interpretation of Durkheim’s injunction whereby sociology should find its proper subject matter at a ‘macro level’. In the context of the present chapter this would imply the group or organization level (Abell, 1996). It is imperative to recognize that although rational choice is reductionist in orientation (e.g. the connection between corporate culture and performance can only be understood in terms of how it is that (rational) human activity makes the connection) it in no sense centres attention exclusively at the individual (micro) level. As Coleman’s ‘boat’ implies, the empirical regularity, an explanation for which is sought, is securely at the macro level.

    Rational choice models may allow for groups (e.g. organizations) of individuals, of one sort or another, to be theoretically described as making choices. Such a procedure requires the aggregation of individual preferences into a collective preference—something examined later in this chapter in the section on participation. But in the spirit of reductionism it is only theoretically possible to treat the group as ‘decision maker’ if the ‘micro’ theory is already put into place. So, now let us direct attention to organization analysis.

ORGANIZATIONS, TRANSACTIONS, AND CONTRACTS

The starting point (enjoined by all the social sciences) for organization analysis is the recognition that complex societies all develop an extensive division of labour which in turn generates the need for transactions or exchanges—people are not self-sufficient. Indeed, it is probably true that the more complex a society is, then the greater is its division of labour and the variety of roles it proffers. Characteristically, some of these transactions take place within the boundaries of organizations while others do not, falling outside, often in what we shall term the market.7

    So, the leading question becomes: why are some transactions controlled and coordinated inside organizations while others are not? Rational choice theory seeks to find an answer in terms of its own precepts, and in so doing develops a theory of the boundaries of organizations. With some considerable ingenuity one could envisage a simple society with no organizations at all where all transactions are conducted on an individual basis, and at the other extreme a society where all transactions are embraced by a single organization (e.g. a planned economy). It is analytically useful to envisage a complex society, at any particular time, as a massive network of transactions, some of which are internal and some external to organizations.

    A second key question arises for organizational analysis: should the division of labour be conceived as given (i.e. exogenous) or is it determined by processes in existing organizations? Most economists for instance will take the former standpoint (interpreting the division of labour as driven by exogenously given technical innovation) whereas many sociologists opine that the division of labour is driven by ‘power’ considerations within organizations (see section on ‘Power and Authority Mechanisms).

    A standard starting point for the sociological analysis of organizations is Weber’s concept of bureaucracy, conceived as a rule governed, hierarchical structure significantly controlled and coordinated by power and authority (i.e. in Weber’s terms, legitimated power) mechanisms. Rational choice theorists build upon this picture but replace the concept of rule by the concept of contract. Thus, transactions are governed by contracts entered into between the transacting parties. Contracts operating within organizations are often described as ‘employment contracts’ and those outside as ‘market contracts’ where, in the context of competition, the price mechanism governs the transaction. Organizations are thus conceived as a nexus of contracts.

    In an abstract (or ideal typical) world of full information contracts can be complete, specifying the appropriate activity under all conceivable contingencies (a perfect bureaucracy in Weber’s terms). However, in the real world because of inherent uncertainties, consequent upon incomplete and asymmetric information between contracting parties, contracts (rules) entered into are inevitably incomplete. Incomplete contracts in turn generate discretion (i.e. what should be done when situations arise where the contract is silent). Rational choice theorists, thus, picture organizations (and indeed markets) as mechanisms for controlling and coordinating transactions in the context of incomplete contracts. Consequently a typical organization is a structure ‘constructed’ to both incentivize and monitor compliance with contracts and also to handle discretion. In fact Weber’s insistence that bureaucracies are rule (contract) governed systems misses an essential point that if all contracts could be rendered complete then the choice between an organizational and market location of a transaction is undetermined. It is because contacts are incomplete and discretion arises, generating moral hazard and adverse selection, that the choice of organization versus market becomes pertinent. Adverse selection refers to pre-contractual hazards of control/coordination-loss (sometimes called hidden information) and moral hazard to post-contractual hazards (sometimes called hidden action). Both are a consequence of uncertainty generated by incomplete and asymmetric information and, thus, incomplete contracts and discretion. An organization is a mechanism for controlling and coordinating discretion when adverse selection and the anticipation of moral hazard occur.

    The structure of all but the smallest of organizations (i.e. peer groups) usually takes the form of a hierarchy ‘constructed’ from intersecting spans of control and coordination, in each of which a number of subordinate units report to a single superordinate. Span of control is the number of immediate subordinate units reporting to (controlled by) a superordinate unit. Span of coordination is the number units which need to be coordinated by a superordinate. With a span of control of s then the maximum span of coordination is s(s−1)/2. Hierarchies, thus, introduce a hierarchical division of labour within organizations. The hierarchy is a ‘constructed’ mechanism designed to control and coordinate the activities of the individuals and groups within an organization. A number of mathematically interrelated derivative concepts arise: the size of the hierarchy, its depth or number of levels, the size of the administrative component (i.e. those above the bottom level in the hierarchy), and the spans of control/coordination. Further, if we choose to conceive the hierarchy as a top-down control and coordinating mechanism, then the extent to which the activity lower down the hierarchy fails to contribute to the objectives of the organization—control and coordination loss—becomes pivotal.

CONTROL AND COORDINATION MECHANISMS

The key initial problem facing organization analysis is to establish the range of control and coordination mechanisms available. Again, although there is no universally accepted standpoint on this matter, the following list would probably gain wide acceptance and each mechanism is open to analysis from a rational choice perspective:


    • Incentives and monitoring mechanisms,

    • Power and authority mechanisms,

    • Cultural mechanisms, and

    • Participation and democratic mechanisms.



Most organizations employ a mixture of these mechanisms in an attempt to achieve their objectives, and the ambition of organization theory is to elaborate the optimal mix appropriate to different types of organization. Although this is currently beyond our analytical compass, the detailed analysis of each mechanism holds out the prospect of eventually approaching this objective.

INCENTIVES AND MONITORING MECHANISMS

It is quite natural to think of many organizations, but particularly firms, as (at least in part) controlled and coordinated by incentives, often monetary ones. Indeed, the picture of an employing organization in which those controlling and coordinating it design the employment contracts (rules) to incentivize ‘employees’ and then monitor their performance, usually in a hierarchical structure, underpins principal agent (PA) theory (Douma & Schreuder, 2008; Hendrikse, 2003). Further, the more intense the level of monitoring the smaller the span of control/coordination. Developed by economists, PA theory is the leading model of incentives which is used both descriptively and normatively.

    It is a general theory applicable to any situation where a principal (P) is concerned to control and coordinate agents (A) in order that their activities might contribute to the principals objectives; it is assumed that both P and A are rational and usually self-interested. Each span of control can be regarded as a set of PA relationships. Thus a hierarchy is a cascade of such relationships. The theory can also be applied to the relationship between owners and managers of organizations/firms (i.e. the market for corporate control).8 The basic theory further assumes that A’s effort is not observable by P and A’s performance is a stochastic function in her effort, with the consequence that P cannot infer effort from performance. The dramatic conclusion of this simple theory is that, if P and A are both risk neutral, then the optimal way of controlling A’s effort is for P to franchise A, at a fixed fee, allowing A to reap the residual returns. If however A is risk averse relative to P, then A should/will enter into an employment contract with P involving a fixed wage rate. The importance of this basic theory for organizational analysis is that it points to employment organizations as risk insurance mechanisms. Rational choice theory always enjoins us to consider three aspects of any contract. First, the actual incentives involved, second, the risk sharing (insurance) aspect, and third, the information sharing/revealing aspect. One can find these ideas in Weber if one searches hard enough. Risk sharing attendant upon the incompletion of contracts and consequential discretion allows the contracting parties to disproportionally place the risk upon the party who is less risk averse. Information sharing/revealing allows contracts to be designed that will encourage parties to reveal asymmetric information (Douma & Schreuder, 2008). This relates to the current interest in organization capacities or capabilities (Hendrikse, 2003). Capacities from a rational choice perspective rest with the symbolic and physical resources which are currently not effectively controlled and coordinated. If incentive contracts can be designed to reveal these potential capacities then they can be realized.

    Although PA theory is usually formulated in terms of monetary incentives it is not so tied. The standard distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic work motivations (Herzberg, 1987) could, in principle, be incorporated into the basic theory.

    A particularly vexed issue in organizational analysis concerns reduction. Should the intra-organization unit of motivational analysis be the individual or rather formal and informal groups or teams of one sort or another? Economists tend to favour the former whereas many other social scientists promote the latter. Rational choice tends to start with individuals, but provides an analytical bridge between the individual and group or team levels. Groups are defined as a number of socially linked individuals that identify with the group. Teams are groups where the production function of the group is not entirely separable in terms of the inputs (e.g. effort) of the members of the group.9 Teams so conceived emphasize the issue of coordination among team members and also draw connections with network analysis (Wasserman & Faust, 1994) and the concept of social capital (Coleman, 1990). Social capital derives from the quality of relationships (e.g. trust—see section on ‘Cultural Mechanisms’) a unit has with other units in a social network. The relationships may provide information, support help, and so on which impact organizational control and coordination. A span of coordination is in this respect often usefully conceived as a span of social capital. Indeed, modern organization theory is probably facing a world where gaining competitive advantage derives from controlling and coordinating (managing) networks of social capital rather than merely managing human capital.

    Network analysis has recently had a profound impact upon organization analysis. This is barely surprising as organizations are patently complex mixtures of formal and informal relationships running between individuals and groups. Network analysis has been incorporated into rational choice (Easley & Kleinberg, 2010; Jackson, 2008) by modelling the costs and benefits of building relationships. The key concept here is ‘pairwise stability’ and how this relates to efficiency of networks.

    This overall picture enables the rich literature on human resource management and group performance, going back to the Hawthorne experiments, to be cast in terms of free riding in the prisoners’ dilemma game (Olson, 1971).

    It is generally held that organizations are increasingly becoming dependent upon project teams of one sort or another, and issues surrounding the manner in which they should be incentivized accordingly become prominent. Rational choice theoretically highlights the twin problems involved. First, individual incentives will not bring forth an optimal performance unless the team members internalize the impact they have upon the performance of other team members. Second, a team incentive scheme will also not overcome the inherent free riding—certainly in large teams. These considerations naturally lead theoreticians to consider other control and coordination mechanisms, covered in the next section. The theory of incentives (especially PA theory) provides a framework for thinking normatively about designing incentives to achieve control and coordination, but it is difficult to apply to the complexities of the real world.

POWER AND AUTHORITY MECHANISMS

Both common observation and the Weberian tradition interpret organizations as, at least in part, controlled and coordinated by the exertion of power and authority, often when incentives fail to grip. Power is usually defined as the probability of one actor intentionally gaining, by the issuance (may be only implicitly) of threats, the compliance of another actor. Rational choice theorists immediately observe that exerting power is not a costless enterprise, and thus balancing (at the margin) the degree of compliance with control costs enters the picture. Authority, again following Weber, is defined as power that is construed as legitimately held, particularly by subordinates. His concept of rational bureaucratic authority has played a central role in this respect. One of the defining characteristics of Weber’s concept of bureaucracy as a rule (contract) governed system, is a hierarchical distribution of power/authority enforcing the rules. Thus any control loss down a hierarchy can (ceteris paribus) be attributed to a failure of power mechanisms. The idea that directions and sanctions for inadequate performance can be handed down a hierarchy is commonplace. Nevertheless, the concept of power and conceptually adjacent concepts like influence, persuasion, and inducement are notoriously difficult to tie down. Indeed, they have been described as fundamentally contested (Lukes, 2005), meaning there should be no expectation that settled definitions can be arrived at. This being the case, it is essential that any analysis involving these concepts is grounded in clear conceptions deploying a minimal number of concepts.10 Rational choice theory has made a significant, if inevitability partial, contribution in this respect. Most definitions start with the idea that a hierarchically superior actor is able, because of her sources of power, to gain the compliance of hierarchical subordinates. There are, however, rational choice theorists who disallow the concept of power as appropriately applicable to firms (i.e. organizations with an economic objective) in the context of competitive markets. It is averred that the employment contract is not fundamentally different from other voluntary contractual transactions: ‘(the firm) has no power of fiat, no authority, no disciplinary action different in the slightest degree from the ordinary market contracting between two people’ (Alchian & Demsetz, 1972). This is, however, a controversial standpoint, and is only really applicable(if at all) in the ideal world of firms in a perfectly competitive environment.

    It is the game theoretic analysis of bargaining that surrenders the preeminent rational choice concept of power (Muthoo, 1999). Rational self-interested agents are pictured as dividing a ‘surplus’ between them, which diminishes in time, by making proposals and counterproposals (an extensive game) about the division. This picture is, however, entirely consistent with the Weberian concept of inter-actor power once we recognize that the bargaining may be over expected behaviour. The division is effected by the asymmetric information available to the bargaining parties about their opponent’s objectives, their patience, relative risk aversion, available outside options, and commitment, all of which impact upon bargaining costs. These considerations introduce uncertainty and asymmetric information as central concepts and thus provide a link to incomplete contracts and discretion as key concepts in understanding organizations. The initially surprising result (by backwards induction) is that when all are fully informed (a game of perfect and complete information) then the first rational offer is accepted at a Nash equilibrium. The theory has two important implications. First, it finds a bridge into the copious literature in sociology about ‘information is power’ and the Weberian concept of rational bureaucratic authority. Second, it points to the complexity of real world bargaining, which is as much to do with finding out about what an adversary will tolerate as it is about securing a beneficial outcome. Bargaining, it should be noted, is not confined to intra-organization hierarchical relations but is also applicable to transactions between organizations.

    Although interpreting a hierarchical structure as one mechanism among others for achieving control and coordination by the exertion of power, this picture has a strong top-down flavour, even if subordinates may have some net power in determining bargaining outcomes. An alternative viewpoint conceives an n-person game where power is the probability of steering a collective outcome in agreement with one’s own preferences (Harsanyi, 1962). Here the organization is regarded as a complex bargaining system among various rational stakeholders. The objectives of the organization (or a sub-unit of an organization) and the contractual structure are now determined by multiple stakeholders rather than by a simple top-down governance.

    Rational choice has also found strong connections with network theory where power and influence are determined by the position of an actor in a network of relations (Burt, 1992). Relationships of various sorts become sources of power, which enable actors to achieve their preferences or interests. Linking the concept of power to social networks also draws connections with social capital referred to in the section on ‘Incentives and Monitoring Mechanisms’. Traditionally rational choice theory starts with the decision maker blessed with exogenous preference. However, in uncertain environments actors can derive their preferences from others in their social network. Thus, what are described as structural effects (Manski, 1995) that model the influence of others upon a focal actor become an important theoretical consideration.

CULTURAL MECHANISMS

The idea that a common culture can hold people together for a common purpose by the promotion of uniform or complementary (i.e. coordinate) beliefs, values, and affective orientations is basic to much of social science. Furthermore—each of these three entities being the basic constituents of human actions and interactions—culture is expressed as the norms of action and interaction that are most fully realized in role expectations applied to social identities (Hedstrom, 2005). Rational choice theory thus enters the picture by seeking to endogenize (explain the origins) of social norms. Furthermore, since the norms which coordinate interactions often involve the generation of mutual trust that parties will conform to the norms, the game theoretic analysis of trust takes a central role in the analysis of (corporate) culture. Consequently, organizations, insofar as they are coordinated and controlled by cultural mechanisms, are conceived as mechanisms which socialize individuals into appropriate (rationally derived) norms and collective trust in pursuit of organizational objectives11 (Bicchieri, Jeffrey, & Skryms, 1997). Grounding the idea of culture in this manner is not, however, uncontroversial. Elster (1999), for instance, contends that some norms are neither based in self-interest nor optimally chosen. At face value it is difficult to interpret some of the norms of etiquette, for instance, as either defending self-interest or smacking of optimality. If this is correct then the contention undermines an essential feature of rationality (optimal choice) and an often-adopted assumption (self-interest).

    The rational choice theorist’s retort runs along the following lines. The genesis of norms is usually studied in the context of evolutionary game theory12 (Weibull, 1996). It is generally supposed that norms evolve in interactive situations where either uncertainties (incomplete contacts and discretion once again) occur about how to act or where interactions develop a dilemma (usually modelled as a coordination game of one sort or another, but particularly as a prisoners’ dilemma). Norms arise which are optimal in particular circumstances but then become embodied in role expectations and also associated with social identities—the ‘correct or socially acceptable’ way to act. However, circumstances will inevitably change and the norms are no longer optimal, but they persist as a component of people identities—norms, thus, characteristically exhibit significant levels of inertia and can appear sub-optimal when detached from their genetic circumstances. It is worth noting that organizations are mechanisms which generate repeated interactions and thus provide, compared with passing interactions, a suitable context in which norms can be expected to evolve. Repeated game theory then becomes the appropriate analytical framework.

    Norms of reciprocity have attracted much attention by organization theorists. It is generally accepted that most organizations depend upon extra-contractual levels of reciprocity in maintaining control and coordination. This applies equally to same-level and hierarchical relations—people exchange goods, services, information, and advice, or more generally ‘help’ as part of the informal structure of relations overlaying the formal hierarchy. Rational choice theorists usually analyse reciprocity of help as a repeated prisoners’ dilemma game where the well-known folk theorem13 shows that in repeated interactions with no time horizon bilateral reciprocity at Nash equilibrium can be achieved. Extending this picture from bilateral to generalized reciprocity whereby A will help B, not on the understanding that B will necessarily reciprocate but that ‘someone’ will reciprocate, is an important transition any organization must make. Indeed, it may be analytically fruitful to construe the emergence of generalized reciprocity as a necessary norm of any cultural control and coordination mechanism. Such norms institutionalize altruistic motivations and commitment.

PARTICIPATORY AND DEMOCRATIC MECHANISMS

A group of individuals in a voluntary association may decide to subject all decisions to a democratic voting procedure like two-thirds or majority rule. Many scholars opine that such participatory procedures can legitimize those decisions in the eyes of the individuals involved, improve their commitment to the association, and thus engender control and coordination. Indeed, the classical capitalist firm adopts voting on the basis of one vote per share (note not one vote per person) in its ruling body. Furthermore, boards of directors usually operate a voting procedure but democracy rarely penetrates lower down the organization. Democracy and voting/participation are sometimes contrasted with hierarchical coordination and control, although many avowedly democratic organizations actually develop hierarchies (e.g. workers cooperatives, although managers may be elected). Conversely, hierarchical organizations often experiment with limited democratic or participatory procedures like works councils or workers on the board (co-determination). From a rational choice perspective it is appropriate to pose the question as to the optimal role of participation in controlling and coordinating organizations. Productive organizations—firms—have been most closely studied (Industrial Democracy Group, 1993). It is useful to acknowledge that many organizations are arrangements for bringing together capital and labour for productive purposes. Expressed abstractly, the classical private capitalist firm is based upon the principals whereby capital owns (through shares) the firm, controls and coordinates the firm, hires labour (including management), remunerates labour at a market determined wage rate, and is residually remunerated itself. It is this concept of the firm in the context of competitive markets that has animated most rational choice social and economic scientists. One of the great achievements of modern social science is to show that that competitive markets populated by such firms attain a general equilibrium.14 However, by way of contrast it is possible to conceive of mechanisms which invert the above principles. In a workers’ cooperative labour owns the assets, hires capital at a fixed rate, and is residually remunerated. This arrangement in competitive markets also achieves equilibrium. It is therefore possible to conceive of capital–labour partnerships, as in Figure 14.1, with these two arrangements standing at the extreme corners and with varying degrees of participation in returns (profit sharing) and management (control and coordination) elsewhere (Abell, 2011).
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FIGURE 14.1 Labour participation in profit and management.



    So, from a rational choice standpoint the question becomes: where does the optimal point lie in order to position a particular organization? The social science evidence in this respect is very mixed. Many scholars (notably many economists) opine that the traditional capitalist (neoclassical firm) has proved its superiority, pointing to the fact that they appear to be the forms which disproportionally evolve in the rough and tumble of competitive evolution. Labour participation (apart from very modest levels) has only been introduced by law (e.g. co-determination in Germany). The intellectual underpinning for this apparent pattern, they further urge, derives from considerations of risk sharing.15 Nevertheless, there still appears to be a drift towards greater labour participation in both management and profit sharing in many advanced capitalist economies.16 Although it is difficult to distil empirical evidence for the control and coordination enhancing consequences of participation in all its varied forms, it may be that participation in both profits (returns) and management complement each other in improving performance. This is more likely to show up in labour-intensive activities. Rational choice theory mandates that the possible impact of participation in profit (or returns) and management decisions should be considered separately. In large organizations ‘profit sharing’, unless computed on an individual contribution basis, is liable to free rider problems. Each self-interested individual will not contribute, recognizing that others will not either. So unless some mechanism can be found to overcome free riding any enhancement of performance will be absent. The manner in which control and coordination in favour of organizational objectives may be enhanced is probably through motivational and commitment mechanisms but also information sharing. Participation may reduce information asymmetries, either by improving the degree of completion of contracts or by revealing information in the context of discretion.

    Rational choice plays a central role in voting theory, which inevitably impacts upon the issues of controlling and coordinating organizations. The classical statement is by Arrow (1963). He derived the ‘impossibility theorem’, the discussion and extension of which has dominated debates ever since he proved it. Arrow and those who followed his lead posed the problem as to how well-behaved preferences over a set of options should be aggregated to a collective preference. The aggregation rule should produce a clear prescription over all possible combinations of individual preferences. The impossibility theorem shows this is impossible under a number of reasonable additional assumptions. The general conclusion of this line of argument is that if voting procedures are resorted to in an organization then clear democratically legitimated collective decisions cannot be guaranteed and an additional authority is necessary. For many rational choice theorists this amounts to a further justification of the ubiquity of hierarchical structures.

    It is difficult to draw any overriding conclusions concerning the impact of rational choice theory upon the desirability or otherwise of participatory control and coordination mechanisms. It has often appeared to provide a cautionary brake upon some of the more ideological proponents of ‘industrial democracy’ (including this author). It should be of course that careful empirical research settles issues one way or the other. However, one searches in vain for any way of adjudicating between the empirical studies which point in differing directions.

VERTICAL BOUNDARIES

The basic unit in organizational analysis is an exchange or transaction generated in the division of labour. The division of labour (exogenous or endogenous) creates value or vertical chains. For example, one running from oil extraction, to shipping, to refining, to the retailing of petroleum products. It is important to distinguish between vertical and hierarchical boundaries (see section on ‘Hierarchical Boundaries’). The former does not, and latter does, refer to the authority structure within an organization. From a rational choice standpoint the question arises as to where the boundaries of organizations should be (normative) or are (positive) located. We may think of a single organization embracing all of these activities, or each activity constructed as a separate organization, or perhaps some other arrangement? Given a vertical chain the issue arises as to whether a given activity should vertically integrate backwards into an ‘input’ or forwards into the recipient of its output. Indeed, given an activity, say medical care in a hospital, dependent on an array of inputs ranging from accounting to cleaning services to nursing care, should these activities be integrated into the hospital (‘make’) or should each be bought in (‘buy’)? Similarly, downstream, should the hospital employ those involved in aftercare services? Notice these questions can be reformulated in terms of the alternatives of buying and selling (i.e. using the price mechanism) or employment contracts. Alternatively, we may use the terms of contracting ‘in-house’ or outsourcing/contracting out.

    The starting point for the rational choice answer to these questions, once again, centres on incomplete contracts, and thus uncertainty and discretion. In a fully informed and certain world of complete contracts (an ideal type) there is no reason to favour integrating activities within organizations over leaving them outside in competitive markets. It is because complete contracts cannot be entered into that the choice materializes. Furthermore, the simple binary choice—integrate or leave to the market—is not sufficiently nuanced. Rather, it is recognized that we can think in terms of a contracting continuum running from at one end ‘buying in the spot market’ to, at the other end ‘integration into an organization’. The intervening possibilities include real markets, long-term contracts, bargaining, franchising, alliances, and joint ventures.17 So, from a rational choice perspective the question posed is where on this contracting continuum, in order to minimize costs, a transaction should be located. The pertinent costs are production and so-called transaction costs (Williamson, 1981). Transaction costs increase with uncertainty induced incompletion in a transaction contract, the frequency of exchange and the extent to which the transacting parties need to invest in the transaction (i.e. relation specific assets). Relation specific assets have less value, net of normal depreciation, when assigned to an alternative use. In the context of oil extraction, a pipe connecting extraction to refining would be an example. Furthermore, it is often assumed that the contracting parties to a transaction are boundedly rational; that is to say, they have a limited capacity to assimilate and process information. The major empirical implication of transaction cost theory is that, as relation specific assets and uncertainty in making a contract increase (and therefore adverse selection and moral hazard increase) then the transaction is more likely to be controlled and coordinated by integration into an organization rather than externally using the price mechanism in the marketplace (i.e. purchasing or contracting out). If uncertainty is low and asset specificity is high then long-term contracts are the optimal choice. The empirical support for transaction cost theory is quite strong, although inevitably exceptions can be found. For instance, managers may internalize activities in seeking ‘power’ and perhaps the income which derives from the compass (size) of internal operations. From a rational choice standpoint, given managers utilities, this in their own eyes does not count as irrational but will not prove rational to their principals. Furthermore, there is now accumulating evidence that focal organizations can build ‘cultural’ control and coordination mechanisms down sustained long-term external contractual links to networks of suppliers, each of which may necessitate investment in relation specific assets. The optimal spreading of risk in such networks is crucial. Cost plus contracts put risks upon the focal organization, whereas fixed cost contracts put them upon the supplier. As with any contractual arrangement the allocation of risk can benefit contracting parties with differing risk profiles. The rational focal organization, which we may assume is more risk loving than its suppliers, will wish to fashion a contract that accepts increases in costs which the supplier cannot control (e.g. market determined input prices) but put other risks upon the supplier, encouraging them to hold them down. Focal organizations may contract with multiple suppliers, enabling comparisons to be made of their relative cost controlling performance, or even maintain an in-house capacity with the same comparative objective in mind. In addition, the focal organization may induce the supplier to invest in relation specific assets if the supplier can be reassured that the (incomplete) contract will be sustained and the focal organization will not take advantage of the incompletion (i.e. uncertainties) in the contract. This may be achieved by making the organization dependent upon the supplier, for example by decentralizing some research and design to the supplier.

    In conclusion, rational choice theory provides a powerful way of analysing, both positively and normatively, the contemporary emergence of networks of vertically related but not fully integrated activities. Anticipated transaction problems (moral hazards) can be ameliorated, even in the presence of relation specific assets, when we take account of the complexity of strategic calculation in the context of multiple control and coordination mechanisms.

HORIZONTAL BOUNDARIES

Many organizations often serve more than one (product/output) market and may accordingly organize into a number of divisions in so doing. The diversification generated might be in related activities or completely unrelated ones (e.g. conglomerates). Alternatively, organizations may generate a geographical distribution of divisions serving the same type of market.

    Rational choice addresses the issue as to why organizations should be so controlled and coordinated rather than operating as separate and independent organizations. Indeed, more generally, we may ask why integration occurs creating a single organization rather than some alternative arrangement upon the contracting continuum. The central concept in this respect is economies of scope, sometimes called synergies. A production process exhibits economies of scope, across two or more activities, if the total costs of producing the output in a single organization is lower than if it were located in separate organizations. It is important to recognize that total costs include both production and transaction costs. Economies of scope usually arise from spreading indivisible fixed costs across an increased volume of output. In practice economies of scope can usually be traced back to some form of vertical integration whereby the production of the same input can reap economies of scale by being spread over more than one downstream activity. Note that economies of scope may be realizable at any juncture down a given value chain. Thus, economies of scope may be realizable in terms of, for example, handling inputs, to accounting services, to research and development, to marketing and retailing.

    The evolution of multiproduct horizontally integrated organizations from earlier multifunctional forms organized as a set of departments, each serving activities such as purchasing, production, and marketing, is beautifully recounted in Chandler (1962). The centrepiece of this story is the emergence, in the middle of the twentieth century, of large conglomerates with many divisions (regional and product), each organized functionally. During this evolution most advanced industrial economies shared a pattern of increasing concentration as GNP/firm increased. However, since about 1980 GNP/firm has declined, reflecting a period of deconglomeration and focus, although joint ventures and alliances have become more common. It is interesting to ponder these movements from the standpoint of rational choice. Research carried out even at the time of the rise of conglomerates tended to be sceptical about their efficiency, calling rational choice motives (and particularly pertinent in the context of this chapter, the theory also) into question. It is generally held that the drive to conglomeration was driven by managerial motives rather than returns to shareholders. Managerial returns usually correlate with the size of the organization they run. Furthermore, they were usually driven by acquisition and research has established that, on average, the shareholders of the acquired company benefitted while those of the acquiring company did not. The justification for large conglomerates was that they distributed capital across activities more effectively than the capital market would between independent organizations—perhaps because managers held significant private information. The current view, however, is that competitive capital markets are better at bearing risks in the allocation of capital.

    Large multidivision organizations—be they firms, hospitals, government departments, and so on—all exhibit a tendency towards hierarchical contract/rule bound bureaucracy, in Weber’s sense of the term. Weber appeared to believe that such bureaucracies are the most efficient way of organizing by incorporating, in his terms, rational bureaucratic authority. Weber’s own immense intellectual authority lent much support to the supposition that there is ‘one best way to organize’, which we might describe as maximizing coordination and control using bureaucratic procedures. However, we now recognize the possible costs of bureaucracy; thus, from the rational choice standpoint one has to conjecture about the optimal level of bureaucracy among the other control and coordination mechanisms we have already identified. A long post-Weberian research tradition (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967) has identified that as the level of uncertainty18 increases then a sole reliance upon bureaucratic procedures is decreasingly effective. Furthermore, since the decision-making environment for different divisions (indeed functions, e.g. research and development and production) in an organization may experience differing levels of uncertainty, the optimal mix of control and coordination mechanisms will accordingly vary across units. Then, insofar as these units need to integrate into a coherent organization, they may encounter inter-unit transaction costs. This implies, from a rational choice standpoint, that the optimal mix of control and coordination in any unit will have to take account of the (external) impact on other units (Blau & Schoenherr, 1971). The reader will quickly recognize that we are, once again, in the realm of game theoretic considerations searching for a Pareto equilibrium (Abell, 2011).

HIERARCHICAL BOUNDARIES

Most organizations—even those with some democratic pretensions—adopt a formal hierarchical control and coordination structure. A hierarchy can be mathematically described in terms of a number of interrelated concepts: its size (N), its depth (or number of levels), and its spans of control (s). Inspection of any hierarchy reveals that its building blocks are spans of control (the number of individuals/units) reporting to a single line superior. Thus, control and coordination is maintained (more or less effectively) by a set of intersecting spans. A span of control, s, can support up to s(s−1)/2 symmetric pairs which may necessitate coordination—the span of coordination.

    Rational choice theory initially addresses the ubiquity of hierarchies. In what sense are hierarchies rational mechanisms for maintaining control and coordination? If we assume maintaining control and coordination links is costly then we need to identify a structure which maintains control and coordination at a minimum cost. It is easy to show that a hierarchy is a structure which maintains a path of connection (i.e. coordination) between all points while minimizing the number of links (i.e. costs). Moreover, we can see that as the size of an organization increases then the saving in links over a peer group structure where everybody links to everybody else progressively increases. The number of possible symmetric links will increase with the size of the organization (N) as N(N−1)—i.e. approximately with N2. The number of links in a hierarchy increases linearly with N. Thus as N increases the advantage of hierarchy over a peer group increases. Many organizations fail at the point where a peer group organization gives way to a hierarchy (i.e. in the range 10–15).

    Given a hierarchical control and coordination mechanism attention naturally centres on the factors that determine the spans of control (and coordination). Consider, by way of example, a vertically integrated ‘production line’ of n units then, if a span of n will deliver a minimum control loss,19 the span can be set at n and the levels at two. If, however, the optimal first line spans are n/2 then the depth is three with the top unit having a span of two. Clearly, for a given lowest level in the hierarchy (n) then the greater the average spans of control, the less depth an organization will have.

    A well-founded empirical regularity shows that the depth of organizations increases at a declining marginal rate with the size of the organization (Blau & Schoenherr, 1971). The Aston and following studies (Donaldson, 1996) came to a similar conclusion empirically. So, any theory of organization needs to explain this empirical regularity which, in turn, will revolve around explaining how spans of control are determined. From a rational choice perspective spans should be adjusted such that the marginal costs of reducing span (i.e. increasing the ratio of superordinates to subordinates) should equal the marginal gains in control and coordination. Figure 14.2 attempts to summarize the theoretical approach to this objective, drawing together the main concepts developed in the preceding paragraphs.20
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FIGURE 14.2 The determinants of hierarchical structure.



    The starting point is the given (exogenous) division of labour, which through standard arguments leads to economies of scale, which in turn determines the optimal size of the lowest level in the formal hierarchy (n). Spans of control and coordination are now required to optimally control and coordinate this level. Our reasoning at this point could apply equally to a situation where the n actors are individuals (e.g. a vertically integrated production line) or n vertically related production stages or n horizontally integrated divisions. We shall use the term n activities to cover these various possibilities. Assume the organization operates in an uncertain environment and therefore inevitably enters into incomplete contracts/rules. Note, there is a negative feedback running from the size of the organization to uncertainties in the operating environment. This captures a well-established regularity that larger organizations can more effectively moderate or reduce the uncertainties in their environment. Uncertainty generates discretion—thus, the control and coordination of activities which are not explicitly covered by enforceable contracts/rules. Discretion raises issues of pre-contractual and post-contractual hazards (adverse selection and moral hazard). The division of labour (activities) generates interdependence, a term which covers relation specific assets (Williamson, 1981), economies of scope, and team production externalities (Alchian & Demsetz, 1972). The interaction of discretion, generated by uncertainty, and interdependence drives organization design.21 As discretion increases the use of rules declines. Rules are associated with the classical Weberian bureaucracy which increases formalization and standardization (routinization). So, by derivation, as uncertainty increases so does discretion, but bureaucracy declines (a well-established empirical finding, see Burns & Stalker, 1994).

    The level of decentralization (of discretion) is affected in competing ways by three main variables: first, the risk of control (and coordination) loss. If discretion is decentralized then there is always the risk that a subordinate’s (A) activities will not contribute to the objectives of the superordinate (P). Thus, ceteris paribus, the risk of control loss will induce P to centralize discretion. Decentralizing discretion in the context of interdependence is particularly risky because the control loss can be transmitted to other subordinates. Thus, by derivation, as the interaction between interdependence and discretion increases then decentralization decreases (i.e. centralization increases).

    The second variable affecting the level of decentralization derives from the possible information asymmetry between P and A. Variable A may possess local knowledge—particularly tacit or implicit knowledge—which may contribute to P’s objectives. Think of an operating division remote from the headquarters with a detailed knowledge of local market conditions. Thus, by derivation and ceteris paribus, as the interaction between interdependence and discretion increases so does decentralization. Finally, let us assume that P decides to centralize the decisions about discretionary activity—in this case the more discretionary issues that are passed up the line to P the slower will P be in passing down the directive, and therefore the time to process information at P becomes an issue. By derivation, ceteris paribus, the higher the interaction of interdependence and discretion the greater the level of decentralization. However, P can improve the intensity of monitoring by building staff support at P which will decrease the time to process at P. Note that this loop in the diagram provides a negative feedback helping to stabilize the total system of interrelationships.

    Finally, as decentralization increases the span of control and coordination will increase. The span and optimal n will then determine the levels and the size of the organization.

    Rational choice, which underpins this complex interplay of variables, provides a reasoning framework for understanding the principles informing the construction of organizations that is also consistent with many of the well-known empirical regularities. It is, however, extremely difficult to predict spans of control. They seem to vary across organizations that otherwise look rather similar. We have examined organizations as mechanisms for optimally allocating discretion in a mix of contract and discretion procuring effective monitoring such that subordinate activities should contribute to the superordinates objectives. However, the objectives of the organization and levels of decentralized discretion may, to some extent, be the product of bargaining (power). If so, then the theory of bargaining becomes apposite.

    If incentives could be devised to guarantee that decentralized discretion would be used to contribute to P’s objectives then spans could be increased. Furthermore, if cultural factors such as norms, trust, and commitment limit the risk of control loss and increase the effective use of local information, then once again optimal spans can be increased.

POSSIBLE DEVELOPMENTS

Organization theory has in recent years taken on a heightened importance with the growth of business schools, promoting curricula unified around the search for sustained organizational competitive advantage. It is clear that advantage is often achieved by locating a number of complementary organizational assets, rather than one ‘one big thing’, and an optimal mix of control and coordination mechanisms is a case in point. Such assets are relatively difficult to replicate by competitors and thus may secure sustainability. Reasoning in this manner invites an analysis of potential capacities of organizations. The rational choice approach to capacities is formulated in terms information revelation of distributed local information. If such information can be gathered then a potential capacity can be realized. Mechanism design is the leading idea in this respect. It shows that by designing the interaction between agents appropriately distributed information can always be gathered by the designer, offsetting any tendency of agents to mislead. This is a deep theorem potentially bringing games of incomplete information into the foreground of organization analysis. It has not, as of yet, been incorporated into the more descriptive approaches to organization capacities.

    Game theory also underpins the evolution of norms which are key constituents of the ‘informal culture’ of many organizations. Such norms can sometimes contribute to control and coordination and sometimes undermine it. It is a commonplace that apparently identical organizations can develop very different informal norms which can also occasionally make sharp reversals. This is indicative of path dependence and stochastic game dynamics, which allow for the accumulated impact of probabilities of departure from best responses (‘mistakes’) (Peyton Young, 1998).

    More generally, organization theory is in a position to take advantage of a combination of game theory and the ever burgeoning literature on network analysis (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Organizations are complex networks of strategically connected individuals inviting the elaboration of the vestigial theory of games in networks. Page (2007) has shown that diversity of types of individuals (e.g. their intellectual orientation) has an important impact upon the rate at which groups and organizations can innovate ideas. However, diverse groups find it more difficult to achieve a strong identity. Rational choice would immediately anticipate an optimal level of diversity balancing the benefits of identity and diversity.

CONCLUSIONS

Rational choice theory ultimately seeks to determine the optimal mix of control and coordination mechanisms in procuring the objectives of an organization. Control and coordination are achieved by monitoring a mixture of compliance with incomplete contacts (rules) and consequential distribution of discretion. For each control and coordination mechanism a balance is/should be struck (at the margin) between the gains in control and coordination against the costs. The full theory would also determine the substitutability of the mechanisms allowing the optimal mix to be determined. Such models could in principle be constructed mathematically, but given the complexity of placing costs and benefits on a common scale this is probably not an ambition with practical consequences. Rather the theory is used in a less formal manner, providing a framework for making judgements and comparing practice with normative insights.

NOTES

    1. Game theory has become an essential feature of modern organization theory. It provides a framework for analysing the interaction between rational actors (players), each with a number of possible actions (strategies). The outcomes of the interaction, which depend upon the actions chosen by each actor, carry utility (value) for each actor. The basic predictive concept is a Nash equilibrium, which is defined as an action for each actor where no actor has an incentive to depart from the chosen action, given the action chosen by each of the other actors. Games can be one-shot or repeated, the latter modelling repeated interactions which are often the pertinent focus in organization analysis. Cooperative game theory provides a framework for understanding coalition formation.

    2. Populations of organizations can be studied from an evolutionary perspective whereby constructed mechanisms are selected by competitive forces (Carroll & Hannan, 2004). Evolutionary game theory, which underpins most evolutionary theories, is based upon rational choice precepts. However, the analysis rarely penetrates into the details of organization structure and therefore falls beyond the compass of this chapter.

    3. In both natural and cultural evolutionary theory (selection) vigorous debates continue about the possible role of group selection, which implies altruistic orientations to the group rather than self-interest (Richerson & Boyd, 2005). My own view is that group selection rests easily with cultural but not natural selection.

    4. There should be no a priori ideological commitment to rational choice theory—it is designed to account for aspects of organizations and sometimes fails to do so. It is ultimately an empirical matter as to whether it theoretically accounts for features of organizations. The strength of the theory is that it provides a framework where its assumptions are clear and technically grounded in scientific practice and which can be progressively relaxed.

    5. Swedberg’s remark was published before, but in the knowledge of, the impending volume by Coleman (1990). He anticipated that Coleman’s work would prove decisive in testing whether a relaxed version of rational choice could gain ground in sociology. I suspect he probably remains unconvinced about Coleman’s aspiration to find an overwhelming role for rational choice across the social and economic sciences. But, of course, nor has any alternative theoretical framework occupied this role.

    6. The idea that only a single option is available has to be handled with care. If we retain the assumption of voluntary action then an actor can always forbear to act. It is important to distinguish situations where there is only one best option from situations where, perhaps because of considerations of power (see section on ‘Power and Authority Mechanisms’) there is only a single option available (net of forbearance).

    7. Extra-organization transactions may, more generally, be described as non-administered. However, the expression ‘market or organization’ is widely used. We shall see in the section on ‘Organizations, Transactions, and Contracts’ that it is often best to conceive a market–organization continuum with several positions lying between these two extremes.

    8. PA theory has become a specialized area of research spawning a very extensive (largely economics-based) literature. Topics covered include multiple agents, monitoring over multiple periods, and even multiple principals, signalling, and mechanism design (see section on ‘Participatory and Democratic Mechanisms’).

    9. A separable production function technically implies that second partial derivatives of output with respect to inputs is zero. Teams, as defined, imply that the effort of one actor has an impact on the performance of other actors. These impacts may be called externalities or synergies. A game theoretic interpretation of this situation suggests that self-interested rational actors will not, at a Nash equilibrium, put in effort taking account of their impact on others (internalize the synergy/externality). This generates an n-player prisoners’ dilemma (sometimes other coordination games like the stag hunt fit the situation better). In order to attain the Pareto superior outcome some additional coordination mechanism is called for (see section on ‘Cultural Mechanisms’).

10. There is a massive literature attempting to capture the concept of power and its various close relatives like influence and manipulation. Each concept draws attention to the various ways in which one actor (A) can gain the compliance of another (B). They all depend upon the counterfactual that B would not have done what she did had A not intervened. It is assumed that the shift in B’s activity is in accordance with A’s preferences/interests. However, how does the shift reflect B’s preferences/interests? Rational choice assumes that the costs to B of non-compliance offset the costs of compliance. However, A may be able to gain B’s compliance by shifting B’s preferences (again at a cost to A). This mechanism is sometimes called ‘influence’ or ‘manipulation’. They have played a major role in the Marxist theory of hegemonic control, gaining compliance by ‘making your subordinates want what you want’.

11. It is also fully recognized that norms can arise that run counter to the objectives of the organization and thus impair control and coordination.

12. Evolutionary game theory studies the replication of strategies (i.e. norms) in populations of interacting players. However, the replication dynamic depends upon the payoff to the actors supporting the strategy. Thus, unlike neo-Darwinian natural selection where genes maximize their competitive replication whether or not it is functional for the organism or species, evolution is always functional for the supporter in evolutionary games.

13. The folk theorem shows that in a repeated prisoners’ dilemma game with a high probability of being repeated a cooperative equilibrium can be achieved (e.g. tit for tat).

14. General equilibrium implies that all contracting parties in such a system will transact such that the system moves to a situation where nobody can be better off without making somebody else worse off (a Pareto equilibrium).

15. Recall that PA theory finds a role for insuring relative risk adverse labour with wage rates. Furthermore, capital can spread risk across a portfolio of investment opportunities whereas labour cannot easily spread its risks in this way. However, some argue that with increasing affluence the relative risk aversion of labour declines, encouraging greater participation.

16. Broadly speaking, labour participation in profits (e.g. share option schemes) has spread most rapidly in North America, while participation in management (control and coordination) has gone furthest in Europe.

17. Real markets are likely to involve small number transactions where the price signals are not competitive. Long-term contracts imply that independent organizations enter into contracts that last for a period of time. Such contracts can vary from cost plus, to risk sharing, to fixed cost. Fixed cost contracts put risk on the back of the supplier, cost plus on the purchaser (Abell, 2011).

18. Many terms are used by varying authors to describe uncertainty in decision-making environments, e.g. turbulent or dynamic.

19. Control loss (Williamson, 1981) may be defined as the probability that the activities at a subordinate level in a hierarchy do not contribute to the objectives of the superordinate level. Thus, assuming independence of adjacent levels in a hierarchy, the control loss running down a line in a hierarchy is obtained by multiplying the control loss between adjacent levels.

20. Diagrams of this sort (often used in systems dynamics) may be interpreted as causal where a plus (+) sign on a directed link means that as the causal variable increases (decreases) so the effect variable increases (decreases) and a negative (−) sign as the causal variable increases (decreases) so the effect variable decreases (increases). Cycles of links with an uneven number of negative links represent negative feedback loops which stabilize the causal system.

21. A dot between two variables depicts interaction (i.e. multiplication).
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CHAPTER 15

CLIFFORD GEERTZ AND THE INTERPRETATION OF ORGANIZATIONS

MITCHEL Y. ABOLAFIA, JENNIFER E. DODGE, AND STEPHEN K. JACKSON

INTRODUCTION

CLIFFORD Geertz, an American cultural anthropologist, was arguably the most significant proponent of interpretive social science since Max Weber. His seminal work, The Interpretation of Cultures (1973), is widely cited across the social sciences and was formative for many early theorists of organizational culture.1 Geertz argued that the purpose of an interpretive social science is to gain access to the conceptual world—the structures of meaning—in which our subjects live. This conceptual world is important to social scientists because it is central to understanding what motivates action. In this regard, Geertz saw culture and structure as different abstractions from the same phenomena: ‘Culture is the fabric of meaning in terms of which human beings interpret their experience and guide their action; social structure is the form that action takes, the actually existing network of social relations’ (Geertz, 1973: 145). Both culture and structure are reflections and generators of social action.

    Clifford Geertz was born in San Francisco in 1926. His arrival in anthropology was somewhat unconventional. He studied literature and philosophy as an undergraduate at Antioch and never really abandoned those humanist roots. He moved on to anthropology at the advice of an undergraduate advisor who could get him a fellowship. His graduate studies were not in a conventional anthropology department, but rather in the social relations department at Harvard. Rather than physical anthropologists and archaeologists, he was surrounded by psychologists and sociologists. He took courses with the sociologists Parsons and Homans, the psychologists Allport and Bruner, as well as the anthropologist Kluckholn. His first fieldwork in Indonesia was as part of an interdisciplinary team. Thereafter, he never strayed far from interdisciplinary environments, including the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, the Committee on the Comparative Study of New Nations, and the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton where he spent 30 years. He died in 2006.2

    In this chapter we will introduce Geertz’s contributions to interpretive social science and its influence on the study of organizations. Throughout, we argue that Geertz’s interpretive approach has deeply penetrated the study of organization culture. Nevertheless, this approach is worthy of influence beyond studies of organizations that are specifically cultural for two reasons. First, there is value in understanding the lifeworld (Schutz, 1970) of organizations at the same time that the field pursues more general laws of organization. Much of our work is now actor-free, distant from the subjective experience of individuals and their action. We seek to illustrate Geertz’s interpretive view as a useful paradigm for making sense of organizational action and experience. Second, the types of problems that organizations face today are increasingly interpretive problems in a world of ambiguity and uncertainty. For example, organizational members and leaders have to make sense of unstable external environments where economic shocks, technological change, mass migrations of labour and capital, and cross-cultural interactions are common. How do organization members and leaders draw on their systems of meaning to make sense of these phenomena? How do these systems of meaning shape action, interaction, and practice?

    We begin with an exposition of what we deem to be the core of Geertzian interpretivism. These ideas have already had considerable influence in organizational culture studies and, in the second part of the chapter, we discuss how scholars have adapted them to modern organizations. This includes a discussion of critiques and extensions of Geertz’s interpretivism by institutional and postmodern scholars. This recent work suggests that it is time to return to Geertz to renew our understanding of the roles of culture, structure, and ambiguity in interpretivism. We conclude by noting contemporary trends in interpretive culture research.

REDEFINING CULTURE

        Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. (Geertz, 1973: 5)

For Geertz, cultural analysis is about the search for the carriers of meaning that are part of every social group. These carriers, cultural artefacts, are Geertz’s ‘webs of significance’. Symbols, narratives, and especially language are ubiquitous shapers of social life. In fact, there is nowhere—i.e. no social space—where language and symbols are not pervasive, where meaning is not being created and interpreted. These artefacts allow actors to understand ongoing events and serve as action generators, helping to motivate social behaviour. Culture and action are inseparable, or as David Apter put it, ‘For [Geertz], social life was a series of overlapping, contingent, and complex events, themselves made more or less coherent by those directly involved in them’ (Apter, 2011: 184). This suggests that there is also nowhere in the social world that an interpretive science of meaning should not explore.

    There is a theory of culture implicit in Geertz’s essay ‘Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’ (Geertz, 1973). First, the theory asserts that culture is public, that it is encoded in symbols, and enacted in behaviour. Shortly after the ‘webs of significance’ quote, which appears early in ‘Thick Description’, he tells us that ‘culture is public because meaning is [public]’ (Geertz, 1973: 12). He was adamant that culture should not be searched for in people’s minds or in their hearts, but rather in symbols that are socially established (Geertz, 1973: 12).3 In saying this, he was rejecting cognitive theories that assumed culture is a set of mental categories that members have to know in order to operate in a collectivity. He was also rejecting functionalist theories which asserted that culture is the set of values that people need in order to adapt to the anxieties of life in an uncertain world. Rather, culture is available in public symbols; words images, and practices—the ways in which people ‘represent themselves to one another’ (Geertz, 1983: 58).

    Second, these public symbols are seen as sources of information for individuals, akin to a programme or even recipe for action. It is through these structures of meaning that action is ‘produced, perceived, and interpreted’ by members of a culture (Geertz, 1973: 7). In this sense there is a strong relationship between the public symbols and the ethos or worldview through which actors interpret, experience, and organize behaviour. These socially constructed carriers of meaning shape mood, motivation, and most importantly, action. For Geertz, culture affects the repertoire of behaviours available to actors. In organizations, then, culture provides important information that enables actors to accomplish their tasks. The analysis of this culture gives us access to the ‘intersubjective space’ (Sewell, 1997: 49) which participants in a culture share with each other so that we might see what it is they do and how they understand what they are doing.

    The researcher gets to untangle the webs of meaning and the recipes for action they represent.

Thick Description: The Object of Cultural Analysis

Geertz refers to cultural analysis as a venture in ‘thick description’. He makes it clear that thick description is not a matter of method but rather the aim of cultural analysis. It is what you get when a system of meaning has been well rendered. The objective is to reveal ‘the cultural categories that inform the action that we are studying’ (Lichterman, 2011: 79). The task involves creating a conceptual map of how our subjects understand their world or, in Geertz’s typically unpretentious phrase, to assemble their ‘piled up structures’ of meaning (Geertz, 1973:7).

    Geertz is explicit that this task is difficult, even elusive. He famously described reality as muddled: ‘less like an orderly system than a manuscript—foreign, faded, full of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious emendations…’ (Geertz, 1973: 10). There is none of the confidence or clarity of quantitative analysis. For Geertz, the cultural analyst is faced with ‘a multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, many of them superimposed upon or knotted into one another, which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit’ (Geertz, 1973: 10). What we want to know cannot be found by what Geertz, quoting Thoreau, refers to as counting cats in Zanzibar. Rather, culture is expressed in stories, dramas, and events. These are then treated as the objects of interpretation, the bearers of meaning.

    Cultural analysis is a kind of sorting out of the meaning structures in these stories, dramas, and events. Geertz uses a story from his field notes to demonstrate the kind of ‘piled up’ structures of meaning that are found in such events. In this story, told by a Moroccan informant, there are French colonial soldiers, including a captain and colonel; there are Jewish merchants; and there are several Berber tribes, some still in rebellion against the French (Geertz, 1973: 7–9). The story involves a theft and murder by the rebellious tribesmen at the shop of a Jewish merchant named Cohen in the town of Marmusha. Cohen complains to the French captain that he wants restitution based on a tribal trade pact that the French have outlawed. The captain can’t give him permission but gives him implied authorization, saying, ‘If you get killed, it’s your problem’. Cohen and some Berbers of another tribe capture the herd of the offending tribe who eventually agree to damages of 500 sheep. When Cohen returns to Marmusha, the French don’t believe his story about capturing the sheep. They accuse him of being a spy for the tribe in rebellion and put him in jail. They later release him but keep his sheep.

    Geertz uses this story to illustrate the ‘piled-up’ structure of meaning. There are Jewish, Berber, and French frames of interpretation here. There are systematic misunderstandings between all three groups. It is clear that the reality is not an ‘orderly system’ and that the story itself, even with its different structures of meaning, is still ‘full of ellipses’, incoherencies, and ‘foreign’ interpretations. Nevertheless, there are multiple meaning structures embedded in this story that call for just the kind of sorting that will yield a conceptual map of how participants understand and enact their world.

    The overlapping meaning systems uncover motives, norms, and interests. In this way, thick description includes a kind of explanation. As in the story above, thick description tells us about the meaning that actions have for the actors in question. Such stories can be used to explore what layered structures of meaning tell us about the world in which they are found (French colonial Morocco). For Geertz, the measure of thick description is that it continues to offer useful interpretations ‘as new social phenomena swim into view’ (Geertz, 1973: 27).

An Interpretive Science

        To discover who people think they are, what they think they are doing, and to what end they think they are doing it, it is necessary to gain a working familiarity with the frames of meaning with which they enact their lives. (Geertz, 2000: 16)

Discovering the frames of meaning with which people enact their lives is Geertz’s goal and justification for the use of interpretive methods. He argued that these meanings are found in implicit texts: in institutions, actions, events, and customs. These texts are seen as readable, so that researchers might make sense of how others interpret their world. Such texts include both symbols and practices. Geertz believed that symbol and practice reinforce each other (Sewell, 1997: 39). For instance, in his study of Balinese cockfights Geertz shows how the Balinese word for ‘cock’ has the same sexual innuendo it has in English. He found that the deep identification of Balinese men with their roosters translates into cockfights in which individuals and entire villages are socially invested beyond the monetary value of the contest. Interpreting the use of symbols allowed Geertz to clarify the webs of meaning in which these villagers were suspended and what these people thought they were doing when they engaged in common practices.

    Interpretive method involves interpreting the interpretation of ‘the natives’. This is accomplished through reconstructing the subjects’ symbolic systems. This requires ‘searching out and analyzing the symbolic forms—words, images, institutions, behaviors—in terms of which, in each place, people actually represent themselves to one another’ (Geertz, 1983: 58). For Geertz these symbolic forms are found in events, that is, in interaction. We look for culture in cockfights, religious rituals, meetings, and exchange relationships because that is where symbol systems are articulated. It is this repeated articulation that reveals their contextualized meaning.

    Geertz is never very explicit about his method. He is an ethnographer and the reader of his work has a strong sense of his presence in the setting he is analysing. He tells us that he observed 57 cockfights in his ‘Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight’ (Geertz, 1973). He reveals patterns found across these observations, but we never see his coding schemes, although in another essay, ‘Person, Time and Conduct in Bali’ (Geertz, 1973), we do see the local key terms that constitute a grammar of Balinese life. Mostly, we see widely shared symbols that have meaning in a specific time and place. Perhaps this reflects Geertz’s conviction that interpretation is like reading an ambiguous and puzzling text. ‘What the ethnographer is in fact faced with…is a multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, many of them superimposed or knotted into one another which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and which he must contrive somehow first to grasp and then to render’ (Geertz, 1973: 10).

    The principal strength of Geertz’s approach is its face validity. The reader is offered copious illustrations of the language and action of Geertz’s subjects. The readers’ own interpretive skill, their empathy and understanding, is implicitly invoked. Whether the subjects are police in a counterterrorism unit, traders on a financial exchange, or managers and workers in a complex organization, we are given insight into the subjective meaning of action for these subjects. A second strength is that, as you read about police in a third-world country or cock fighters in Bali, you know you are not just studying the place itself. You are studying what Geertz calls ‘the grand realities’, such as the meaning of ‘work’, ‘authority’, ‘conflict’, ‘reputation’, and ‘abuse of power’. Thick description cannot tell the whole story about these issues, but it offers ‘another place heard from’ (Geertz, 1973: 23). It provides the means to think and write about the central issues of organization studies and social science concretely and realistically.

    The primary critique of this approach is that it can only capture a particular historical moment. In fact, thick description is assembled from a series of adjacent events, behaviours, and practices that present a ‘continuous moment’ (Sewell, 1997: 40). This seems a valid critique that can be somewhat countered by putting organizational moments in their context, mapping a natural history of social, economic, and power relations that led to the moment. Given the empirical and conceptual paucity of knowledge about such organizational moments as ‘merger’, ‘founding’, ‘death’, and ‘crisis’, a thickly described interpretation may be past due. Another counterpoint to this critique is that thick description can uncover metaphors, produce conceptual linkages, and describe other tools that might be applicable to other contexts, even if not fully transferable. They can thus deepen understanding of those other contexts, and help explain what is going on.

    In the end, interpretive science has a much higher tolerance for the intrinsic ambiguity and complexity of the social world than does positivist science. If, as in Geertz’s concept of culture, man is suspended in webs of meaning, interpretive science is the exploration of those webs and their interconnections. But following that image, webs are notoriously complex, for insects a sticky trap. As Geertz explains often, the interpretivist must, in the end, live with both confusion and incompleteness.

    There is often, especially in modern organizations, a confusion of tongues; people from different occupations, bureaus, divisions, and classes misunderstanding each other, but nevertheless remaining certain of their own interpretations. The perpetually incomplete nature of interpretation is characterized in a story told by Geertz about an Englishman in India who was told that the world rests on a platform which rests on the back of an elephant which rests on the back of a turtle. The Englishman asks what the turtle rests on. ‘Ah, Sahib, after that it is turtles all the way down’ (Geertz, 1973: 29). The incompleteness of interpretation is intrinsic. Interpretation is always contestable and progress in interpretive science is made by new studies that refine our understanding.

The Balinese Cockfight: An Exemplar

A model for the application of Geertzian interpretivism is offered by his study ‘Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight’ (in Geertz, 1973). In this essay, Geertz famously shows how the cockfight not only expresses a central organizing principle of Balinese society—the status structure—but creates it. It is the dense web of meanings enacted in the cockfight that reproduces the material world of village life, a tiered hierarchy of status rivals. The status hierarchy of the village and the conflicts in that hierarchy are enacted in cockfights among rival kin groups, avoiding the human conflict that lies just below the surface. This analysis of the symbolic nature of the cockfight asserts, as Friedland and Alford (1991: 247) indicate, ‘the centrality of the symbolic in the organization of social life’. This assertion lies at the heart of Geertzian interpretivism. ‘Deep Play’ is an exemplar of how to enact this assertion.

    Geertz, throughout his empirical work, asserted the centrality of the symbolic by focusing on a single event, ritual, or idea. He identified a focal symbol, such as the cock in a cockfight. He then explored this focal symbol in the context of other related symbols, its webs of significance. These related symbols included the rules and norms of wagering, borrowing, and paying off. Collectively, these interwoven webs are then treated as a text to be studied. As Swidler (1996: 300) explains, ‘By placing the text in a context of all the other meanings, experiences, practices, or ideas that shed light upon its meaning, the interpreters of a text could find a way to explicate the sensibility of other times and places’. Beyond sensibilities, Geertz was able to uncover key organizing principles, such as status relations. This method should be as effective in the analysis of meetings, personnel practices, deal making, mergers, and crisis management, as it is with rituals in a traditional society.

    Once Geertz had laid out the basic system of meaning involved in his empirical referent, his analysis made broad use of social theory. In ‘Deep Play’ Geertz uses the concept of deep play to show that in Balinese cockfights money is the means of ‘making it interesting’, but that in big bets the stakes are so high that from a utilitarian standpoint, it is irrational. Geertz shows that in big bets there is more at stake than material gain, ‘namely esteem, honor, dignity—in a word…status’ (Geertz, 1973: 233). The fights are about much more than gambling. In the service of explanation, Geertz has used a web of meanings to create a thick description that is elaborated using the concepts of deep play and social status. The thick description has told us something about what a Balinese thinks he is doing at a cockfight and to what end he is doing it. Once Geertz has brought his reader to this understanding, he piles on the evidence that this explanation is valid using details from his observation of the fights: betting within kin groups and across kin groups, alliances, village rivalries, the size of bets, and coping with conflicting loyalties. Each observation adds to the reader’s understanding of this part of Balinese culture. As Geertz says, he is not claiming that the cockfight is ‘the master key to Balinese life’ (Geertz, 1973: 452), but he does open the possibility that these meaning structures can tell us something important about the social organization of Balinese life.

INVOKING CLIFFORD GEERTZ IN ORGANIZATION STUDIES

During the economic downturn in the 1970s, organizational consultants began to turn to culture as a way to better understand how organizations might improve their effectiveness and efficiency, and to cope with the new constraints and opportunities posed by their changing environments (Barley, Meyer, & Gash, 1988). The consultants were ahead of the academics in this interest in organizational culture, publishing such books as The Art of Japanese Management, Corporate Culture, and In Search of Excellence (Uttal, 1983). These books advocated ‘strong organizational cultures’ as a means to greater financial performance. They also clarified what culture is for a broad audience: ‘a system of shared values (what is important) and beliefs (how things work) that interact with a company’s people, organizational structures and control systems to produce behavioral norms (the way we do things around here)’ (Uttal, 1983: 66).

    In the wake of the consultants, researchers started using organizational culture as a conceptual framework for organization studies, but without what some viewed as an appropriate grounding in theory (Barley, 1983).4 Several scholars in the early 1980s began to address this issue by writing articles that interpreted Geertz’s work—and that of other cultural theorists—for organization studies, to make the theoretical and methodological choices clear and to explain the power of an interpretive approach to culture. Later scholars also adopted Geertz’s ideas but in unexpected ways, for example, as fodder to promote a more postmodern ‘fragmented’ view of culture, or to understand institutionalism’s concern with the decoupling of theories of action and action itself. We begin with the scholars in the 1980s who introduced Geertz’s ideas to organization studies. We then discuss how his ideas have been picked up by other organizational scholars, offering a critique and elaboration of what we view as some underdeveloped possibilities of a Geertzian approach.

Adopting an Interpretivist Approach in Organization Studies

Less than a decade after the publication of The Interpretation of Cultures, Stephen Barley noted a growing trend among organizational scholars to take an interpretivist approach to organizational culture, both implicitly and explicitly, in their work. He makes the following observation:

    As a collection of texts, both bodies of work [those that deal with organizational culture explicitly and those that are more broadly interested in ‘how members of organizations symbolically create an ordered world’]…seem to signify readiness on the part of scholars and the public alike to consider the proposition that organizations are speech communities sharing socially constructed systems of meaning that allows members to make sense of their immediate, and perhaps not so immediate, environment. (Barley, 1983: 393)

Barley cautions, however, that this interest among organizational scholars in contextually shared meaning should give one pause because ‘culture’ has been ‘bandied about’ without proper grounding in theoretical frameworks that have the power to display ‘the complexity of an interpretive system’ (Barley, 1983: 394). An interpretive framework of culture, he argues, can help the field answer questions such as:

    Where…does one turn if one seeks to build a theory of how groups of people construct systems of meaning…? [W]‌hat course should we take in ascribing ontological status to culture? By what principles do systems of meaning operate? Should cultures be studied sui generis, as systems of meaning in and of themselves? Or is it better to study culture as a set of discrete symbolic entities that can be used as variables to explain other properties of organizations? Or should we do both?’ (Barley, 1983: 394)

These questions reflect an impetus championed among organizational scholars at the time, who adopted an interpretive approach to culture, to challenge the dominant, rational paradigm in organization studies and propose an alternative one. Barley argues that because the field is pragmatic to its core, scholars have tended to adopt the latter approach (studying culture as a set of discrete symbolic entities that can be treated as variables) to the neglect of the former, more Geertzian approach (to see organizations/cultures as systems of meaning in and of themselves). He goes on: ‘Should organizational studies wish to grapple with [culture as a system of contextually generated meaning], it will need a theory and a set of methods for explicating the complexity of socially shared interpretive structures’ (Barley, 1983: 394). This shift from conceptualizing culture as a variable to conceptualizing culture as a system of shared meanings is an important one. It means a radical reorientation away from the then-dominant rational model of organizations.

    Barley’s article is among a set written in organization studies journals in the early 1980s that sought to apply Geertzian interpretivism to organization studies. These ‘early interpreters’, as we’re calling them, sought to conceptualize organizational culture in ways that would depart from a managerialist machine model and propose an alternative paradigm for organization studies that was decidedly interpretive (Barley, Meyer, & Gash, 1988). These early interpreters included Linda Smircich (1983), Kathleen L. Gregory (1983), Yvan Allaire and Mihaela E. Firsirotu (1984), Harrison M. Trice and Janice M. Beyer (1984), and V. Lynn Meek (1988). These authors cited Geertz’s work prominently, particularly his major work The Interpretation of Cultures, to provide an orientation to a symbolic approach to culture that could be applied in organization studies.

Distinguishing Variable Studies from Interpretive Studies: The Importance of Epistemology

What do these early interpreters mean by making a distinction between variable approaches to culture and interpretive ones? The issue is not merely one of how terms are defined, although there are clearly implications for this, as we will see in this section. But the more central point is that there is a fundamental difference in the perspective one brings to the research enterprise—that is, in approaching organizational and cultural phenomena. The interpretive approach to culture advocated by Geertz is rooted in phenomenological ideas, and some of these early interpreters take pains to make this point (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984; Barley, 1983). As Allaire and Firsirotu argue, Geertz’s notion of culture

    is a rich and powerful construction, informed by, and communing with, influential currents in sociological and philosophical thought. In particular, Geertz has adapted to cultural anthropology Parsons’ concept of a separate, symbol-laden cultural realm of society, and Weber’s interpretive view of sociology with its focus on the meaning attached to their actions and interactions by social actors. Weber’s influence on Geertz is clear from the very title of his magnum opus The Interpretation of Cultures and from repeated statements about the nature of anthropological enquiry: ‘I take…the analysis of it (culture) to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning’ (1973:5). Geertz was also influenced by Alfred Schutz’s conceptual efforts to integrate Weber’s interpretive sociology, Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology and G. H. Mead’s symbolic interactionism into a coherent phenomenological sociology. (1984: 206–7, italics in original)

Geertz himself has acknowledged some of these influences. For example, he argues that Parsons ‘made it possible to talk about meaning and symbols and structures’ (Panourgiá, 2002: 424).

    The grounding of the study of culture in phenomenological epistemology presents a shift in perspective for organization studies. This approach, Barley argues, offers

    one way of conceptualizing occupational and organizational cultures…[that]… treat interpretive structures as distinct phenomena subject to their own principles of operation. Broadly put, the questions to which semiotics provides a possible answer are not…what does a culture do, how did it come to be, or who shares it, but rather of what is it composed, how are its parts structured, and how does it work. (1983: 394)

Barley (1983) argues that the distinction hardly comes across, but the difference between ‘what does culture do’ to ‘how does culture work’ is significant. Smircich is perhaps clearer about this when she explains that from an interpretive point of view of culture, what she labels as ‘culture as root metaphor’, ‘the researcher’s attention shifts from concerns about what do organizations accomplish and how may they accomplish it more efficiently, to how is organization accomplished and what does it mean to be organized?’ (1983: 353, italics added).

    This line of argument might be dismissed as ‘exasperating’ intellectualism from those ‘trained in Anglo-Saxon empiricism’ (Rowlinson & Procter, 1999), but many of these early interpreters discussed the implications—the ‘so what’ of this argument—quite cogently. The general point is that an interpretive conceptualization of culture that is divorced from its epistemological roots loses its unique power of explanation (Barley, 1983; Meek, 1988; Smircich, 1983). The arguments these early interpreters offer vary somewhat. Barley (1983) emphasizes the predictive power of understanding interpretive codes. An analysis of symbols, he argues, allows one to predict how members will interpret other aspects of their work, and how they will frame the mundane problems they encounter, and thus how they will act.

    For example, in his analysis of funeral directors and the meaning they make of their own work, Barley uncovered a set of ‘connotative’ and ‘denotative’ codes that demonstrate the ways in which funeral directors use patterned interpretations to make sense of a variety of ‘domains’ in their daily work, from selecting furniture to removing bodies after death. Because of the need for funeral directors ‘to be conscious of and manage the emotional tension generated by death’ they ‘interpret events, objects, tasks, and even one’s own behavior in terms of their impact on funeral participants’ (1983: 408). Using metaphor, metonymy, and opposition, Barley reveals that these directors operate under systems of meaning that involve constructing funeral experiences that are ‘familiar/natural’ (i.e. related to lifelikeness) rather than ‘unfamiliar/unnatural’ (i.e. related to death) as a means to put their clients at ease. Their efforts to use certain furnishings in rooms to reflect an atmosphere of comfort (they are of light colour, have ash trays, end tables, and landscapes), and to do ‘removals’ that create the appearance of an unoccupied room (they are aired out, tidy, with a made bed and sunlight), all are done to create naturalness in the face of the unfamiliar experience of death. These codes help us to understand how funeral directors makes sense of their work, and potentially to predict their future behaviour, that is, how they might act during future ‘removals’, or in other circumstances they encounter in their daily work.

    In contrast to Barley’s emphasis on prediction, other scholars emphasize the power of interpretive approaches for critical analysis of the organizational form in society. While Geertz’s interpretivism is not critical per se, these authors find compatibility between Geertz’s notion of culture as webs of meaning and the opportunity for critiquing modern ‘organization’ as a cultural form. Smircich (1983), for example, argues that in thinking of organizations as cultural forms, scholars are putting themselves in a position to uncover the ways in which ‘organization’ has facilitated much good, and also much destruction. The purpose is to question the ends of the organizational form; to examine and critique its assumptions and values. She continues:

    A cultural analysis moves us in the direction of questioning taken-for-granted assumptions, raising issues of context and meaning, and bringing to the surface underlying values. The rational model of organization analysis is largely silent on these matters (Denhardt, 1981)…. A cultural mode of analysis encourages us to recognize that both the practice of organizational inquiry and the practice of corporate management are cultural forms, products of a particular sociohistorical context and embodying particular value commitments. In our present day these values are efficiency, orderliness, and even organization itself. Denhardt in In the Shadow of Organization (1981) noted that organization and administration studies tend to take as their task improving organizational efficiency rather than questioning the ‘ethic of organization’ that has come to dominate modern life…. A cultural framework for analysis encourages us to see that an important role for both those who study and manage organizations is not to celebrate organization as a value, but to question the ends it serves. (Smircich, 1983: 355)

Smircich’s words ring true today where explaining structural relations has come to dominate discussions, for example, in institutional theory, population ecology, and network analysis. Meek also notes the critical orientation that an interpretive approach can bring to organization studies:

    Treating culture as emerging from social interaction—treating it as something that the organization ‘is’, rather than treating it as a variable that can be manipulated by management—has obvious research implications. It also has political implications. If culture is regarded as embedded in social interaction, that is, as something that is socially produced and reproduced over time, influencing people’s behaviour in relation to the use of language, technology, rules and laws, and knowledge and ideas (including ideas about legitimate authority and leadership), then it cannot be discovered or mechanically manipulated; it can only be described and interpreted…. The social emergent approach to culture also moves the researcher away from the political and ideological interests of management, towards those of the organizational community as a whole. (1988: 463–4)

While an interpretivist approach does not necessarily produce this move, it is a useful complement for critical analysis of this sort. Meek makes an implicit comparison between those who uncritically take culture to be the unitary belief system of the organization, often inculcated from the top down, and those who take culture to be produced in interaction. The latter allows for inquiry into ‘the native view’ of different subcultures within the organization. It thus enables critique of dominant or hegemonic webs of meaning, and elaboration of any challenges to them.

    Without a theoretical and epistemological grounding an analysis of culture loses its explanatory power, and, particularly from an interpretive perspective, fails to uncover the systems of meaning that structure interpretation and action (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984: 194; see also Meek, 1988). Furthermore, grounding the study of culture in phenomenology has implications for how one defines culture, organizations, organizational culture, and the appropriate methods for uncovering the ‘subtle, elusive meanings’ that comprise a culture (Trice & Beyer, 1984). One’s epistemology has implications for how one studies organizations, and what one can learn. Geertz’s contribution was to suggest a level of analysis for culture that allowed researchers to see organizational culture in a circumscribed way, in terms of the structures of meaning visible in interaction.

Defining Terms: Culture and Organization

Several early interpreters argue that the wave of organization studies predating these seminal articles adopts definitions of culture that are too broad or too narrow, and thus call for greater conceptual clarity (Meek, 1988; Trice & Beyer, 1984). Definitions that are too narrow tend to focus ‘on single discrete elements of culture—such as symbols, myths, or stories—that seemed important in the settings they [scholars] analyzed’ (Trice & Beyer, 1984: 653). This approach often views culture as ‘merely’ the overt symbols of a collective, rather than the interpretive systems of meaning underlying the symbols and the symbols as signifiers of those deeper systems. Definitions that are too broad ‘have tended to use culture as a very general and all-encompassing construct that subsumes almost any concepts [sic] and phenomena’ (Trice & Beyer, 1984: 654; see also Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984). From an interpretive view, in contrast, ‘the essence of culture lies in the unstated premises or ethos that are taken for granted and so are largely implicit’ (Trice & Beyer, 1984: 654).

    More specifically, the early interpreters who introduced and adapted Geertz’s cultural theory for organization studies almost universally define cultures interpretively as systems of shared meanings and symbols (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984; Barlay, 1983; Meek, 1988; Smircich, 1983). Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) and Meek (1988) invoke Geertz’s famous ‘webs of significance’ quote.5 Furthermore, these systems of meaning ‘have something to do with the way that members of a collective organize their experience’ (Barley, 1983: 393; see also Gregory, 1983). They make up ‘the fabric of meaning in terms of which human beings interpret their experience and guide their action’ (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984: 206–7, citing Geertz, 1973). In other words, these authors follow Geertz in suggesting that meanings have consequences: they order experience and one’s understanding of it, and they guide action.

    This definition has two features consistent with Geertz’s work. First, it rejects efforts to make culture a cognitive phenomenon. As Allaire and Firsirotu (1984: 198) note: ‘For the symbolic or semiotic school, culture should not be looked for in people’s heads but in the “meanings” and “thinkings” shared by social actors’. This distinction links the definition of culture to its interpretive, phenomenological epistemology. It is a set of meanings socially established and re-established, not mental categories that can be unproblematically transferred from one mind to another. Second, culture is distinct from social structure. Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) and Meek (1988) both discuss Geertz’s distinction between culture and social structure at some length. Like Geertz, Meek (1988) argues that culture and structure are ‘two sides of the same coin’: they are complementary, parallel, and interactive with one another, and are both abstractions not directly observable. In other words, one cannot apprehend culture—webs of significance—without defining it as not structure: the form action takes, or the existing networks of social relations (Geertz, 1973). This distinction between culture and social structure becomes important for institutional theorists in this ‘first wave’ and later ‘waves’ of scholarship on organizational culture, as we discuss in ‘The “Second Wave” of Organizational Culture Studies’ section.

    While these early interpreters universally adopted Geertz’s definition of culture, they have somewhat different interpretations of ‘organization’ that draw on and extend Geertz’s ideas. In general terms, they view organizations as cultures. As Allaire and Firsirotu argue, ‘organizations are conceived as societies writ small. … It is within this very broad metaphor that the concept of culture in organizations takes its significance. If organizations are miniature societies, then they should show evidence of distinct cultural traits’ (1984: 193, italics in original).6 Beyond this basic definition of organization, variations reflect slightly different epistemological positions: one more constructionist (grounded in the idea that meaning is constructed through social interaction in relation to some external material reality ‘out there’) and the other more subjectivist (grounded in the idea that the construction of meaning is subjective, not necessarily related to an external objective reality) (Crotty, 1998). As Crotty (1998: 8) explains, social constructionism is embedded in a constructionist epistemology in which ‘[t]‌ruth, or meaning, comes into existence in and out of our engagement with the realities in our world’. In this sense, ‘organizations’ exist and their meaning is constructed through social interaction of organizational participants and their engagement with organizations. In contrast, subjectivism posits that ‘meaning does not come out of an interplay between subject and object but is imposed on the object by the subject. Here the object makes no contribution to the generation of meaning’ (Crotty, 1998: 9).

    The implications of these differences in studies of organizational culture are subtle but significant. For example, Barley takes a more social constructionist approach when he views organizations as ‘speech communities sharing socially constructed systems of meaning that allow members to make sense of their immediate, and perhaps not so immediate, environment’ (1983: 393). Smircich similarly declares that ‘Organizations are patterns of symbolic discourse maintained through symbolic modes such as language that facilitate shared meanings and shared realities’ (1983: 342). But she takes a more subjectivist turn when she asserts that from a symbolic orientation, ‘the very concept of organization is problematic, for the researcher seeks to examine the basic processes by which groups of people come to share interpretations and meanings for experience that allow the possibility of organized activity’ (1983: 351). ‘Organization’ in this sense is not the buildings in which organized activity takes place, not the people who engage in organized activity, but consists of the symbols—such as language—with which organization is created and recreated as patterns of interaction. In this view, organizations per se do not exist ‘out there’, but are purely human constructions (see also Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984).

    A key epistemological point also follows from this definition of organization. From a symbolic view, organizations are forms of human expression as much as they are purposeful instruments (Smircich, 1983). In other words, they do not only exist to structure interaction to achieve explicit, purposeful goals, but they also, through their existence, say something about ‘who we are’—that is, they express meaning relevant to members. Thus, certain organizational forms carry particular meanings in a given culture—for example, about who has power, who has influence, what knowledge is meaningful and relevant, and so on. By understanding organizational culture, we can understand something fundamental about a particular time and place that may include the achievement of specific purposes but that also goes beyond it to express who organizational actors think they are and what they think they are doing.

The ‘Second Wave’ of Organizational Culture Studies

Many of the scholars who draw on Geertz more recently integrate phenomenological ideas with other research traditions at both theoretical and epistemological levels, either using Geertz as fodder to critique phenomenological views on culture and propose alternative assumptions, or to mix approaches. Geertz’s ideas, for example, are used by postmodernists to critique a unitary notion of culture and identity; by institutional theorists who apply cultural ideas to culture/subculture interactions; and by those drawing on hermeneutics to view cultures as ‘texts’. For Weber and Dacin (2011), these new uses of Geertzian assumptions represent a shift that introduces a second wave of organizational culture theorists (see also Czarniawska-Joerges, 1989; Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992; and Phillips & Brown, 1993).7 We see a distancing of Geertz’s phenomenological ideas happening, a trend in which Geertz is referred to somewhat superficially—both in terms of his theoretical and methodological ideas—to legitimize general qualitative approaches to research or a focus on organizational culture as symbolic. The field becomes self-referential, so more than citing Geertz, authors begin citing the ‘early interpreters’ of Geertz’s work discussed in the previous section (see Weber & Dacin, 2011, for a similar observation).8

Institutional Theory and the Decoupling of Culture and Structure

Both Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) and Meek (1988) draw on Geertz’s interest in the incongruities between culture and structure to make an institutionalist argument about the dissonance between an organization’s culture and its other ‘subsystems’ (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984: 211). For example, Allaire and Firsirotu (1984: 209) argue, ‘this symbolic dimension of organizational life is not necessarily coordinated, consonant, synchronized or isomorphic with the organization’s formal structures, goals and management processes’. They note, furthermore, that this treatment of organizational culture and structure has received little attention in the management and organizational literature even though it raises interesting questions about organizations and how they interact with their environments:

    To what extent can maladjustments between an organization’s culture and its structures, goals and processes occur as a result of internal or external pressures on the organization? Such ‘dissynchronization‘ between the cultural and structural components of a social system is thought to be a harbinger of decay or revolutionary potential (Johnson 1966). (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984: 203)

We see untapped potential in this line of thinking. For example, it is of some interest that such a distinction is noted by Meyer and Rowan (1983) in their study of the pattern of loose coupling in US schools which clearly were already in the process of decay. Geertz’s interpretive approach to culture can be used to understand whether decay in other organizations can be explained by a disparity between organizational culture and structure, or if adjustments in organizational structure or cultural practices might help to avoid organizational decay or collapse.

    Weber and Dacin (2011) introduce a special issue on the cultural construction of organizational life that adopts an institutionalist perspective on culture. They note two important shifts that distinguish between the assumptions of the symbolic school of organizational culture made by the early interpreters of Geertz’s work (and the other cultural schools of thought introduced to organization studies) and the institutional perspective. First, ‘recent research attributes greater agency to individuals and organizations, who use cultural materials as a pragmatic resource’ (Weber & Dacin, 2011: 288). They cite Swidler’s (1986) work on cultural toolkits and Weick’s (1995) vocabularies of sensemaking, each of which ‘signal[s]‌ both a cultural pluralism and a degree of choice and strategy in using culture’ (Weber & Dacin, 2011: 288). Second, ‘cultural analysis increasingly is concerned not only with “private culture” (symbolic interactions among members of a social group) but also with “public culture” (cultural processes involving external audiences that observe and evaluate members but do not directly participate)’ (Weber & Dacin, 2011: 288). This shift signals the awareness of cultural flows across organizational, sector, and national boundaries in a globalized world.

Studying Organizational Culture: Methodology

Several ‘early interpreters’ drew on Geertz to argue for methodologies appropriate for cultural analysis of organizations (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984; Barley, 1983; Gregory, 1983; Meek, 1988; Smircich, 1983; Trice & Beyer, 1984). As noted above, Geertz was not always explicit about his methods. Thus, the early interpreters sought to elaborate an interpretive method that could be applied to organizational culture. Although they differ in several respects, the majority of these authors agree that the purpose of cultural organizational analysis is to understand ‘how individuals interpret and understand their experience and how these interpretations and understandings relate to action’ (Smircich, 1983). This idea is closely associated with Geertz’s injunction to ‘discover what people think they are doing’, what Gregory (1983) describes as ‘the native view’. The native view ‘aim[s]‌ at understanding culture from participants’ points of view or conceptual worlds’ (Gregory, 1983: 363). Trice and Beyer (1984) invoke Geertz to make a similar point: ‘“The culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, themselves ensembles, which the anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of those to whom they properly belong.” Clifford Geertz (1971, p. 29)’ (Trice & Beyer, 1983: 654).

    For the researcher, this involves using symbol systems to understand the culture from the perspective of its members. Furthermore, the interpretation of culture must be embedded in context. In organization studies no less: ‘the interpretation of organizational culture must be deeply embedded in the contextual richness of the total social life of organizational members. Culture cannot be treated as being incidental, or outside of, the “true purposes” of the organization’ (Meek, 1988: 463, citing Gregory, 1983). The native view advocated by these early interpreters contrasts with ‘external-view research’ in which the researcher’s point of view is paramount and ‘culture provides the conceptual framework through which behaviour is studied, with no expectation that research questions or analytic categories will conform to native meanings’ (Gregory, 1983: 363).9 While there are some exceptions (Kemnitzer, 1977; Smith, 1977; Spradley & Mann, 1975), Gregory (1983) argues that industrial organization research has tended to emphasize the external viewpoint, and calls for more research that takes Geertz’s native view.

    The method for displaying the native view is thick description. In reviewing organizational studies that cite Geertz, we found that the use of the term ‘thick description’ has largely been used to legitimize qualitative research and that the understanding of how to create it varies considerably.10 The early interpreters developed approaches to ‘native view’ research that do not rely on thick description as Geertz used it, but nonetheless seek to understand the subtle, complex meaning systems of organizational members and how they influence their work. Trice and Beyer, for example, propose studying rites and rituals as a way to access the deeper, elusive meanings and latent expressive implications of cultural forms, and offer ‘a list of concrete sets of phenomena that can be looked for and then analyzed in various ways to discover the cultural meanings they express, and thus the elusive substance of the culture’ (1984: 664). In another example, Barley draws on Geertz to develop a semiotic approach to analysis. Geertz, according to Barley, ‘claims that a semiotic analysis should search for the repetitive, interpretive structures that infuse a culture’s everyday life, but that one should display these interpretive regularities by remaining “close to the data”’ (1983: 395).

    Aside from the ‘early interpreters’ of Geertz’s work in organization studies, several articles refer to Geertz’s methodological ideas. Brown ‘focuses on symbolic acts (in the form of decisions) and myths’ (1994: 863) and hence ‘draws on the literatures concerned with interpretive approaches to understanding organizations, organizational legitimacy and organizational politics to provide an analysis of how a manufacturing organization dealt with a new-product launch’ (1994: 861). His research

    was conducted within the interpretive perspective (‘inquiry from the inside’), in which the researcher was immersed in a stream of organizational events (Geertz 1973; Evered and Louis 1981) in an inductive attempt to create categories and hypotheses that were constantly revised and reformulated through an iterative process of interaction and integration of data with observed experiences (Putnam 1983: 44). (Brown, 1994: 864)

Jeffcutt traces the methodological influences of interpretive researchers in organization studies focusing on tensions between what he calls the ‘the problematics of interpretation and the problematics in organizational analysis’ (1994: 241–2). These problematics centre on such questions as: does one see organizations through homogenous or heterogeneous frames of cultural analysis? Is the organizational culture under study stable or constantly changing? Is the interpretation created strictly through objective observation or direct participation, and can there even be such a thing as objective observation using interpretive methods? Citing Geertz repeatedly in elaborating his methodology, his analysis provides a deeper methodological interpretation of Geertzian thought across disciplines. He does this through an analysis of texts whose ‘interpretative practices, though evolving through different arenas of social research (“developing world” rural communities, “developed world” urban communities), have informed traditions of representation which have been formative in the recent proliferation of organizational interpretation’ (Jeffcutt, 1994: 246).

The Postmodern Critique

An increasingly important part of Geertz’s contribution to the study of organizational culture is that his interpretive approach has become the exemplar for a postmodern critique of organizational culture. One of the main points of contention is that culture, and by extension organizational culture, can no longer be thought of as unitary. For example, Czarniawska-Joerges argues that cultural anthropologists such as Geertz assume that societies are culturally homogenous so that, for example, ‘all Balinese supposedly share the same beliefs…. Indeed, this “culture-as-one-thing” assumption is very strong and has made its way into organizational studies’ (1989: 8). Martin (1992) illustrates this ‘integration perspective’ of culture—which is characterized by organization-wide consensus, consistency, and clarity—by citing Barley’s (1991) study of funeral directors, a study we have shown to be strongly influenced by Geertz’s work.

    While invoking the ‘early interpreters’ more than Geertz, Linstead and Grafton-Small (1992) contribute to this critique. At issue is the theoretical problem modernists confront in conceiving of organizational cultures as unitary ‘wholes’ (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992: 336). From a postmodern view, this conceptualization fails because it can ‘legitimize intellectual and organizational practices that ignore, downplay, or exclude the ideas, opinions, and interests of those who individually or collectively deviate from a supposedly dominant view’ (Martin, 1992: 68). Rather, organizations are inhabited by subcultures that weave webs of meaning distinct from other subcultures and from ‘corporate culture’, which Linstead and Grafton-Small define as ‘a culture devised by management and transmitted, marketed, sold or imposed on the rest of the organization’ (1992: 333; see also Martin, 1992 on the ‘differentiation perspective’ of organizational culture). Failing to recognize the diversity across occupations, functions, and divisions in organizations is highly problematic from this perspective.11 Martin makes this view clearer when she compares unitary and fragmented approaches to culture:

    Fragmentation studies see the boundaries of subcultures as permeable and fluctuating…. In this context, the manifestations of a culture must be multifaceted—their meanings hard to decipher and necessarily open to multiple interpretations. [Unitary notions of culture]…seem to be myths of simplicity, order, and predictability, imposed on a socially constructed reality that is characterized by complexity, multiplicity, and flux. [They] deepen confusion and misunderstanding by misrepresenting the complexities of living in an inescapably ambiguous world. (1992: 132)

Although Geertz might acknowledge such ambiguity in cultural meanings and in individuals’ experience of them—his own work is replete with references to ambiguity—postmodernists place ambiguity ‘at the foreground’ of analysis, ‘mak[ing] the experience of ambiguity the primary focus of their cultural descriptions’ (Martin, 1992: 130). In this sense, we might think of postmodernists as extending Geertz’s own notions about the fragmentation of culture and individuals within it. Perhaps one of the key differences is that Geertz writes ‘as if’ cultures are unitary systems of meaning, and assumes that individuals operate ‘as if’ systems of meaning were internally consistent and comprehensible. Postmodernists do not attempt this, and seek to write ambiguity into their representations of organizational culture (Martin, 1992).

    The consequences of this shift for how one studies organizational culture are considerable. From this view, ‘culture as a symbolic product is “written” and can be regarded as a “text”’, but ‘“text” can have no integrated oringary [or originating] “author”. Rather, any consciousness of “author-ity” emerges from the process of producing the text—the author is as much a product of the text as the text is product of an author’ (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992: 343–4). In other words, when researchers interpret culture, they can no longer be understood as ‘deciphering the meaning inscribed into the text by the author’—that is, as deciphering the unmediated meaning participants in a culture ascribe to their experience. Rather ‘the text is formed by the overcrossing of other traces, other meanings, other texts and is read in terms of them. It is disentangled rather than deciphered’ (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992: 344). As Martin (1992: 130) puts it, the ‘Fragmentation perspective focuses on delineating multiplicities’. Furthermore, like other subjectivities of the text, the ‘reader’-researcher is constituted by and recreates the text through this process. For postmodernists, then, the acceptance of the ‘symbolic constitution of organizations’ by organizational members is problematic. Rather, representations of organizational culture by members should be scrutinized and open to question, along with the representations made by researchers. This is the case because ‘the making of meaning is more than mere passive reception; it is purposeful, reflexive, and indexical as meaning is actively created and recreated (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992: 338).

    This process makes clear that the meaning of any culture is not fixed, but can be reproduced in different ways depending on what the ‘reader’ brings to it in trying to make sense of it. This point is central to the postmodern critique of the symbolic view of culture advocated by the early interpreters, which assumes the stability of meaning. For the postmodernists, ‘meaning is always temporary and fragile, as it has to be repeatedly accomplished (Garfinkel 1967) or enacted (Weick 1979) in the face of everyday difficulties’ (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992: 338). For an institutional perspective on this issue see also Weber and Dacin (2011).

    Issues of power/dominance and agency are central to these concerns. The postmodern perspective questions whether or not members of organizations with different degrees of power and influence have the same capacity to frame and shape organizational meaning, and whether or not less-powerful members adopt the same meanings as those of dominant groups within an organizational culture. On the one hand,

    Power in this formulation is implicit in organizational discourse, structuring the rules and procedures which determine different forms of knowledge (Foucault 1970, 1972); the definition of distinct fields of understanding (illness, madness, criminality, competence); the relationships within repertoires of concepts the establishment of ‘truth’; the delineation of what can and what cannot be said; the emergence and presentation of ‘subject-position’ (a sort of ‘role’ in discourse) which distributes and hierarchizes the field of unequal relations. (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992: 339)

In other words, webs of meaning structure power relationships, making some meaning possible while constraining other meanings, and bounding the range of possible actions for organizational members. The postmodernists take to task the organizational scholars who draw on a Geertzian approach to culture for failing ‘to deal with the problems of power and social conflict’ (Phillips & Brown, 1993: 1551). While this critique may apply to organizational scholarship adopting a symbolic approach to culture, there is great possibility in returning to Geertz’s work where several of his concepts—what he calls the grand realities, social concepts like ‘work’, ‘authority’, ‘conflict’, ‘reputation’, and ‘abuse of power’—could be mined to advance our understanding of how systems of meaning structure power relations.

    While an early Foucauldian notion of power constrains agency considerably, some postmodern perspectives on organizational culture allow for greater agency on the part of individuals to shape culture, or at least to be purposeful and reflexive about the construction of meaning in cultural contexts (Phillips & Brown, 1993). Some actors may have greater agency than others to define and maintain certain systems of meaning that undergird culture and reinforce or resist certain power structures. (This perspective also rings true for the institutionalists, as described in the ‘Institutional Theory and the Decoupling of Culture and Structure’ section above.) Furthermore, agency with respect to organizational culture leaves room for the possibility of a disconnect between the sign (for example rituals, performances, symbols) and what is signified, suggesting that signs can be strategically manipulated by their proponents.

    Taken together, these shifts have traces of Geertz’s ideas in them, but lead to a view of culture that is considerably different. For postmodernists, culture is paradoxical; it is ‘continuously emergent, constituted and constituting, produced and consumed by subjects who, like culture, are themselves fields of the trace, sites of intertextuality’ (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 1992: 345). Given this different notion of organizational culture, one should also, accordingly, shift the methodological approach to study it. Phillips and Brown (1993) find hermeneutics appealing given its focus on text and intertextuality, while Czarniawska-Joerges (1989) propose theatre as a suitable metaphor for understanding complex organizations.

CONCLUSION

Interpretivism and its application to the study of organizational culture have made significant advances since Geertz’s major contributions in the 1970s and 1980s. First, interpretivists have increasingly accepted the cognitive nature of interpretation, rejecting Geertz’s adamant position that culture is not in people’s minds. The cognition-based literatures in sensemaking (e.g. Brown, 2005; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Weick, 1995) and schemas (e.g. D’Andrade, 1995; DiMaggio, 1997) have offered much to the organizational interpretivist. Second, interpretivists assign increasing amounts of agency to their subjects. Geertz’s ‘webs of significance’ do not bind actors as tightly in recent work on organizational culture (Weber & Dacin, 2011). In fact, the dominant metaphor of the ‘web’ has been replaced by the ‘tool kit’ (Swidler, 1986) from which actors choose culturally defined strategies of action. Finally, as organizations are not villages, organizational interpretivists have engaged a broader range of texts (e.g. internal reports, media accounts, transcripts) and a broader range of actors (stakeholders, fields, and networks). As one would hope, the revitalized interpretivist approach promoted by Geertz continues to evolve.

    Geertz’s compelling advocacy of interpretivism came at a propitious moment. Social science was in the throes of discovering what quantification and the computer could do for the understanding of human behaviour. Geertz’s insightful analyses reminded many outside of anthropology that there were parts of the social world that quantification would not reach, that a deep understanding of the subjective experience of our subjects required ‘thick description’. It underscored that the researcher is engaged in a second or third order interpretation of meaning and that understanding requires that we observe the interpretations of our subjects. It questioned the assumption that our understanding of social facts could be definitive, reminding us that our data are fragmented and incomplete, and that meaning is a situated phenomenon. These insights, and their artful portrayal, are Geertz’s legacy. Organizational interpretivism is a growing part of that legacy.

NOTES

    1. A quick look at Google Scholar shows that The Interpretation of Cultures has received over 28,000 citations since 1976 and that the rate of citation has been climbing in recent years. This is very impressive for a 40-year-old book.

    2. For a fuller account of his life see his autobiographical essay in Available Light (Geertz, 2000).

    3. It seems unarguable that symbols are cognitively understood and retained, but Geertz wanted to emphasize the social nature of these symbols and their availability in public events.

    4. See Martin (1982) and Pettigrew (1979), among others.

    5. Allaire and Firsirotu go on to confuse Geertz with a cognitive approach by saying that ‘Those significant symbols, or products of mind, constitute the raw materials for the interpretation of the ordered system of meaning in terms of which social interaction takes place’ (1984: 199, italics added). Although they go on to explain that significant symbols are the raw material to interpret ordered systems of meaning in terms of which social interaction takes place. This is more in keeping with a Geertzian approach.

    6. In a table that compares the different approaches to organizational culture, Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) define ‘organization’ in symbolic terms and offer two variants, the first of which seems more social constructionist and the second social constructivist:

        1. Organizations[,]‌ as a result of their particular history and past or present leadership[,] create and sustain systems of symbols which serve to interpret and give meaning to members’ subjective experience and individual action, and to elicit, or rationalize, their commitment to the organization. Such collective meaning-structures are manifested in ideologies, myths, values, sagas, ‘character’, ‘emotional structure’, etc.

        2. Organizations are figments of participants’ ascription of meaning to, and interpretation of, their organizational experience. They have no external reality as they are social creations and constructions emerging from actors’ sense-making out of ongoing streams of actions and interactions. The actor’s own actions are first order determinants of the sense that situations have. (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984: 221)

    7. Linstead and Grafton-Small (1992) provide an overview of these shifting assumptions and key themes of the second wave of organizational culture studies that includes such topics as cultural pluralities, rationality and the irrational, common knowledge and its constitution, power and ideology, individualism and subjectivity, the logic of identity and the logic of the supplement, writing and consciousness, ‘difference,’ the de-centring of the subject, text and subjectivity, culture as paradox, culture as otherness, culture as seduction, culture as discourse, and the margins of culture in everyday practice. Addressing all of these shifts is beyond the scope of this chapter, and we acknowledge where these theorists evoke Geertz’s work to advance their arguments.

    8. To illustrate, in the top journals in the field, Smircich (1983) is cited 138 times, Barley (1983) 42 times, Gregory (1983) 25 times, Trice and Beyer (1984) 17 times, Allaire and Firsirotu (1984) ten times, and Meek (1988) eight times.

    9. She goes on to say that, ‘Even those who view culture as meaning may study human behavior from an external-view perspective. Studies of attitudes, myths, and rituals can, for instance, be conducted from an external viewpoint if the comparative categories and frameworks do not reflect native points of view’ (Gregory, 1983: 363).

10. Often these articles do not explicitly discuss organizational culture (e.g. Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007; Kilduff & Mehra, 1997; Rhodes, 2007), but passingly use Geertz in order to identify an interpretivist approach to data collection and analysis, or to critique a positivist approach to research (Astley & Zammuto, 1992). Several others refer to ‘thick description’ to describe their methods (Alby & Zucchermaglio, 2006; Nielsen & Rao, 1987; Rhodes, 2007; Zilber, 2002), or an interpretivist approach using textual analysis of organizational culture (Morgan & Smircich, 1980).

11. Other organizational culture scholars have picked up on this interest in subcultures. See, for example, Schall (1983) and Jermier et al. (1991).
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CHAPTER 16

RISK, SOCIAL THEORIES, AND ORGANIZATIONS

MICHAEL POWER

INTRODUCTION

IT is impossible to study organizations without considering uncertainty, either implicitly or explicitly. The fundamental challenge of organizing involves the coordination of resources for a strategic purpose within environments which are uncertain and can never be fully known or predicted (Thompson, 1967). This intuition lies at the very heart of organization studies and is transdisciplinary; it is widely accepted that uncertainty and organization are deeply intertwined with one another, both analytically and historically. Yet, for reasons to be explored in this chapter, I do not see this basic intuition expressed in a practical category of ‘uncertainty management’. Instead, it is the term ‘risk management’ which appears so central to the practice of management and its discourses in the early twenty-first century. The occupational category of ‘risk manager’ is well established and such roles are embedded in a wider apparatus of thinking and practice. Corporate governance has become unthinkable without reference to risk management, and nation states increasingly see themselves as in the business of risk management. Risk management is a widely diffused set of practice routines whereas, in contrast, the idea of ‘uncertainty management’ is somewhat paradoxical. Indeed, the role category of ‘chief uncertainty officer’ does not exist, although it may be a more accurate description of what chief risk officers actually do.

    This difference in the practical and pedagogic trajectory of the terms ‘uncertainty’ and ‘risk’ is not as trivial as it may at first seem. There have been many efforts to define and distinguish the two ideas, but what is sociologically striking is that the concept of risk has travelled and expanded in a way that uncertainty has not. From this point of view, the focus of this chapter is not the question ‘what is risk?’ but rather ‘how and why has risk become a powerful organizing category for managerial and administrative practice?’ This question forces us to transform the distinction between risk and uncertainty from a familiar analytic and definitional issue into a more difficult empirical question in the history and sociology of knowledge.

    The idea of risk has come to operate across disciplines (finance, medicine, environment) and levels (individuals, organizations, states) (Gooby-Taylor & Zinn, 2006). Its articulation within financial economics in terms of mean-variance analysis is highly institutionalized and an important centre of gravity for thinking. Yet such a technical reading of the term risk cannot explain its expansion. The organizing power of risk and its capacity to traverse macro and micro levels is a puzzle. It is an idea which is both highly theoretical and also very practical, attractive to both scholars and practitioners in very diverse areas. Risk is implicated not only in formal accounts of individual decision making, but also in collective perceptions of danger and the very fundamental dynamics of society itself. It is both a concept with scientistic pretentions which directs our attention to the highly specialized, calculative practices of experts and also an organizational idea in which accountability relationships between individuals, groups, and organizations are defined in terms of risk. In short, risk is a concept which mediates and traverses scholarship in social theory, sociology, and organization studies. The purpose of this chapter is to outline some of these intersections, arguing that they involve a continuous process of exchange, mutual building, and borrowing.

    The rise of risk is the story of a practical concept which became and remains a source of continuing theoretical fascination (Bernstein, 1996a, 1996b). In broad terms, the exchanges between social theory and organization studies can be understood as a series of reactions: to the decision-theoretic assumptions of rational choice theory on the one hand, and to the psychologizing of risk perception on the other. The former reflects the established conception of risk analysis as the technical calculation of impacts and probabilities; the latter posits the potential irrationalism of individual reactions. Yet both positions share a common commitment to what we may call risk individualism, namely that risk and its evaluation exist primarily at the level of the individual organizational actor. It is the critique of risk individualism which unites the many different discourses on risk discussed in this chapter.

    In the next section, I analyse three related theory reactions to risk individualism which have mediated organization studies and social theory: cultural theory and risk society, the social foundations of decision making, and the ‘man-made’ nature of disasters. The strengths and weaknesses of these different clusters of socio-cultural theory are considered and suggest the necessarily historical character of risk as a category of organizing. This sets the stage for an account of risk and organizations which draws explicitly on Foucault’s (1980 [1977]) conception of the apparatus (dispositif) and Hilgartner’s (1992) work on risk objects. This ‘practice turn’ in the theoretical discussion of risk moves it from the level of culture and society to that of work and interaction. The practice turn also suggests the thoroughly hybrid and multilogic nature of risk as an organizing concept. Specifically, the chapter argues that we can understand this hybridicity in terms of three ‘logics’ which are entangled in practice, namely: anticipation, resilience, and accountability. The chapter concludes by suggesting a theory of risk management as the contingent historical mix of these three logics.

RISK AND ORGANIZATIONS: THEORETICAL ENCOUNTERS

The intersections between risk, social theory, and organization studies first developed in the 1970s and 1980s as debates about the public management and acceptance of risk, and whether this should be the sole preserve of scientist-experts (Irwin, 1995; Irwin & Wynne, 1996; Mayo & Hollander, 1991). These debates were themselves an effect of a broader social scientific critique of society which was underway, aimed at the rise of technocratic values broadly understood and their consequences for democracy and public participation. Technical or ‘instrumental’ reason, as some critics labelled it, was regarded as deficient and the experience of many developed states at this time was one of both failing capacity and ability to steer social and economic systems. The demise of capitalist forms of organization was predicted as a consequence of what Horkheimer and Adorno (2002) famously characterized as the ‘dialectic of enlightenment’, namely the self-defeating nature of the dominance of scientistic and instrumentalist approaches to the organization of economy and society. It was argued that the functional failure of states—the United Kingdom in the early 1970s seemed to be a case in point—had triggered a crisis of legitimacy, a democratic deficit which could only be corrected by greater worker and citizen participation in organization.

    It is against the backdrop of this critical climate that discussion took place about the proper relationship between risk analysis, risk management, and risk acceptance in the public regulation of hazards and dangers (Jasanoff, 1990, 1991). According to Hacking (2003: 30–1), Starr’s (1969) paper marks the beginning of the professionalization of the technical discipline called risk analysis. As an adjunct to the normative optimism of formal risk analysis, individual perceptions of risk also emerged as an object of study. An underlying assumption of much of this work was that such perceptions were often mistaken and irrational about ‘objective’ risk and therefore should not be given undue weight in making public risk decisions (Douglas, 1985; Slovic, 2000). Indeed, public risk management, as compared with risk analysis, was regarded as a site of politics and misconceived fears about risks. Risk experts asserted that issues of, say, tolerable chemical toxicity in water, were matters for experts to decide upon.

    From this point of view Wynne’s (1982) pioneering analysis of lay understanding of risk by Cumbrian sheep farmers marked the onset of new subfield of science and public policy studies which challenged the authority and epistemological priority accorded to expert risk analysis. In the same year Douglas and Wildavsky published their seminal essay on ‘risk and culture’—discussed in the following subsection on ‘Risk and Culture’. In addition, scholars such as Jasanoff (1994, 1999, 2005) highlighted the diverse popular narratives within which risk and its analysis were necessarily situated. In short, the distinction between the claimed scientific objectivity of risk analysis and the value-laden nature of management involving choice and politics was challenged: scientific expertise and risk analysis were both necessarily value laden, with implicit choices about risk acceptability which were properly the domain of public choice (Silbergeld, 1991).

    These debates were fuelled by real events. To the growing recognition of the environmental and health side effects of industrial growth could be added specific industrial accidents, such as Three Mile Island in 1979, the Bhopal disaster in 1984, and Chernobyl in 1986. These so-called mega-risk events raised doubts about the legitimacy of risk analysis, suggesting it was in fact a symptom of failing state control capacity. Thus, at a time when critical social theory was heavily preoccupied with the apparently contradictory dynamics of modern industrial states, it is perhaps unsurprising that the discussion of risk should be extracted from its technical frame and transformed into an issue of social and economic organization in general. Indeed, risk came to be a new optic for core discussions in social theory, sociology, and organization studies.

    Risk is an essentially malleable and two-faced concept (although as we shall see it has more than two faces) in a manner which fits the motif of the dialectic of enlightenment. On the one hand, risk taking is the entrepreneurial engine of modern societies and can be associated with the very dynamic of human progress itself. Yet risk also names the by-products and unintended consequences of this dynamic. In accounting terms, we might say that risk sits on both sides of the social balance sheet. So if we can understand its nature, this dual character as both asset and liability, then we can understand a fundamental mechanism by which societies reproduce themselves. The following analysis retraces the efforts of several major socio-cultural theorists to position risk at three interconnected levels: culture, decision making, and organizational dynamics.

Risk and Culture

Douglas’s work with Wildavsky on risk and culture remains a key reference point in risk studies. Their anti-individualistic and institutionalist approach to risk insists that perception is no private matter, a mere function of the peculiar biographies of individual people and groups. It is rather collective and structural. Although they accept that dangers and accidents are real, they are weak constructivists in insisting that our attention to these things is organized and cultural: ‘the argument is not about the reality of dangers; but about how they are politicised.’ (Douglas, 1992: 29, quoted in Lupton, 1999: 39). The core idea is that even the most obvious and apparently objective form of danger has a collective and symbolic component. Thus, pollution is both real and figurative, and it is the latter quality that shapes our organized response.

    Douglas’s anthropological approach to risk focuses on how different societies deal in different ways with their boundaries, with the potential pollution of others, and with the breaking of taboo by members. She argues that systems of classification are not natural but cultural products, and function to maintain boundaries and social order, not least by classifying threats at the margins. In essence, Douglas argues that risk and danger are defined for political attention by belief systems about social order rather than as a rational response to an objective threat. Douglas (1992) famously links this cultural reading of risk to institutions of blame in societies. Indeed, they are two sides of the same coin. Collective beliefs about risk—who is at risk from what—are simultaneously beliefs about who is to blame for disturbing the moral order of the community. This link between risk and blame is one of Douglas’s most significant insights and situates risk well beyond the confines of technical analysis (see also Hood, 2010). It potentially helps us to explain why risk management in the early twenty-first century seems to be permeated by accountability requirements (Power, 2007). We shall return to this theme in the section ‘The Historicity of Risk’.

    Douglas’s structural approach to risk is specifically evident in her grid-group model which has influenced many studies of risk in organizations. It provides a four-cell classification of organization types and their corresponding responses to risk. Groups can have a high degree of group ethos or solidarity or a low degree and greater individuality. Grids relate to the cultural constraints on the actions of individuals within groups. For example, according to Douglas a high group, high grid combination defines a hierarchical and authoritarian culture which will blame outsiders to conserve social order. In contrast low group, low grid cultures are populated by individualists who value entrepreneurship and risk taking by members and do not see risk as only negative. For all its flaws and the apparent simplicity of the classification scheme, Douglas’s work liberates risk from a purely technical frame of understanding, seeing it as being essentially to do with social organization and accountability. By highlighting the collective habits of thinking about the future and of allocating responsibility Douglas suggests that risk should be understood as an institutional phenomenon, as a system of thought. Douglas’s work functions as an important counterpoint to the risk analysis worldview.

    Ulrich Beck’s (1992a) much discussed work on ‘risk society’ shares much of Douglas’s macroscopic ambition in its level of analysis. Whereas earlier ages had been focused on the organization and the production of ‘goods’, Beck argues that we have entered an age (late modernity) in which the driving principle is the production of ‘bads’ in the form of the side effects of forms of production. His reworking of the dialectic of enlightenment in terms of risk suggests that we live in an age of ‘organized irresponsibility’, in which the capacity for coordinated responses to risk production is fragmented and weak. For Beck this gives rise to a new politics of the individual in the light of increased awareness of self-produced risk and growing distrust in established institutions and organizations.

    Beck’s original suggestion that the world is more risky than before has been challenged and he has modified his position. His argument is more plausible as the idea that many societies have become more conscious of the self-produced nature of risk, and that risk does not simply inhere in nature as external danger. This leads to a need to break with more traditional ways of understanding danger as external threat. Indeed, casual empirical observation of the growth of regulatory agencies dedicated to the management of risk is consistent with a view of increased organizational efforts to manage these self-produced risks. Yet for Beck, this is merely the ‘institutionalized non-management of problems’ (Beck, 1992b: 105).

    Published in German in the same year as the Chernobyl accident, Risk Society named the fears and anxieties of a general public. Some have argued that these fears have been and continue to be overstated (Furedi, 2002) and amplified (Pidgeon, Kasperson, & Slovic, 2003), but the financial crisis of 2008 and the evident inability of existing institutions of systemic financial control provides some evidence for the general direction of Beck’s arguments. However, Beck is less interested in the specific practices of risk management practice or the organizational level (but see Beck & Holzer, 2007); his main focus is the changing nature of the individual in risk society and how identity can be constructed in a ‘runaway world’ (Giddens, 2003) with no one in charge and where society is now a laboratory (Beck, 1992a: 69). Beck’s account of risk society echoes Douglas’s individualistic cultural form of weak group, strong grid: namely low trust in institutions and hierarchy (tradition) but nevertheless constrained in terms of action possibilities and with a tendency to fatalism. In such a society, ‘it is not the hazards, but those who point them out that provoke the general uneasiness’ (Beck, 1992a: 75).

Risk and Decisions

Whereas Beck’s risk society thesis points to the loss of responsibility, Luhmann’s system analytics links the logic of risk intimately to decision making and to responsibility. According to Luhmann (1988, 1992) the concept of risk, and its attribution in social systems, marks out a domain for decision making about the future and of accountability for that decision. Both Beck and Luhmann share a broadly common underlying idea that risk is associated with the expanded decidability of situations. In other words a shared reflexive awareness of self-produced risk gives rise to social expectations of risk management. Such expectations (trust) may be disappointed as a matter of empirical fact as Beck suggests, but this is not to deny the significance of the increased attribution of situations to the logic of risk and hence to decision making and actionability.

    Luhmann echoes Douglas with his claim that ‘Every risk evaluation is and remains context bound’. Indeed,

    Even if preventative actions are available for two kinds of situations, it is importantly different if one is treated and framed as risk and one as simply danger. Uncertain contingencies with difficult or impossible to describe probabilities have come to be framed as risks to be managed and decided upon. (Luhmann, 1992: 30)

This conception of risk resembles Hacking’s (2002: 108) ‘dynamic nominalism’, namely the idea that ‘if new modes of description come into being, new possibilities for action come into being as a consequence’.

    Like Douglas and Beck, Luhmann’s work challenges the framework of individual psychology engaging with an abstract decision-theoretic apparatus. Rather, the focus is on the organization of action under the idea of risk, and in which each decision or non-decision has further risk consequences. According to Luhmann, as we know more, and seek to calculate risk in ever more elaborate ways, we also know that we do not know and that the future is uncertain. Thus, we see the essential duality of risk in Luhmann’s work: ‘Modern risk-orientated society is a product not only of the perception of the consequences of technological achievement. Its seed is contained in the expansion of research possibilities and of knowledge itself’ (Luhmann, 1992: 28).

    Luhmann and others help us to see that decision making, or more accurately the possibility of describing an outcome as having been decided upon, is a feature of the logic of practices and not some kind of inner, mental activity of individual agents. In this respect he shares the anti-individualism of other socio-cultural theorists of risk.

    To summarize: most decisions are actually made in the absence of calculable probabilities and under conditions of enormous contextual complexity (March & Shapira, 1987). The socio-cultural theories of risk discussed so far share with many organization studies a bracketing of the decision-theoretic model of the rational actor with the purpose of addressing the local and cultural aspects of risk analysis and management. Decisions can be understood as emergent features of organizational activity dependent on framing (Kahnemann & Tversky, 1979) and on the reactivity of agents (Heimer, 1988). As Short (1992: 8) puts it:

    risk-related decisions often are embedded in organizational and institutional self-interest, messy inter- and intra-organizational relationships, economically—and politically—motivated rationalization, personal experience and ‘rule of thumb’ considerations that defy the neat, technically sophisticated and ideologically neutral portrayal of risk analysis as solely a scientific enterprise.

Similarly, Douglas and Wildavsky (1982: 1) suggest that agents in organizations may act because they must act rather than because they understand risks and have made a decision. From this point of view, risk is less the abstract constitutive principle of organizations understood as principal-agent constructs of risk sharing, but part of a contingent practice which is shaped by many other factors. This basic insight underlies risk-related studies of organizations and organizational processes (Clarke & Short, 1993; Short, 1993; Short & Clarke, 1992; Tierney, 1999).

Organizations and Man-Made Risk

As suggested in the previous subsections, organization-level scholarship preceding Douglas, Beck, and Luhmann draws on similar sensibilities about the ‘socio-cultural’ nature of risk. The bulk of this work did not initially have risk and its management in sight, and originated from an interest in so-called ‘high reliability organizations’ or HROs, namely organizations for which safety and the prevention of accidents seems to be at the core of what they do (nuclear plants, chemical facilities, public transportation). However, as noted above, a number of highly visible accidents shifted the attention of scholars from the management practices which seemed to make high reliability possible to the organizational and cultural preconditions of observed failure.

    One of the classic studies in this regard is Perrow’s (1984) analysis of the 1979 accident at the Three Mile Island (TMI) nuclear power station on the eastern seaboard of the United States. He developed the concept of the ‘normal accident’ to characterize the inevitable nature of failure in complex and tightly coupled systems, in which individual component failures can lead to unexpected failures in other parts of the system. His analysis sparked debate about the generalizability of the normal accident idea, not least because of its apparent technological determinism and neglect of human agency. Some years earlier in 1978 Turner’s analysis of a wide variety of accidents in the United Kingdom spawned a seemingly different idea to that of Perrow, namely the man-made disaster (Turner & Pidgeon, 1997). His analysis focused attention more centrally on the organizational and managerial processes which precede and ‘incubate’ the disaster or crisis. Turner observed that rigidities in core beliefs (groupthink), managerial distractions, disregard for the views of dissenting outsiders, lack of regulatory compliance, and difficulties in assembling critical information are common features of organizational failures. In a similar vein Vaughan’s (1996) classic analysis of the Challenger space shuttle launch in 1985 identified a climate of ‘normalized deviance’ which characterized the operating culture of NASA at the time. Relevant risk information was available but not acted upon because of deep-seated and deviant organizational assumptions.

    The work of Perrow, Turner, and Vaughan provides the core reference points for many subsequent organizational analyses of disasters, including the 2009 financial crisis (Palmer & Maher, 2010). Individual error and rogue agents in organizations may continue to receive media attention as explanatory tropes for understanding organizational failure, but a larger body of academic and practical work identifies defective management as being responsible for fostering the deviant ‘cultures’ that can lead to disaster (Vaughan, 1999, 2005). This is similar to the ‘organized irresponsibility’ described by Beck and the overall message is clear: failures, accidents, and disasters have their roots in organizational processes and associated collective mindsets, such as optimism bias. Normatively, the corrective to these tendencies is what Turner has called enigmatically ‘disruptive intelligence’, which is the capacity to challenge notional normalities and deviant operating habits. Weick reinforces these prescriptions by suggesting that a capacity to disregard organizational hierarchies built for normal times is often critical in a crisis (Weick, 1993). And yet, risk management practice has found it difficult to operationalize such ideas, and remains constrained by a ‘due process’ or ‘box-checking’ approach to risk management (Power, 2009).

    Despite this body of work, and its significant effect on specialist risk journals in terms of expanding their remit and embracing socio-cultural ideas of risk (e.g. Smith & Tombs, 2000), it is possible to speak of a neglect of risk in mainstream organization and management studies relative to its empirical significance. As a crude indication, the word ‘risk’ figures in the title of relatively few papers in the journal Organization Studies, and a special issue in 2009 alluded to this paucity of studies relative to the importance of the subject.

    If we provisionally accept this observation, there are several reasons why it might be so. First, financial risk management is highly developed in the field of risk management. Grounded first in actuarial statistics and subsequently in the mathematics of portfolio theory, a significant body of academic work and, crucially, practical pedagogy has emerged to occupy the territory of risk. Organization studies of risk have had to define themselves against this body of work and to some extent this was achieved via the empirical studies of risk decisions noted in the section ‘Risk and Organizations: Theoretical Encounters’ (e.g. Short & Clarke, 1992). Yet linkages between this work and the wider field of organization studies have not been as great as might be imagined, despite the demands for this to happen. The calculative conception of risk and its analysis continues to dominate. In addition, risk studies have tended to build on the specific communities of interest which formed around journals such as Risk Analysis and its offspring, making risk a highly heterogeneous subfield somewhat disconnected from mainstream work in management. Hood and Jones (1996: 3) describe this as the ‘risk archipelago’.

    Second, risk studies of organizations share a tendency to gravitate, with a few important exceptions, towards specific empirical cases, and to dramas of disaster and their corresponding failure of foresight (Hutter & Power, 2005). From this point of view, the organization is conceived predominantly as a site for the incubation of crimes against human beings and diagnostic analysis is inevitably tangled up in blame attribution.

    Third, there are challenges in operationalizing the ideas of socio-cultural theories, such as grid-group theory, at the organizational level where there is more variation than these broad categories suggest. So, although the work of Beck, Douglas, and other socio-cultural theorists has been highly influential in many social scientific subfields, such as criminology, these three factors provide an explanation for how the bridges between socio-cultural theories and organizational studies of risk have been less developed than we might assume.

    To summarize: different socio-cultural theories of risk extract it from its position as an abstract calculus involving probabilities and emphasize its nature as a human construction, both collective and individual. This constructivism does not necessitate a denial of the reality of risk crystallization in the form of unwanted events. It would not make sense to regard loss of life, health, and environmental and financial well-being as purely human constructions, notwithstanding the possibility for even subjective experience to be highly mediated. These things are real if anything is. But the framing (and non-framing) of situations, both actual and possible in terms of risk, reflects cultural values of control and responsibility. Risk as a virtual and ideational construct reflects an orientation to the future, and a form of managerial organization around that orientation. This contingent nature of risk means that it is necessarily also historical (Burgess, 2006).

THE HISTORICITY OF RISK

The historical character of risk is not always evident for several reasons. It can easily be imagined in many cases that risk inheres in reality or even in nature. The term ‘risk’ appears to refer to the way things are, rather than the way we think. We can entertain the philosophical debates about whether frequencies are real or not, debates which reach back to David Hume’s famous problem of induction, but it is the facticity and apparent reality of risk which is often striking, not its historicity.

    The confusion lies in the very conceptualization of risk itself. Nouns are always misleading because they imply that they refer to a determinate object, and it is convenient for natural language to operate with this implication. The noun form for risk is also a deceptive invitation to theory, much like the word truth may seduce us into wanting a theory of it. The noun form also suggests that risk is primarily epistemological—i.e. it is fundamentally to do with ways of knowing about and acting on the future.

    The qualities of the risk idea tempt us to see it as ahistorical, as having facticity independent from historical contingency. For example, many discussions of risk begin with Knight’s distinction between risk and uncertainty (Knight, 1921). The distinction is made ahistorically in analytic and epistemic terms: risk exists where probabilities can be known and calculated; uncertainty pertains when there is no such possibility for calculation. Later writings have sought to challenge and expand on this dualism, not least with the radical idea of ‘unknown unknowns’. Yet scholars such as Porter (1986) and Hacking (1990, 2003) pull these ideas back into historical and institutional contexts; risk and related statistical frameworks emerged from practical fields, such as shipping, agriculture, and, of course, insurance (McGoun, 1995). For life insurance organizations, risk was, and is, central to their business model involving understanding mortality statistics, pooling of risk, the calculation of premiums, and the payment of claims. Risk in this setting is associated with managerial controllability based on the actuarial laws of large numbers which make ‘the future calculable and knowable’ (Hacking, 2003; Knights & Vurdubakis, 1993: 730).

    This risk-based ‘framing’ of the future constitutes a distinctive administrative rationality. Yet, over time the originating actuarial character of risk has been both strengthened and also loosened. It has been specifically strengthened within insurance by the expansion of data about mortality, car accidents, and other high-frequency events. This has enabled insurance to position itself as the earliest and paradigmatic form of risk management involving pooling and redistribution of risk. It has also been strengthened beyond the insurance setting as developments in portfolio analysis provide the foundational building blocks of financial economics in general and financial risk management in particular (Bernstein, 1996a). As with insurance, the availability of data sets on asset pricing and trades coupled to modelling advances enabled the expansion of a ‘finance industry’ beyond the frontiers of insurance (Whitley, 1986). These developments culminate in the high point of quantitative risk management pedagogy, namely the widespread institutionalization of ‘value at risk’ methodologies, which are also reimported into insurance organizations.

    While this historical strengthening of the epistemological power of risk can be related to developments in elements of financial mathematics which are increasingly used in practical settings, there is also a loosening of the relationship between risk and actuarial finance by virtue of its organizational expansion. This is because insurers and others also take educated bets on a whole range of risks that cannot be redistributed, which tend to be collective, and which are not supported by rich historical data (Baker & Simon, 2002; Ericson & Doyle, 2004). They are more akin to uncertainties in Knight’s sense—e.g. weather-related risks. So the boundaries of risk management have been pushed beyond the core actuarial competencies, often bringing insurance organizations into close proximity to the same problems faced by governments (e.g. flood management). Risk management also becomes more generalized in scope as a consequence of highly visible disasters and accidents where the magnitude of the public issue is not one of insurance compensation and payout, but preventability. This leads to a different epistemology of risk which is concerned less with knowing the regularities of the future and is more focused on preventing and surviving accidents and disasters. In short, the core of risk management appears to be an uneasy balance between knowledge and ignorance about the future, between predictive ability and resilience in the face of the unknown.

    The close historical relationship between risk and calculability is further loosened as risk expands its reach to become an organizing idea in its own right, and as the management of risk management becomes prominent. This emergence of risk as an organizational concept has certainly enabled the expansion of quantitative risk management routines, but it has also driven the parallel expansion of risk as an optic for the management process as such, embracing strategy, operations, human resource issues, and regulatory relationships. Beck and other socio-cultural theorists were struck in the 1980s by the macro-social systemic significance of risk. For these thinkers, risk is a logic of macro-organization. However, in the 1990s it was risk management which became the grand narrative of organizational and managerial practice, drawing on abstract, cybernetically framed standards for practice (COSO, 2004; Power, 2004, 2007; Rothstein, Huber, & Gaskell, 2007). The capacity for risk to be applied to a very wide range of organizational settings means that risk management as a framing device is very much like a theory in terms of its reach. Indeed, an ‘explosion’ of risk management across public and private organizations in many jurisdictions in the late 1990s suggests the unboundedness of ‘risk’. Ewald (1991: 199) captures this in his statement that ‘Nothing is a risk in itself: there is no risk in reality. But on the other hand anything can be a risk; it all depends on how one analyses the danger, considers the event’.

    Yet something else is needed to explain the expansion of the risk management frame—something which reaches back to the discussion of Douglas and Beck in the section ‘Risk and Culture’. The expansion of risk as a mode of organizational framing since the early 1990s cannot be explained only in functional terms—i.e. simply as a response to some objective increase in risk. This may be true in part, but it ignores how risk has come to be implicated in the allocation of responsibility for adverse outcomes to individuals, organizations, and states. And it seems to be no coincidence that the observed expansion of risk management ideas has come hard on the heels of trans-jurisdictional programmes to reform public management. The massive expansion of risk-based descriptions of organizational practices may be better explained by paying attention to its forensic and responsibilizing logic, which both Douglas and Luhmann emphasized many years earlier. Risk implies outcome responsibility in a way that uncertainty does not.

    In addition to this responsibility-expanding character of risk, there is yet another important strand of the logic of risk which has a long history. It has surfaced within the discourses of risk management since the 1990s as an effort to articulate the strategic and entrepreneurial character of risk taking. O’Malley (2000) traces this distinct logic back through a counter history of the concept of uncertainty within neo-liberal thought, specifically drawing on Knight’s conception of uncertainty as a space for value creation and on common law articulations of ‘reasonable forseeability’. According to O’Malley ‘risk has swallowed uncertainty’ in that the latter’s sense of reliance on ‘practical experience, inspiration and foresight’ (2000: 463) has been eclipsed in favour of calculation. Indeed, O’Malley criticizes the dominance of actuarial understandings of risk in a great deal of scholarship and argues that the ‘deep-well of assumptions about common sense reasoning and uncertainty’ (O’Malley, 2000: 479) is in fact the condition of possibility of the neo-liberal conception of the rationally calculating individual. The one-dimensional prudent consumers of risk, which lie at the heart of the models of financial economics, can be contrasted with living, real entrepreneurial subjects. O’Malley’s (2004) work is important to the overall argument in this chapter because it suggests the diverse and hybrid nature of risk management practice, which is constituted by multiple and competing logics. There is no ‘logic of risk’ as such.

    To summarize: risk as a category has a historical character and trajectory which expands and changes. The observed expansion in many fields and jurisdictions should be understood less as the expansion of risk management as such, and more as the growth of risk-based descriptions of all kinds of organizational activity and of risk objects which are embedded in densely populated networks of practice elements. These elements—texts, routines, roles, regulations, measurement devices, spreadsheets, and other instruments which make risks real and operational—constitute what Foucault might call the apparatus of risk.

ORGANIZATIONS AND THE APPARATUS OF RISK

The preceding discussion suggests that risk is necessarily multifaceted and hybrid in nature. It is both epistemological and forensic in character, naming culturally relative ways of knowing about and acting on the future, and also characterizing a decision space with related responsibilities. This hybrid nature of risk is more apparent when we position it as part of a practice or assemblage (Mennicken & Miller, Chapter 2, this volume; Miller, Kurunmaki, & O’Leary, 2008).

    There are numerous accounts of what it is to be a practice, or practice theories (e.g. Schatzki, Knorr Cetina, & von Savigny, 2001). Drawing on the work of Foucault, practices can be understood as networks of diverse elements which at times he calls an apparatus (dispositif). Positioning risk as part of a practice in this sense is not to deny its abstract and ideational character. Indeed, practices are composed of many elements, including ideas. Ideas often provide the central animating purpose and aspirations which make agents believe that they are engaged in the practice they are; actions are always actions under a description. So the idea of risk remains important at the level of organizational practice, and we shall see that in fact risk management practice is animated by a number of different ideas, including risk objects and logics of management.

    In addition to ideas, the apparatus of risk contains many other material and artefactual things which operationalize it: laws, regulations, guidebooks, managerial instruments, reports, information technology, expert routines. The inventory of things linked together in a practice can be extensive and diverse. In Foucault’s words, an apparatus is a system of elements for the ‘formation of objects’ (Foucault, 1969). It is

    a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions—in short the said as much as the unsaid. Such are the elements of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the system of relations that can be established between these elements. (Foucault, 1980 [1977]: 194)

Such a way of conceptualizing risk management practice should not be understood dualistically in terms of ‘policies’ linked to ‘practices’, whereby the latter ‘implements’ the former well or badly. The unity of practice can better be conceived of in terms of the degree of alignment and stability of these elements in relation to one another. It is a relational or network concept of practice and transcends traditional dualisms between micro–macro, internal–external, and local–central. Organizations in turn can be understood as clusters of practices, themselves composed of fluid networks of elements. Rather than being accounting or legal entities, organizations are ‘sites’ (Mennicken & Miller, Chapter 2, this volume; Miller & O’Leary, 1987) where risk objects are connected to many other managerial elements. Risk management can be understood in Foucault’s (1980: 133) sense as a regime of truth. It is ‘a system of ordered procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of statements’ about risk. For example, mundane elements such as incident reporting on spreadsheets are also linked to and expressive of a larger transorganizational system of thought. Beck, Douglas, and others direct our attention to the broad contours of this system of thought, a system of thought which has an institutional and cultural character, but it is Foucault who highlights the need to attend to the specificity and diversity of administrative practices, existing in what he evocatively calls an ‘epistemological twilight’.

    As an example, the growth of fraud risk management in the twentieth century is not simply a functional response to the phenomenon of fraud, but is symptomatic of the expandability of the idea of risk as an organizing frame for management—as discussed in the section ‘The Historicity of Risk’. ‘Fraud risk’ is different from actual fraud because it involves the positioning and normalization of fraud as a part of risk management more generally; it makes it possible to talk of tolerable or acceptable levels of fraud which earlier discourses of fraud prevention did not. The rise of fraud risk management is also linked to broader anxieties about security which were anticipated by Douglas, Beck, and Giddens in different ways. Finally, fraud risk management is not particularly calculative at the core of its practice; the expansion of risk management ideas is no longer dependent on actual calculability, although the promise remains in the background. It has become embedded in an apparatus for good corporate governance and is part of the responsibilization and disciplining of senior of management (Power, 2013).

    The emergence of the category of fraud risk reflects a general risk-based turn in approaches to crime, regulation, and governance (Cohen, 1985) which ‘rightly identified risk-based governance of crime with approaches that were behaviourist and spatial, that rejected social analysis and therapeutic interventions, that were increasingly uninterested in offenders per se’ (O’Malley, 2004: 136). Similarly, in the case of insurance as a form of governance itself: ‘problematic conduct is posed not as illegal behaviour defined by the moral codes of law but rather as a risk defined by the moral utilitarian criteria of the particular institutions involved. The governing mechanisms are not legal controls over unwanted conduct, but rather a network of surveillance systems that form an assemblage to provide knowledge that is useful in addressing moral risks’ (Ericson & Doyle, 2003: 358).

    Foucault’s conception of the apparatus is a useful lens for thinking about the organization of risk. Although Foucault himself did not write directly about risk, he influenced many others who applied his ideas in medicine, psychiatry, criminology, and many other fields. His much discussed conception of governmentality as consisting of the broad range of practices which individuate and operate on persons and populations (Power, 2010: 40; Rose & Miller, 1992) is readily applicable to practices such as insurance (Ewald, 1991), including the activities of the welfare state understood as a social insurance system (Dean, 1999). Furthermore, the ‘dangerous individual’ such as the potential fraudster is reconstructed as a series of abstract risk factors to be acted on and tolerated to varying degrees. It is not the concrete individual but a relationally constituted subject which comprise the risk objects of a practice like fraud risk management (Castel, 1991).

    There is no limit to the kinds of risk objects which lie at the centre of the apparatus of risk management. Fraud risk is one among many and the rise of risk is closely bound up with the expansion of contingent objects which must be controlled and governed, often but not always involving probabilistically motivated calculation. According to Hilgartner (1992), risk objects are characterized by an idea of a harm and a causal link responsible for that harm. Knowledge of the latter is crucially a function of the ability of expert communities to get risk objects widely accepted, especially by policy communities. Hilgartner’s focus is less on the culture or social psychology of risk and more on the strategies of what he calls the emplacement (network consensus building and expansion) of risk objects. The classic example is smoking, which was recognized as harmful by small groups of scientists long before it became a widely accepted risk object in a managerial-regulatory apparatus. Conversely, contestations of causality, the possibility of expert disagreement identified by both Beck and Giddens, will often prevent something being fully accepted as a risk object and the accompanying apparatus of procedures will be very loose or not take shape at all. The formation of risk objects is, like Hacking’s dynamic nominalism, often a matter of struggling to change accepted descriptions and responsibilities: ‘changes in the definitions of risk objects can redistribute responsibility for risks, change the locus of decision-making, and determine who has the right—and who has the obligation to “do something”’ (Hilgartner, 1992: 47).

    The apparatus of management for specific risk objects is therefore a thoroughly historical, contingent, and changing outcome even if we retain some objectivist view of the danger. From this point of view, even those seemingly most technical forms of risk object, such as credit risk, are embedded in a socio-technical network (Kaltoff, 2005). Risk management is a fluid ‘moral technology’, an apparatus of both instrumental and normative elements, not least ideas about what kinds of entities are ‘at risk’ from risk objects. For example, is it specific people or groups which are at risk? Or organizations? And what of regions or nations or the financial system? A ‘healthy’ economy may require organizations to be able to fail. But there may also be risk of harm to specific individuals (workers) or to a region. Which risk object obtains the widest network of attention is not determined solely by the nature of the risk but in broad terms by politics and institutional structure (Hood, Rothstein, & Baldwin, 2001).

    As Beck and Giddens remind us, choices about risk objects are also distributional choices. Health risks tend to crystallize most for the poor and less well off. Earthquakes expose weak enforcement of building regulations in areas where poorer people live. Yet other risk objects are ‘democratic’ and collective and do not respect social divisions. For some environmentalists, it is the planet earth itself which is at risk, although this is usually further specified in terms of risks to the present and future animal kingdom, sometimes including humans. In the case of the financial crisis, it has become clear that risk management was predominantly micro-prudential, i.e. focused on corporate entities rather than the system of important organizations comprising the financial system and their mutual dependency and interrelationships (Power, 2009). In short, the financial system was not a well-specified entity-at-risk. In essence the reform process has been to construct an apparatus involving organizations like the Financial Stability Board whose continuously visible ‘risk object’ is that system as an entity. Entities are therefore a specific kind of risk object, often implicit in the apparatus of risk.

    Like Beck, Douglas, and others, Foucault’s concept of the apparatus challenges the purely calculative and decision-theoretic idea of risk. Similarly, Foucault’s work points to a close relationship between risk and processes of individuation, namely the formation of subjects who are both at risk and may engage in self-management as a consequence of perceiving themselves as such. O’Malley’s work shows how the individual as self-responsible risk taker is an important component of neo-liberal thought, playing an ideological role at the centre of public sector administrative reforms in the UK and elsewhere. Yet another more generalized process of individuation is visible in the emergence of the category of ‘reputational risk’ since the late 1990s. Reputation is perhaps one of the oldest risks to the self, and much folklore is associated with it. Yet it has only relatively recently acquired an apparatus of elements and some provisional stability as a managerial risk object, not only for individuals (leaders, regulators) but also for organizations (brands). Reputation risk is perhaps the purest and most reflexive man-made risk object, being a product of subjects at risk in relation to each other who become ever more conscious of how they are perceived via media, rankings, evaluations, and public opinion (Power et al., 2009).

    To summarize: risk must be understood as historically specific, inter-organizational, and expressive of a system of thought. Despite parallels with Beck and others, Foucault would have shunned the label ‘socio-cultural theorist’ and his work is not intended to offer any grand narrative, such as ‘risk society’. Rather, it encourages a granular analysis of the specific practices and normalized systems of representation which draw on the ideas and materials of risk. Risk is not a macro-analytic concept on this view—it is an element of the micro-practices of power. Foucault has been criticized for an inadequate account of human agency, but he was simply less interested in the specificity of decisions and more concerned with the formation of a system of thought by which decisions and responsibility could be attributed to subjects (Mennicken & Miller, Chapter 2, this volume; Power, 2011: 48–9). His concept of the apparatus is not perfect but provides a reminder that actors’ orientations to risk are ‘historically and culturally produced’ (Sewell, 1987: 168).

THREE LOGICS OF RISK AND RISK MANAGEMENT

To say that the future is unknowable may be trivial, but explaining the specific ways in which societies organize efforts to know the future is not (Power, 2010: 198). The previous discussion has highlighted the hybrid and networked nature of risk objects, and suggests a high degree of contingency and historicity in the way we should understand risk and organizations (Miller, Kurunmaki, & O’Leary, 2008). As noted at the beginning of this chapter, in place of the question ‘what is risk or risk management?’—a question which can propel the discussion to applied issues of how to manage a specific kind of risk—we need to focus on the historical and social conditions under which organizations come to embody imagined contingent outcomes as objects of management practice.

    Various theoretical signposts in social theory and organization studies have been followed along the way, emphasizing the commonality of focus across different thinkers, rather than their differences. A shared antipathy to individualistic accounts of risk and decision making, and a focus on risk processing as a socio-cultural phenomenon, provide the basis for key intersections between social theory, risk, and organization theory. Risk, its manifestation in specific objects and procedures, is embedded in an apparatus of different elements, in a system of thought which actors in organizations mobilize and deploy. In different ways, Beck, Douglas, and Foucault remind us that we should not assume the functionality of this apparatus of risk. Loose coupling and outright failure are more likely to be its operational reality as negative events and shocks create disturbances and reform pressures. As a system of thought, the apparatus has a degree of stability, but it is also constantly being reconstructed and adjusted by the creation of new laws, new guidance, and new objects.

    The preceding analysis suggests that the apparatus of risk is a meeting point for different sublogics of risk whose combination defines a style of thinking about and acting on risk. The first, epistemic, logic defines the space of scientific aspiration to know and calculate the future via the regularities and ‘weak signals’ of the past. The underlying ideal is an enlightened form of anticipationism (Hood & Jones, 1996). Even where it is clearly understood that prediction is impossible, the anticipationist instinct generates a commitment to activity which mimics the processes of science in the development of warning systems and other analytic devices. The anticipationist logic tends to be data rich and grounded in elaborate risk management artefacts such as registers and risk maps. Anticipationist risk management consists of: ‘groups of statements that borrow their organization from scientific models, which tend to coherence and demonstrativity, which are accepted, institutionalized, transmitted and sometimes taught as “sciences”’ (Foucault, 1969: 178).

    The second logic of risk is to some degree constructed on the disappointments of the anticipationist ideal and adopts a different emphasis. This is the logic of resilience, which accepts the existence of ignorance in the face of uncertainty in Knight’s sense and the impossibility of anticipation in many cases. Rather than anticipate or predict risk on the basis of flawed science or efforts to collect data on impending disasters, the operational ideal is to create resilience to unforeseeable events. There is naturally some anticipation involved in such a strategy, but the emphasis is on investing in redundancy or deconcentrating key assets and reducing risk vulnerability by sustainable organization design. The logic of resilience leads risk management in a somewhat different direction from that of anticipation, appealing to different forms of knowledge, expertise, and value. The focus is on survival and the ability of organizations to bounce back.

    The third logic is that of auditability, namely that risk management is a conduit for making individuals and organizations responsible and accountable for managing contingent events. Risk management will be judged and held accountable after the event for how well it was done. The underlying feature of this logic is the requirement for risk management to be demonstrated and evidenced. In essence, if this evidence or audit trail is absent then the presumption is that risk management did not happen or was defective. Naturally there can be variation in what counts as evidence but the logic is essentially evidentiary and forensic. We might also call this a regulator-driven conception of risk management.

Table 16.1 provides a formal representation of these three logics, the respective modes of fact production with which they are typically associated, and their modes of disappointment. These logics of risk management are necessarily ideal typical and should not be regarded as being mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they are intertwined in concrete settings; any specific practice setting or apparatus will involve a combination of all three to varying degrees.


Table 16.1 Three logics of risk management




	Logics of risk management



	Logic
	Fact production
	Mode of disappointment





	Anticipation
	Knowledge of the future
	Unexpected events (surprise)



	Resilience
	Uncertainty and ignorance
	Disaster



	Auditability
	Decision responsibility
	Blame







    At the level of organization studies, the management of risk in organizations is a contingent and specific mix of these logics. As Lounsbury (2008) suggests, such a plurality of logics allows us to explain organizational variation in practices while holding on to the insight that organizational environments contain powerful structuring resources for organizations, the focus of social theorists. For example, Douglas’s work emphasizes the logic of auditability and accountability, i.e. the manner in which social relations and social ordering are fundamental to risk processing. For Beck, the logics of anticipation and auditability/responsibility are illusory; implicitly his more precautionary analysis of risk society leads towards a logic of resilience, which includes the cessation of harmful activities. For Foucault the combined logics of science-like anticipation and auditability define a form of disciplinary knowledge.

    In short, some of the large-scale themes which interest socio-cultural theorists can be reconceived as logics of risk management practice at the organizational level. The combination and distribution of such logics within and across organizations will determine the character and shape of risk management in a field of practice.

CONCLUSIONS

The key intersections between socio-cultural theorizing and studies of risk at the organizational level have been the focus of this chapter. Broadly speaking these scholarly intersections involve a shared anti-individualism and an emphasis on the historical and institutional context of risk and risk management. We might say that risk was practical, became theoretical, and has now expanded again at the level of practice. The idea of risk is itself inherently organizational and also auto-expansionary. Risk has come to occupy the discourses of organizational accountability. It is not merely that more possible outcomes in the world are now regarded as amenable to human decision and intervention, rather than being in the hands of the gods, but that risk has become central to performance management as a disciplinary practice. Foucault’s concept of the apparatus helps to position risk management as a network of diverse elements with implications for humans in organizations to be made into a specific kind of ‘risk actor’. Yet this apparatus is inherently hybrid and risk itself is permeated by different logics for its recognition and administration.

    Risk is a peculiar, perhaps even incoherent object. It is an idea, but also something which people regard as real. It is a specialist concept, yet has also become popular. It can be associated with danger and harm, but also with opportunity. It can be applied as much to planets as to people. It is a concept familiar in theory, both financial and social, yet it is also organized and operationalized in practical routines. It is an observer’s concept, being analytical, but is also appealing to ‘doers’, being applied. Above all risk has become work; it is a job. Whatever the difficulties of defining its boundaries, there is a body of activity that we might reasonably call a ‘risk industry’.

    This plasticity and expandability suggests that there is unlikely to be a theory of risk-in-general. Rather, we must pay close attention to context—historical, organizational—when we talk about risk. It also means that risk can mediate levels and domains of thinking. It is a corridor through which the preoccupations of social-cultural theorists find their way into the study of organizations, and vice versa.
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CHAPTER 17

ARLIE RUSSELL HOCHSCHILD: SPACIOUS SOCIOLOGIES OF EMOTION

STEPHEN SMITH

INTRODUCTION: UTILITY ≠ HAPPINESS

ARLIE Hochschild is developing a vocabulary for the documentation, analysis, conservation, and reform of emotions. She defends sociality against the pervasive claim that markets provide the best means of maximizing happiness (Fukuyama, 1993; Lane, 1991), pointing out discomforting, chilling, estranging, tragic, or weird effects of ‘market times’ on ‘intimate life’. Hochschild is wary of the ‘commodification of emotion’. She observes and questions upward redistribution of respect and power from the poor to the hyper-rich who already possess power and prestige in excess. She observes and questions the transfer of emotional warmth and attachment from households to workplaces and from South to North. She challenges the assumption that affection can be priced and exchanged without risk to givers and receivers or damage to feeling. Her insights on these issues have profoundly influenced organization studies through concepts such as emotion work and emotional labour. In this chapter, Hochschild’s sociological approach to the study of emotions, intimate life, and work is outlined. This is followed by an account of her influence on organization studies which focuses on the work of a group of authors who concentrate on the ways emotion, care, and unkindness play a role in many organizational settings.

    Hochschild builds on the long-standing wariness of sociologists towards economics and psychology, criticizing their ‘methodological individualism’. In this vein Durkheim questioned whether individual utility maximization equates to increasing well-being, and Hochschild doubts especially that happiness can be bought under conditions of gender and class inequality. This wariness accords with the proverb that ‘you can’t buy love’, and popular intuition that there should be a separation between the sacred and profane realms, between what is public and private, between what should be freely given as part of our experience of love and care and what can be bought and sold. Hochschild also recognizes the difficulty of drawing distinct boundaries in this way, because there are many organizational contexts which demand qualities of caring above and beyond legalistic performance of job contracts. As societies become more complex and caring tasks are outsourced from the family to state or commercial organizations, difficult issues arise about how to manage these tasks and what impact outsourcing has on intimate life and selfhood.

    Beyond shared criticism of methodological individualism, sociologists divide between opposing paradigms of our own making; but Hochschild has an unusual way of articulating Marx, Durkheim, Simmel, and Goffman and moving freely between psychodynamic dimensions and sociological ones in order to trace these links between public and private life. Hochschild’s multidimensional analyses are thus ‘spacious’, inventive, pragmatic, and precise. She is able to draw on approaches normally engaged in paradigm wars, using them instead to find orthogonal ‘coordinates’ which pinpoint detailed observations of public and private life and establish their vectors. It is noticeable that her work continues to furnish refreshing essays crafted to reach beyond the academy and to address the public realm more generally. Hochschild’s concepts—emotion work, emotional labour, deep and surface acting, commercialization of feeling, love and gold, emotion regimes, the nervous normal, feeling rules, display rules, fear and bravado, normalization of neglect, the commodity frontier, the time bind, care chains, the global woman, outsourced care, the outsourced self, emotional false consciousness and estrangement—‘provide by the use of language, to operate on the soul of the hearer, in the way of informing, convincing, pleasing, moving, or persuading’ (Campbell, 1849 after Francis Bacon).1

    Hochschild’s influence is widespread among sociologists, management researchers, organizational psychologists, nursing and allied practitioners, and lay readers. Her key concept of ‘emotional labour’ continues to grow in circulation. In 2005 there were 12,100 Google ‘hits’ for the exact phrase, ‘emotional labour’; by 2009 the count registered 32,800 (and ‘emotional labor’ another 44,000); by 2012 ‘emotional labour’ returned 81,000 hits—an increase of over 600 per cent since 2005 (and ‘emotional labor’, 145,000). The US and UK spellings enable us to track accelerating interest beyond America, and by 22 May 2013 ‘emotional labour’ returned 101,000 hits and ‘emotional labor’ 164,000. Although these figures partly reflect the growth of the Internet, they indicate Hochschild’s influence. And if general Google search results are compared with ‘hits’ from Google Scholar, general use of Hochschild’s concepts is about 22 times greater than academic use (data from author’s unpublished research): she is indeed practising a form of public sociology and qualifies as a public intellectual.

BIOGRAPHY AND CONTEXT

Her soft-spoken approach, which has been called ‘Quakerish’, has biographical sources. Hochschild recalls a childhood in a well-off part-globalized household in which it was clear that there was something more at work than ‘personality differences’. Her ‘metropolitan’ father was a diplomat and she recalls the measured use of language by attachés visiting the house; their nuanced-talk, muted emotions, and guarded expressions personifying relationships between nations. She recollects her mother’s ‘village’ world limited in its compass; that her mother was less happy than her father who walked with a spring in his step. This sensitivity to detail, language, gender differences, the contrast between the home and the wider world shaped her approach to sociology. Her academic training took place while Marxist, Durkheimian,Weberian, and other sociological schools were being reanimated by the social upheavals of the 1960s, although ‘The power of their ideas’ she admits, did not win her over immediately (2003a: 7). Since then, successive camps have formed, splitting sociologists into ‘functionalists’ and ‘conflict theorists’ then into ‘structuralists’ and ‘post-structuralists’; more recently into ‘quantitative positivists’ and ‘qualitative constructivists’, culminating in disputes over the merits of ‘modernism’ versus ‘postmodernism’. Fights everywhere; but Hochschild does not assert any special preference.

    Meanwhile a Chicago-led revolution in economics captivated policy makers first in Washington, then more widely as neo-liberalism and buoyant markets began to supplant Keynesian ideas about regulating the market for social purposes. Neo-liberal economics proposed that we are: (1) properly constituted as individual agents, (2) revealing (unexplained) preferences, (3) maximizing utility through markets (Friedman & Friedman, 1980), and (4) that ‘anything you pay for is better’ (Hochschild, 2012). Gary Becker argued that households are ‘maximizing’ in all circumstances (1993); that advantage-seeking describes all there is. Accordingly, anyone professing care for others is untrustworthy because altruism hides selfish intentions, especially by government employees (Hayek, 1991, 2001). If this really was so, then organ sales, paid-for sex, hired guns, protection rackets, and baby markets would be better than organ donations, marriage or civil-partnerships, police forces, nation states, and licensed adoption; an individual’s intrinsic worth would always be trumped by their extrinsic worth.

    Hochschild explores the effects of market hegemony on private life, selfhood, and emotions. For example, what does it tell us about familial relations when a daughter from northern Thailand is sold into sexual slavery in the south, not from sheer poverty but so her parents can buy a new TV (Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2003: 211)? Or when wombs are rented out so that surrogate mothers can afford home improvements or other consumer items? ‘Baby farming’ is worth US$2.3bn to India’s GDP and Ivy League students average a fee of $35,000 per ovum ‘donated’ (Hochschild, 2011, 2012: 84–5). ‘Utility’ is generated in these trades, but Hochschild prevents discussion ending there.

    Wariness towards utilitarian commodification is, of course, not just part of Hochschild’s biography; it marked the formation of sociology as a discipline. Durkheim warned that individualistic utility maximization was the route not to happiness but to ‘anomie’. Ties would weaken. There would be discomforting mismatches between wants and the means of realizing them, a critique that resonated with Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1790) and which has resurfaced in recent empirical studies of the relationship between health, welfare, and happiness on the one hand, and market relations and inequalities on the other (Boyce & Brown, 2010; Easterlin, 1974; Easterlin et al., 2010; Knifton & Quinn, 2013; Luttmer, 2005; Sandel, 2012; Schor, 2004, 2010; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010; Zelizer, 2005). Happiness does not increase indefinitely with affluence. On the contrary, it appears that unhappiness and ill health increase with the amount of inequality that exists within countries in the affluent West.

    To summarize: Hochschild’s micro- and macro-sociology of emotion began young; it was always alert to gender inequalities (Hochschild, 2003a: 1–9), it developed before sociology’s mid-life crisis and splits (Gouldner, 1971), and before the hegemony of ‘market times’. Today she urges the conservation and repair of the intimate life of households from the estranging effects of ‘capitalist religion’ and the consuming passions of the workplace (Cox, 1999; Hochschild, 1997, 2012). She summarized her approach in an email to this author:

    I might say that taken as a whole, [my work] highlights the importance of human connections. We do not stand alone. We need other people. Other people need us. We need them in families. We need them in public life—through civic engagement and state provisions…This precious sociality is fragile and needs protection. The emotion work people do to maintain it isn’t seen or appreciated; it’s the housework of civic life (The Managed Heart). This sociality often comes with hidden sacrifices (Global Woman). The love of nanny is ‘taken from’ love of her own children. It can be misappropriated, misdirected and wrongly deployed toward corporate ends (The Time Bind). And private human connections can be devalued and substituted for by commercial substitutes (The Outsourced Self). So we need to look sharp to keep family, community and public social bonds free of other interests and un-squashed by competing sets of values, commercial [or] military. Again tacitly, the idea is citizen-to-citizen connections that are both local (e.g. the family) and global ([my] work on nannies, and [on] Indian surrogate mothers). The odd thing is that I never really talk about the core of the connectedness itself; that’s hard to do. I just know it’s very important. So you might say there’s a Durkheim-Goffman thread there, bent toward early Marx type questions about the estranging impact of the market. (Hochschild, email to author, 25 July 2012, reproduced with consent)

Following Goffman, Hochschild is interested in shared ‘feeling rules’ governing the type and intensity of emotion occasioned by different social rituals and in ‘display rules’ governing how far emotions should be expressed in different ‘frames’ (Goffman, 1959, 1967, 1974). (On Goffman see Manning, Chapter 12, this volume.) This equal attention to the micro- and macro-sociology is evident in the examples she gives of how rules play out locally and at a global scale, e.g. via ‘global care chains’.

READING HOCHSCHILD: ARTICULATING MARX, DURKHEIM, AND GOFFMAN

There is a feeling rule that ‘parents must love their children’ and an emerging rule that ‘workers should work with passion’. Hochschild unpicks the contradictions, tensions, and conflicts in the simple-looking observation that cash-rich, time-poor long-hours workers therefore repay ‘care deficits’ towards their children by buying in care from emotional labourers and showering children with extravagant gifts symbolizing love owed. Employers extract what Marx calls ‘absolute surplus value’ from these long-hours white collar workers whose ‘customary subsistence’ and therefore ‘value of labour power’ remains high. Many of these workers experience warm workplace ties, which in Durkheimian terms foster ‘organic solidarity’ and animate them to give their all. Hochschild, for example, describes how strong collective conscience at Americo inhibits sickness absence and discourages workers from claiming leave entitlements (1997) as this would ‘let down the team’. Presented with a choice, her respondents chose more work-time and less home-time. Meanwhile household care deficits worsen, weakening ‘mechanical solidarity’ there, creating ‘cold’, demoralized, and uncaring (‘anomic’) families and fragile collective conscience in the private realm (see also Bott, 1957). ‘Weak ties’ strengthen while ‘strong ties’ weaken. Commodification of domestic relationships increases—affection priced in money and expensive gifts to substitute for loss of intimacy (an example of what Marx describes as ‘commodification’ and ‘commodity fetishism’). Drawing on Durkheim, Hochschild sees this also as a violation of the ‘sacred’ domain of the family by the filthy lucre. This sacred/profane distinction is prominent in essay titles: The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling (1983) and ‘Love and Gold’ (Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2003).

    Hochschild’s ethics spring from these analyses but again with unusual sensibility. By way of the strong association between emotion and selfhood expressed by the ‘heart’ metaphor for feelings—which places emotions ‘at the core of being’—Hochschild judges emotional labour to be more estranging than manual labour. These archaic cosmological allusions (heart, human, gold) encompass pre-sociological ethical considerations and images of the self which persist in popular thinking about the place of self in society and the divide between that which can be priced and that which is priceless (love and caring). This may be why high-solidarity workplaces which evoke these ‘sacred values’ in their discourse of teamwork and commitment in ways which would please Durkheim but perplex Marxists (Gouldner, 1982) continue to disturb her.

KEY TERMS

‘Emotion work’ is defined as the effort of affecting the feelings of others, such as a parent consoling their child (Hochschild, 1979, 1983)—‘collective emotion work’ if done by more than one person. ‘Emotional labour’ is emotion work done for payment. By implication it can be replaced in many areas by cost-cutting, creating self-service systems which are cheaper (Gershuny, 1978); it can also be eroded and devalued by becoming a performance in accordance with a script that distances the emotional labourer from the ‘other’. It features in societies which have become ‘great salesrooms’ and ‘personality markets’ (Mills, 1951).2While emotional labour is often done for profit such as on Broadway or by cabin crew for Delta Airlines, it is also done outside ‘capitalist relations of production’. Not-for-profit emotional labour is undertaken by diplomats, police officers, buildings inspectors, state-employed clinicians and teachers, municipal pest-control officers, coroner’s officials, emergency workers, youth workers, and so on. However, in both commercial and non-commercial settings the boundary between paid-for ‘emotional labour’ and gifted ‘emotion work’ is fuzzy. Most service work involves some effort to affect the feelings of others with the possibility of satisfaction from a job done well, and both paid and gifted elements may be entailed (Bolton, 2005).

    Hochschild devotes attention to how emotion work done in intimate social settings gets commodified; what she describes as the effects of an encroaching ‘commodity frontier’ on intimate life. She acknowledges parents’ conscientious attempts to repair their ‘care deficits’ with extravagant gifts and by employing housemaids. She has shown how this has global consequences (Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2003). Those affluent enough to substitute the emotion work of parenting with the emotional labour of housemaids are at one end of a ‘global care chain’. Here foreign workers transfer love of their own children (left back home in emerging economies for extended periods) on to the children in their care in the North. Nannies repair nannies’ own care deficits by passing sorely needed remittances back along the chain for collection by relatives willing to care for nannies’ own children in, say, the Philippines. Thus the extended family is drawn into the emotional labour market. Given extreme disparities, care chains maximize the ‘comparative advantages’ of nations good at different activities. But Hochschild points out how attempts to place what might be called ‘accurate prices’ on ‘outsourced’ love, has eaten away at something priceless and risks turning families into loose associations of unequal, mutually indifferent, or embittered and antagonistic contractors in which children are ‘emotional bill-collectors’.

    Hochschild dimensions this emotional outsourcing first according to the shifting boundary between public and private realms, second according to commercial encroachment on non-commercial activity, and third according to the gendering of emotion work. She spoke with fathers unsure about what it means to be ‘a good dad’ and wondering whether to pay party organizers to run their children’s birthday parties. Commodification is encroaching on intimate life, placing prices on experiences which used to be created outside the market. The assumption that ‘if it is paid for it must be better’ had spread. Fathers were asking themselves, should they outsource aspects of the dad role and therefore demonstrate their love in ‘gold’; or would their homespun efforts be applauded by children and by the other parents who will be watching?

    Hochschild found that fathers who rely on their limited repertoire have their theatrical mistakes forgiven by all-comers who recognized the good-intentions, reasoning that outsourced dads are not real dads. But increasing numbers of affluent households welcome the market into their homes; e.g. competing to provide the best children’s parties in the neighbourhood. In this way a domestic ethic of care is ‘transmuted’ into the market ethics of competition and utility maximization. Ties between spouses or partners and their children appear to have weakened: as one father of a newborn child placed in maximum-hours day care explained, this was positive because it would foster his child’s ‘independence’ (Hochschild, 1997).

    Hochschild finds evidence of many other forms of emotional outsourcing and commodification of intimate relations (2005b), including marriage- proposal-and-romantic-events-planning, marriage-success-training, scattering the cremated remains of loved ones by specially chartered aeroplanes and boats, grave- visiting services, personal-life-coaching, family memory-creation consultancy, family-photo-album-arranging, rent-a-grandma, rent-a-friend, and rent-a-womb contractors. She notes that the commercialization of intimacy is accompanied by managerial terminology and techniques (2012: 131–2). The LeaderWorks consultancy Family360.com uses human resource management principles to train parents to become more ‘effective’ through ‘high-leverage activities’ appraised by all family members:3

    Our Family 360 coaches bring a wealth of experience to the coaching process. They have a unique perspective born of their own family life experiences, of many years of coaching individuals at all levels in the organization, and from working in a number of Fortune 500 companies. Hence, they all have time-tested expertise and a results-oriented perspective…. we provide honest, realistic and challenging feedback…and…we know how to connect with clients and create a trusting environment where learning can occur.4

Hochschild describes how she

    discovered a number of managers who said they brought home management tips that helped them smoothly run their homes. And sometimes people describe themselves using work imagery. One man, humorously, spoke of having a ‘total quality’ marriage, and another, seriously, spoke of a good family as like a ‘high productivity team.’ One man even explained that he improved his marriage by realizing that his wife was his primary ‘customer’. The roles and relationships of the office became benchmarks for those at home. (Hochschild, 2003a: 42–3)

She has an eye for ‘intimate life in market times’ (2012), and her countervailing terminology is used by many sharing her concern over the ‘estranging’ effects of the ‘management [and] commercialisation of human feeling’ on emotional labourers (1983) and households (1997, 2003a, 2012).

FEATURES OF EMOTIONAL LABOUR

The ‘object’ of emotion work is materially different to manual or mental work where unthinking, unfeeling objects are transformed for others to use later (wallpaper, quarterly accounts). The object of emotion work, the work-piece, is another person here and now, engaged in a social interaction. The most immediate feature of an emotional labourer’s work conditions is ‘other people’; who can sometimes be ‘hellish’.5 The worker and the other are affected jointly by the context of their encounter which may provide favourable or unfavourable circumstances for how the interaction is played out—impoverished foreign nanny and affluent child, fearful police officers and flood victims in abandoned New Orleans, or carers and elders in a well-run residential home (Hochschild, 1973).

    Workers’ capabilities matter immediately to others, especially workers’ alertness to alteriority (difference). Recognition and accommodation of many individual differences is critical to emotional labour such as patient consultations and suicide counselling. Workers’ emotional skills matter to themselves and their clients and less immediately to employers, regulators, and governments. Because this sort of skill is hard to define and measure managers may recourse to ‘performance management’ and checking against simplistic ‘service level agreements’ and ‘targets’. Perversely, targets may be reached within organizations later identified as catastrophic failures because the measures used did not take account of the quality of the emotional labour. Meeting a target is a far cry from meeting the emotional (or even in some cases, the physical) needs of another person as scandals in the UK NHS and in private care homes have revealed. Senior managers’ zealous pursuit of ‘measurables’ contributed to hundreds of avoidable deaths at the UK Mid Staffordshire Hospital Trust according to the findings of the government-sponsored Francis Report (Francis et al., 2013)

    Emotional labour can create immediate and long-term good and harm to either party. This can unfold in ways that defy estimation or prediction. There are many kinds of happiness in a skilful job well done: good counselling has life-changing effects; on the other hand, unskilled treatment of frightened and angry passengers can endanger air safety. Emotional labour is involved in traumatic abuse of the other and can have widening consequences, e.g. prison officers treating inmates badly leading to prison riots (Jackson, 1971), or police and city officials treating citizens caught up in extreme circumstances without appropriate levels of compassion leading to widespread complaints, alienation, looting, and avoidable deaths (e.g. through city, state, and federal failures over Hurricane Katrina). Misjudged handshakes and diplomatic talk suggested to Saddam Hussein that violent annexation of Kuwait could go ahead with impunity. Harm to peacekeeping followed coarse behaviour by US and UK troops during house searches in Iraq, systematic humiliation, and tortuous abuse of detainees. Catastrophic emotional labour is headline news.

    In some areas, the significance of emotional labour is recognized and efforts made to monitor and regulate it and to produce appropriate forms of emotional labour through professional education and training, e.g. in midwifery; nursery, orphan, and elder-care; counselling; social work; and education. Other occupational areas have been pressured into recognizing that what we are here calling the emotional labour of care is a proper part of labour processes; meeting with some scepticism it has to be said from police officers. There is also scepticism among the public when coercive occupations such as the police, army, and prison guards, proclaim a caring role. Nevertheless, there is a growing tendency to define right and wrong in the arena of emotional work and emotional labour (Colquhoun et al., 2007), as enshrined in statutes and codes covering child cruelty, violence within the family, and sexual and racial harassment at work and outside the workplace. Emotional labour involves health and safety considerations not found in factories, and ‘product safety’ takes on fresh meaning in services.

    Consumers or clients of emotional labourers share an immediate and objective interest in good working conditions for these employees in a way that they share only indirectly with employees in manufacturing, e.g. clothing workers in Bangladesh. It is harder to retain a clear conscience while inflicting harm face-to-face than while doing harm at a distance (Hand, 1989). This face-to-face interaction forms the basis for collective mobilization across the client/provider divide such as campaigns launched between patients’ associations, clinicians, and health ministers, or between crime victims ‘reclaiming the streets’, local police, police commissioners, and reformed gangsters.

    Emotional labour is ‘contradictory’. Firms can profit by selling it as a commodity; but they can also increase surplus value ‘absolutely’ (through ‘speedups’, i.e. increasing throughput targets for doctors, nurses, social workers, etc.) or ‘relatively’ (by substituting emotional labourers with technology, e.g. Internet healthlines, self check-in/checkouts, avatars, self-instruction, self-diagnosis, and ‘F**k it’ self-therapy (Parkin, 2012)), styled ‘the profane way to profound happiness’.

    Emotional labour varies with class and gender, ranging between luxurious personal service offered ‘upwards’ (beauty parlours, life coaching, leadership development, servants), cheap impersonal service offered centrally (call centres), trailing-off into ‘unattended service’ (card-activated barriers, recorded announcements, unstaffed tanning salons, and anthropomorphic robots). Entitlements vary dramatically between clients, customers, consumers, service users, citizens, aliens, students, patients, detainees, hostages, and so on. Conversion say from ‘student’ to ‘customer’ may substitute a profound, ill-defined transformational obligation with a trivial transactional one that fits a checklist. Encounters vary in urgency and duration, governed by clock speeds set by the conflicting moral time-bases of the other, of employers and of regulators. Departures from ‘the right speed’ can provoke flashes of dissatisfaction and violence.

GUARDEDNESS

Hochschild’s analysis of aircraft cabin crew explores the impact of emotional labour on the person doing the task. Why can’t some cabin crew switch off at the end of a shift, smiling involuntarily at strangers on the way home? Because they have been ‘deep acting’ hospitality for many hours and cannot relax their smiles and recover their backstage, off-duty, private domestic dispositions. Why resent ‘recurrent flight training’—in which cabin crew are encouraged to welcome customers to an aircraft as they would welcome guests to a house party? Because deep acting intrudes uncomfortably on the ‘inner’ self which tends to be pictured at ‘the core’; or as it were, as the ‘soul’ (Rose, 1989; Smith, 1999) which should not be alienable. What’s wrong with smiling in a way that ‘really lays it on’? Because the effort of feigning one emotion while feeling another (surface acting) is also estranging. What informs the choice between feeling and feigning? Smiling (or frowning) ‘in the line of duty’ involves complexities which call for a vocabulary that sociologists of mental—and manual—labour processes did without. By ‘deep acting’, the ‘display rules’ which govern countenance can be reconciled with ‘feeling rules’ which govern emotions (Hochschild, 1979, 1983). Face and feelings can be ‘drawn together’ avoiding ‘strain’, she writes, although there is still something estranging about deep acting too, when a sincere worker treats kin at home as if they were clients at work. For Hochschild this leads to difficult dilemmas. Sociality faces pernicious threats from individualism and from a ‘positive psychology’ which places responsibility for happiness on individuals in contradistinction to other forms of communal solidarity and lives lived well in common. But in addition Hochschild cautions against over-reliance on becoming-a-person-through-co-workers, if this is to the detriment of the becoming-of-persons-at-home. Indeed, Hochschild’s many vignettes identify a variety of forms of estrangement, surrender, and resistance.

READING HOCHSCHILD’S VARIETIES OF ESTRANGEMENT

By estrangement Hochschild links together the concepts of alienation drawn from Marx (1844, 1970), and anomie drawn from Durkheim (1997). Under the ‘labour theory of value’ Marx describes alienation as the sale of a worker’s capacity to work (their ‘labour power’) in return for a wage. The worker alienates (relinquishes) their control of what commodity they will make, how they make it, and the ownership of the commodity to the capitalist who stands in a hierarchical relationship to them. He argues that capitalists have an interest in ‘commodifying’ as many ‘use values’ (useful qualities) as possible so that surplus value can be realized through their sale. Hochschild is particularly concerned with the commodification of many previously domestic use values such as child care and parenting. Durkheim, on the other hand, describes anomie as ‘weak collective conscience’ among persons. According to him anomie can be avoided in complex societies through membership of guilds (proud craft unions), state education (establishing a meritocratic fit between individuals’ talents and their eventual occupations), and through the abolition of inherited wealth. These enable ‘organic solidarity’: individual awareness of their indispensability to society as a whole within a ‘high natural division of labour’. In simple societies with a ‘low division of labour’, ‘mechanical solidarity’ is animated through clan, kinship, and totemic ritual. Durkheim was aware that too little or too much social solidarity could be lethal, leading to ‘egoistic’ and ‘anomic’ or ‘altruistic suicides’ respectively. Hochschild’s use of the term ‘estrangement’ captures the ways in which these Marxian and Durkheimian concepts intersect. Drawing from Marx, she challenges ‘commodification’ of emotional work and the alienation which emerges from it both in the private sphere (with the outsourcing of love) and in the public sphere (with pressure on employees to ‘act’ in a ‘caring’ way with their customers). Drawing from Durkheim, she challenges the effort to create excessive solidarities in the workplace by importing the discourse of private life and intimacy into the office. But she is also aware of the dangers intrinsic to excessive solidarity within households which work especially against women.

    Her moderately egalitarian rationality is defined more by opposition to other rationalities than by intrinsic organizing principles (Douglas, 1996; Verweij & Thompson, 2006). Nevertheless, it is vital to good governance. Understood in this way, Hochschild’s public contribution is to challenge the wisdom of different powerful yet equally estranging rationalities: the isolate in self-therapy, the hierarchical oppression of scripted emotional labourers, and the individualist pursuit of emotion pricing heedless of harm to decency.

    Hochschild finds that the marketization and outsourcing of intimacy is associated with personal disappointment, sorrow, and tragedy. Take online dating. The new ‘off the shelf partner’ proves disappointing and one soon tires of them in a similar way to losing interest in a product. Companions come in an infinite variety and cannot be substituted by replacements. Thus paradoxically, she finds that individuality is not always well served by individualistic pursuit of utility. And it is probably because the distinction between the sacred and profane is the work of collective conscience (Durkheim, 1997) that methodological individualism fails to account for this variety of discontentment.

HOCHSCHILD AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES

Hochschild’s interest in emotional life (commercial and non-commercial, public and private, pernicious and beneficial, large and small scale) is spreading beyond the academy because readers recognize themselves in her descriptions.6 She speaks, then, to popular misgivings about commercial reconfiguration of ordinary ethics. In this way, she has influenced the study of organizations, adding new dimensions to encompass our understanding of work and management. In this last section I illustrate how three writers have seized on Hochschild’s significance.

Pam Smith on ‘The Emotional Labour of Nursing’

This study (Smith, 1992, 2012) is a practical application of Hochschild’s concepts to the understanding and development of the labour process of nursing; comparing ward organization, the changing nursing curriculum, different models of care, and nurses’ reported experience of working. Pam Smith is an acknowledged authority on changes in nursing care and on the effects of new curricula and institutional reforms on the emotional labouring capacity of the UK nursing service (2011). She has made nurses aware of the often invisible emotional labour content of their practices and its critical importance to patient well-being. Smith establishes which emotion regimes benefit patients, sustain nurses, and preserve institutional reputations. Authoritative clinical leadership by nurses (especially ward sisters), a ‘care’ based rather than a ‘disease-fighting’ or ‘health promotion’ model of nursing (Smith, Masterson, & Smith, 1999) and collective emotion work by nurses through which they sustain each other, all contribute to therapeutic regimes (see also Rustin, 1991). Smith finds that nursing care needs an ‘infrastructure’; ‘student nurses felt better able to care for patients when they felt cared [for]…by trained ward staff and…teachers’ (1992: 135). Compared to cabin crew, nurses have greater control over which feeling rules they are governed by and over how far to obey them on a patient-by-patient basis.

    She found that nursing varied with the medical specialism according to which patients were treated. In contrast to most of the 12 medical wards surveyed, psychiatric nursing emerged most positively. Here ‘work…was clearly defined around relationships and feelings and how to manage them systematically. The person in charge would stop “everything” to discuss a patient care issue and how it affected the nurses’ (1992: 57). In specialist medical wards, nurses tended to value the acquisition of technical skills—intravenous infusion, catheters, and emergency interventions—more than emotional care. Oncology on the other hand foregrounds ‘human emotion’ because ‘the medical legitimisation of emotion work within oncology was reinforced by the powerful image of cancer in society as a symbol of suffering and death’ (1992: 55; see also James, 1989, 1992). By continuing to assume that care is one of the ‘natural arts of women’ the emotional labour of nursing still fails to attract sufficient recognition as skilful and demanding work, not least among nurses themselves: ‘in the ward survey, only 15% of comments identified the emotional components of nursing (e.g. care of terminal patients and their relatives, talking to them and controlling their pain) as valuable to nursing’ (1992: 56). Most nurses objected to being seen by patients as vocationally motivated ‘angels’, much as paramedics dislike being called ‘heroes’ (Nairn, 2001, 2004). Smith argued that ‘the emotional components of caring require formal and systematic training to manage feelings’.

Stephen Fineman on ‘Emotion in Organizations’

Stephen Fineman has written several books, edited collections, and journal articles exploring ‘emotion at work’ (Fineman, 2003, 2005, 2008; Panteli & Fineman, 2005). Trained as a psychologist, Fineman supports ‘social constructionist’ interpretations of the affective life of organizations, although he also accommodates psychodynamic, biographic, anthropological, personality-based, philosophical, and straightforwardly functionalist descriptions. And although he omits Marxist treatments of affect, he is alert to power differences, hierarchies, and to the intra-organizational economy of feelings, favours, bullying, and retaliation. Like Pam Smith, his writing is pragmatic and clear. He organizes his essays around the events, processes, dilemmas, and crises that managers are likely to face: leading and following, decision making, trust (and its destruction), change and resistance, bullying, downsizing, patriarchy, guilt, and emotional injury; all of which, he emphasizes, are marked by feelings.7 Fineman’s Understanding Emotions at Work (2003) is aimed at managers and management students, alerting them to the sometimes subterranean but always present ways in which emotions animate the workplace and inform choices.

    Surveyed as a whole, Fineman emerges as adopting no particular theoretical position. He reasons that because concepts such as ‘stress’ and ‘emotional intelligence’ have been embraced by practising managers and are meaningful to them and have consequences, they warrant taking seriously. But he mistrusts the notion that stress and emotional intelligence, or indeed any feature of organizational life, amount to discrete and stable phenomena. He might be identified as Weberian, favouring accounts that are ‘adequate at the level of meaning’; commenting on organizations in a way that is recognizable in their members’ reported experience.

Sharon Bolton on Prescriptive, Pecuniary, Presentational, and Philanthropic ‘Emotion Management’

Sharon Bolton is known best for her book Emotion Management in the Workplace (2005). Here she criticizes Hochschild for representing workers too pessimistically as ‘over-managed hearts’. ‘Placing individuals at the centre of the analysis’ Bolton writes that most workers have many opportunities to alter or resist doing what is expected of them. Rejecting the term ‘emotional labour’ as too indiscriminate, instead she explores possibilities through a ‘typology of emotion management’ which distinguishes between ‘pecuniary-’, ‘prescriptive-’, ‘professional-’ and ‘philanthropic motivations’ (2005: 93; see also Bolton, 2010). Each is characterized by feeling rules derived from different sources, different intentions, degrees of sincerity, different sources of identity and with diverse outcomes besides estrangement.

    ‘Pecuniary emotion management’—governed by ‘commercial feeling rules’—is the most likely to result in cynical ‘good-enough’ performances done quickly in a state of alienated detachment. The worker ‘has limited scope to manage customer interaction’ other than to meet ‘predetermined standards’ (Bolton, 2005: 94) and make deliberate ‘use [of] scripted interaction as a shield against…involvement with customers’ (Bolton, 2005: 95). This fatalistic disposition corresponds to Hochschild’s ‘surface acted emotional labour’ and Menzies Lyth’s ‘defence mechanisms’ (Menzies Lyth, 1959).

    ‘Prescriptive emotion management’ characterizes professional and organizational attempts to shape emotion and disposition. ‘If feeling rules are…professional…one may enjoy the status of the title of doctor or lawyer and…social recognition’ which calls for ‘living up to…professional roles and…their idealised images.’ There is ‘more likelihood of a sincere performance…[and of] altruistic or status motivations’ (Bolton, 2005: 95).

    Bolton’s distinction between these first two types is in keeping with a point Hochschild made about legal and other professionals. Hochschild reasoned that although legal professionals affect the feelings of others, and although their employers profit from this, professional status limits the amount of control which managers can exercise over them. Hochschild hesitated to define professional employees as emotional labourers because their work conditions involve considerable autonomy compared with routinized workers, say at McDonalds, for whom Hochschild reserves the description ‘emotional labourer’ with the probability of ‘surface acting’.

    In practice, cabin crew probably lie in-between Bolton’s ‘pecuniary’ and ‘prescriptive’ types because they are well trained and possess authoritative powers of arrest similar to licensed police officers. And their capacity to resist is shaped accordingly. For example, Hochschild learned of sly retaliation by cabin crew against illegitimate passenger demands. Crew will smile through gritted teeth, feigning hospitality in a way that makes their annoyance plain enough to obnoxious passengers. But because they are smiling visibly, cabin crew know that managers will find it difficult to censure them for not doing their jobs. That is, resistance is possible through pretence and thinly veiled displeasure. Still on the topic of autonomy and resistance, in Hochschild’s description of ‘speed up’ it is also clear that experienced cabin crew had a nostalgic (i.e. ‘prescriptive professional’) wish to do more emotional labour than they had time for, and in this respect they are not unlike reluctant nurses saddled with a ‘task-based’ ward regime. In other words, cabin crew describe emotional labour as both demanding and rewarding, and airline managements are reported as both ‘managing emotional labour’ for pecuniary reasons while driving standards of emotional labour downwards—expelling it from the labour process in a bid to cut costs (again for pecuniary reasons). Cabin crew are willing to meet high standards (i.e. ‘prescriptive’ emotional labour) but management constrains them. Hochschild and Bolton concur then, that the balance of legitimate power between organizations and employees does indeed vary according to context. But it is the ‘cynical/pecuniary’ strategy that brings an immediate ‘win’ to cabin crew and it is the ‘prescriptive/professional’ anti-speed-up strategy which fails, a failure that has proved lethal to patients in a nursing context.

    Bolton’s other two types are ‘presentational’ and ‘philanthropic’ forms of emotion management which ‘[rely] on social feeling rules’ known through ‘primary socialisation’, necessary to the

    maintenance of the ‘interaction order’ involving a moral commitment to maintain rituals of defence and demeanour which offer a sense of stability and ontological security to participants. This sense of stability might be created through the formation of sub-cultures, cliques, or informal work groups where workers can establish new, or fit in with existing, ways of being in the organisation…Nurses congregating in the toilet for a sneaky cigarette and to exchange words of comfort…game playing on the shop floor to relieve…monotony…indicate…emotion work taking place which, though prompted by the rigours of organisational life, is carried out according to social feeling rules. (Bolton, 2005: 97)

‘Philanthropic emotion management’ has these features but also ‘giving and receiving…which helps maintain or restore a sense of stability…sense of self [and] a precedent of reciprocity’ (Bolton, 2005: 98). It resembles Hochschild’s backstage ‘collective emotion work’ through which cabin crew support each other, not as officially directed (‘pecuniary’) activity and not as professional (‘prescriptive’) activity either. Bolton describes nurses as gifting feelings to patients not to profit the organization, nor in return for wages, but to earn patients’ gratitude and to draw satisfaction from this. Bolton states that this is ‘emotion work’—that is, an effort resembling parents’ unpaid care for children. Nurses want patients to show gratitude as this is evidence of their having had a therapeutic effect. Bolton’s identification of it as ‘philanthropic’ is helpful, but mindfulness of therapy surely has ‘prescriptive-professional’ connotations too.

    Bolton’s typology was developed to encompass deliberation and movement and to emphasize that every worker is an ‘emotion manager…capable of calibrating their performances’:

    A nurse may…empathise with a patient rather than present the face of a detached personal carer…A debt collector may show a more sympathetic face…rather than the prescribed aggressive one…and an air-stewardess may retain some autonomy in how she…provides customer contentment and gains satisfaction from providing that ‘little extra’…These…actors perform presentational, and philanthropic emotion management in addition to the prescriptive or pecuniary.

CONCLUDING NOTE: MORE THAN A MATTER OF RESISTANCE

Hochschild’s writing is multidimensional, dynamic, and encompasses respondents’ introspections about what they can and can’t, should and shouldn’t, and will or won’t do. They are often in more than two minds. Hochschild appreciates that feeling rules governing commercialized encounters may jar with rules governing domestic and civic emotion; that inappropriate feelings may carry over from one setting to another. Incongruous emotions imply a need to resist and to guard feeling. Cabin crew testimony does not suggest they are ‘overmanaged’. Nor does Hochschild exaggerate the linked threats to intimate life presented by emotion pricing, warm workplaces, and cold homes.

    But her exclusion of professional work from the emotional labour category is probably mistaken. It is because they have authority that they should be included, as the exercise of legitimate power is essential to reform and the professions offer countervailing power bases, somewhat as unions offer in manufacturing. And as nurse researchers would argue, resistance needs to be qualified by conscionable awareness of the others involved besides employers and markets: patients for example, or students, or detained persons.

    The fact of the other means it is not enough only to take the side of the worker. The pressing organizational questions are: (1) ‘What “emotion regimes” (Hochschild, 2002; see also Hochschild, 2003b, 2005a) are conducive to worker and other and to households and to public decency and to good political judgement?’; and (2) ‘How to prevent “normalized neglect”, the “empathy squeeze” (Hochschild, 2005a) and abuse?’

    The most effective efforts to resolve these dilemmas tend to involve practitioners such as police Sgt Ruth Colquhoun (Colquhoun et al., 2007), nurse Florence Nightingale (1980 [1859]), and especially nurses who are familiar with Hochschild’s concepts (James, 1992; Theodosius, 2008). Another reason for including professional emotional labourers, both as researchers and as worth studying, is that non-professional forms of emotional labour are retreating fastest. Online ordering (no sales worker), self-check-in (no desk clerk) self-diagnosis, therapy, and medication (no nurse, counsellor, or pharmacist), ticket-activated gates (no ticket collector), CCTV (no station staff, no police), automatic mass transit (no driver, no guard), mean service-without-service. It is concerning that emotional labour and its replacement by technology is hardly addressed in the services management literature. More problematically, nor is the idea of emotional labour integrated into official analyses of where service has gone terribly wrong. For example, the Francis Report in the UK examined the causes of high mortality among patients in an NHS hospital. It criticized the management for creating a focus on government led targets to the detriment of basic human care for patients, but it did not probe further into how managerial, medical, nursing, and auxiliary staff had allowed the emotional labour associated with patient care to be lost. Sociologists should accept some responsibility for this. We have failed to persuade the political class that a market approach which makes customers of all of us—even in matters as serious as health, domestic relationships, education, and policing—is inadequate to the task of meeting complex human needs. The notion of a rational, utility maximizing customer is dangerously misplaced in many areas, and especially in health, public order, diplomacy, and education.8

    The more these interdependencies between worker and other are revealed by studies of ‘prescriptive/professional’ emotional labour, the less likely that clients, patients, passengers, students, or citizens will be treated as mere customers exercising simple choice in a buyer’s market. Studies of police officers, immigration officials, diplomats, lawyers, nurses, performing artists, counsellors, peace negotiators, peace keepers, prison officers, tutors, and even drill sergeants, are needed, all with an eye to good practice in terms of the quality of the social interaction and the nature of the emotional labour, not just key performance indicators that emphasize targets and numerical aggregates. These studies should include testimony from detained persons, deportees, immigrants and emigrants, plaintiffs and defendants, patients, audience members, distressed persons, combatants, prisoners, learners, and raw recruits respectively. The sociology of services could inform law making as a matter-of-course.

    Economists concede that market activity can create ‘externalities’ detrimental to the commons (Galbraith, 1969). Unpoliced neighbourhoods and unstaffed stations would be examples of how pursuit of cost-cutting and private wealth can turn good-tempered places into malevolent ones. But ‘externality’ still suggests accidental outcomes peripheral to the main event (deal-making).

    More positively, when money is in contact with intimacy the connections are not always unhappy (exchanging proportionate presents), and when money is held many steps removed from intimacy the outcomes are not always happy (especially for unpaid carers). As the economic sociologist Zelizer argues (1994, 2000, 2005, 2011), it depends on social position and circumstance. Hochschild’s work continues to remind us of the centrality of care and abuse to organization studies. Her concepts have provided a rich repository for researchers in many different types of organizational context. The clarity of her writing, her concepts, and their meaningfulness to many people struggling with the contemporary demands of work and family, ensures that they are entering into general discourse and public policy debate. In practical terms, the struggle is only just beginning as the commitment to economic reasoning, utility maximization, and the concept of consumers and markets continues to spread into new arenas, commodifying new phenomena and creating new pressures to marketize social relations. By placing care and estrangement at the centre rather than at the periphery, Hochschild challenges scholars of organization to consider the intimate consequences of management practices and market creation.

NOTES

    1. Over a dozen honours have been conferred on Arlie Hochschild including fellowships, prestigious book awards, honorary doctorates, and citations for both specific and lifetime contributions to sociology. Like C.Wright Mills she has ‘The capacity to shuttle between levels of abstraction, with ease and with clarity, [which] is a signal mark of the imaginative and systematic thinker…. translat[ing] personal troubles into public issues, and public issues into the terms of their human meaning for a variety of individuals’ (Mills, 1959: 34).

    2. ‘The personality market, the most decisive effect and symptom of the great salesroom, underlies the all pervasive distrust and self-alienation so characteristic of metropolitan people. Without common values and mutual trust, the cash nexus that links one man to another in transient contact has been made subtle in a dozen ways, and made to bite deeper into all areas of life and relations. People are required by the salesman ethic and convention to pretend interest in others in order to manipulate them. In the course of time, and as this ethic spreads, it is got on to. Still, it is conformed to as part of one’s job and one’s style of life, but now with a winking eye, for one knows that manipulation is inherent in every human contact. Men are estranged from one another as each secretly tries to make an instrument of the other, and in time a full circle is made: one makes an instrument of himself and is estranged from it also’ (Mills, 1951: 187–8).

    3. ‘What a concept—combining the power of candid 360-degree feedback to the family’ writes Larry Bossidy, Former Chairman and CEO, Honeywell International. ‘Anyone serious about improving their relationships at home both for its own sake, as well as to boost their effectiveness, should take the Family 360’ <http://www.family360.com/index.html> (accessed May 2014).

    4. <http://www.family360.com/coaches.html> (accessed May 2014).

    5. A cabin crew member employed by British Midland Airwaysonce described to me how the staff would run informal competitions to ‘Find the BOB’: the single most courteous passenger who was ‘the Best-on-Board’. They would lavish special care on this person and this positive experience of emotional labour compensated their hellish treatment by the ‘Worst on Board’.

    6. The feminist quality of her writing, which treats ‘the personal as political’, ‘the local as global’, the public and private realms as co-constituve creations of each other, and of social relations as residing within us as much as they exist objectively, is unmistakable throughout.

    7. For an interesting cataloguing and analysis of emotions see Solomon (1993).

    8. For an ingeniously simple method for eliciting the consequences of managerialism and ‘social defences against anxiety’ (Menzies Lyth, 1959) in universities see Sievers (2007). Sievers suggests that by asking participants to shut their eyes and to picture their organization for a few seconds, the images that appear to them provide profound indications of the ‘organizational unconscious’ that they inhabit. Do students picture lectures, seminar discussions, tutors, collegial dialogue, and the interior building spaces where these take place? Or do they visualize surfaces such as the exteriors of buildings, login screens, signage, logos, and rule books? Sievers encourages participants to go out and photograph the images they have imagined and to create a ‘photo-social matrix’ of their organization as a first step towards taking therapeutic measures.
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CHAPTER 18

DISCOURSE AND COMMUNICATION

TIMOTHY R. KUHN AND LINDA L. PUTNAM

THE interest of organization studies in discourse and communication has burgeoned over the past several decades (Grant et al., 2004; Phillips & Oswick, 2012). When explaining this growth, scholars often point to two ‘turns’ in social theory and philosophy. First, the linguistic turn introduced the position that our understandings of social life are intrinsically discursive in character. Although some scholars have taken this to mean that all social life can be reduced to symbolism, such a reading is a misunderstanding of the turn’s contention that persons, their experiences, and the artefacts they use cannot exist outside of language. Language use constitutes distinctions and connections among social forms and, from this position, theorists challenge the commonplace assumption that causal forces are rooted in either ‘subjective’ or ‘objective’ features of the social world—indeed, they reject the dualism of subject and object and assert that experience is not best understood as a psychological phenomenon. They argue instead that the processes of meaning formation that produce social reality are already linguistically conditioned and, thus, that our experiences of subjects, objects, contexts, and organizations can never be separated from language and the power relationships embedded in it (Deetz, 2003).

    Organizational discourse studies draw from this linguistic turn in social theory and find inspiration in sociology, anthropology, communication, linguistics, philosophy, and literary studies (Grant, Keenoy, & Oswick, 1998, 2001). The various disciplines that form the foundation of this work account for the diversity of approaches to discourse that have emerged in organization studies. As with the linguistic turn’s claim about language, most organizational discourse scholars purport that discourse does not simply ‘describe things’ or ‘reflect a social reality’, but instead constitutes reality (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Their point is not that linguistic distinctions determine organizational phenomena, but that understanding how organizational phenomena occur requires an attention to the processes of their creation. And because organizations are social constructions, those processes of creation implicate language as the central constructive force.

    A second movement in social theory contributing to the focus on discourse and communication is the practice turn. Although there are many contrasting visions of practice, this perspective generally asserts that social life, and the phenomena that characterize it, are ongoing interactive accomplishments. Practice-based views complicate our understandings of the relationships between the individual and the collective, as well as between agency and structure, by arguing that organizational strategies, structures, and knowledge are not ‘objective’ properties of systems, but are what systems do when actors, artefacts, and spaces intersect in the production of joint activity (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 1996). Thus, practices are situated, materially mediated, pragmatic activities, not merely aggregations of individual actions. And when scholars frame organizations as systems of complex social practices distributed across space and time (Czarniawska, 2008; Wenger, 1998), they are led to an acknowledgement of differences between ideal and actual practices and, consequently, to the centrality of tensions, contradictions, and dilemmas in organizational life (Antonacopoulou, 2008; Putnam, 1986).

    These turns are broad movements that have altered the social science landscape, but their presence does not fully account for why scholars in organization studies have turned to discourse and communication in their efforts to understand organizations. Another possible explanation is that theorizing about discourse and communication sheds new light on traditional organizational problems such as making decisions, producing coordination and control, and structuring work. For instance, after the Carnegie School portrayed decisions as the central unit of analysis in organization theory, scholars began to examine the ways that social processes outside the organization shape decision premises and how decision-making processes generate organizational tensions and paradoxes (Jackall, 1988; Tompkins & Cheney, 1983). Other researchers extended resource dependency theory to show how managing an organization’s image was crucial to obtaining both symbolic and material resources (Alvesson, 1990; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Elsbach, 1994). Those scholars interested in power and control found it fruitful to examine the ways that cultures exert unobtrusive or normative influences in organizing (Alvesson & Lindkvist, 1993; Barker, 1993; Kunda, 1992). Still others contended that organizational scholarship overemphasized the deterministic forces of technology and organizational configuration, seeking instead a richer description of the interplay of agency and structure than was available at the time (Barley, 1986; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Orlikowski, 1992; Whittington, 1992). And, finally, another group sought to redress organization theory’s traditional concern with macro-level system and population dynamics by viewing ordinary action as itself a significant accomplishment, as part of a larger drive to reclaim the theoretical indispensability of the conduct of everyday life (Goffman, 1967; Silverman, 1971).

    Across these movements, foregrounding discourse and communication became a way to understand traditional organizational concerns in novel ways. Scholars who first appropriated the linguistic and practice turns in organization theory wrote about the legitimacy, rigour, and heuristic character of approaches rooted in discourse and communication (e.g. Putnam, 1983). This chapter builds on such efforts as we present an overview of discourse and communication literature. To do so, we explore definitions of discourse, communication, and the relationship between the two concepts, especially the ways that they become integrated. We then review two schools of thought on the role of discourse and communication in constituting the organization. Finally, we draw implications from this work for the role of materiality in discourse and the character of (dis)organization in the organizing process.

THEORIZING ABOUT DISCOURSE AND COMMUNICATION

In this section, we clarify how organizational scholars have defined discourse and communication while also attending to their epistemological underpinnings. As we present each term, we describe its contrasting uses, illustrate it with examples drawn from the literature, and present critiques. After examining the discourse and communication scholarship, we consider important distinctions between these concepts and how, in organization studies, they might be treated as interrelated.

Discourse

In its early work, organizational discourse studies referred to research on language and patterns of talk and text, such as the form or structure of words and signifiers, rhetorical and literary forms, the co-construction of meanings in context, and ways that talk accomplishes work (i.e. talk-as-action) (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001). Language is an important feature of discourse since it brings with it certain affordances by virtue of the properties of a linguistic system (Taylor & Van Every, 2000); these features and the lived realities of everyday language use constitute social practices. This early work encompassed studies on verbal structure, action and interaction in organizations (‘language in use’), cognition and schemas that shape meanings, and social contexts surrounding action (Phillips & Oswick, 2012).

    This early work led to a broader focus on texts as structured collections of talk, writing, and visual representations that are produced, disseminated, and consumed by and for organizational members. Conceptions of texts centre on the aggregate or collection of interactions, media, oral and written forms, non-verbal messages, and visual cues (Grant et al., 2004). The focus on texts moves beyond linguistic and symbolic forms to emphasize context-sensitive approaches—specifically, the ways that historical and social markers are layered with multiple interwoven texts and the ways that organizational actors co-construct interpretations through drawing on the interfaces among texts and their institutional presence (Heracleous, 2004; Hardy, 2001; Iedema, 2007; Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004). Analysis of any given text in organizational discourse studies thus tends to be intertextual, considering ‘a chain of texts, reacting to, drawing in, and transforming other texts’ (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 262).

    Fairclough’s (1992, 1995) critical discourse analysis (CDA) illustrates a way of focusing on such interwoven texts. This approach relies on three distinct dimensions of discourse: slices of talk and text, collections of texts that provide meaning to those slices, and the larger social context within which the two preceding types occur. Thus, any organizational event is ‘simultaneously a piece of text, an instance of discursive practice, and an instance of social practice’ (Fairclough, 1992: 4). Recent work on organizational discourse, then, centres on discursive forms and practices; the content, structure, and meanings of texts; and the interfaces among social and institutional texts that both enable and constrain spaces for action. Examples of this type of research include studies of client discourses, market discourses, corporate identity discourses, and institutional entrepreneurship (Christensen & Cheney, 2000; Fairclough, 1993; Maguire, Hardy, & Lawrence, 2004; Phillips & Hardy, 1997).

Levels of Analysis in Discourse Studies

Discourse studies rooted in texts invoke attention to levels of analysis that distinguish localized discourse (lower-case d) from universal or global Discourse (upper-case D).1 Drawing on these distinctions, Alvesson and Kärreman (2000: 1133–4) posit four versions of discourse analysis:


    (1) Micro-discourse approach—social texts, calling for the detailed study of language use in a specific micro-context;

    (2) Meso-discourse approach—being relatively sensitive to language use in context but interested in broader patterns that go beyond the details of the text and generalize to similar local contexts;

    (3) Grand discourse approach—an assembly of discourses, ordered and presented as an integrated frame, for example, focusing on dominant language use that reveals or constitutes organizational reality, such as corporate culture or ideology;

    (4) Mega-discourse approach—a universal connection of discourse to institutional patterns, such as business re-engineering, diversity, or globalization.



More recently, Alvesson and Kärreman (2011) reduced this scheme to focus on only macro- and micro-oriented discourse studies. The macro approach, now labelled ‘paradigm-type discourse studies’, examines how bodies of knowledge and broader socio-cultural meaning systems construct identities, practices, and texts. The guiding assumption in this work is that organizational realities are always contingent on the surrounding social field, such that understanding organizations and organizing practice requires an analysis of the ways that discourse shapes situated identities and actions. An example of this study is du Gay et al.’s (1996) examination of how macro-Discourses associated with entrepreneurialism alter managerial predispositions and personal capacities outside of individual managers’ understandings. Moreover, Nadesan (1997) showed how the Discourse of personality testing, as well as the field of personnel psychology (Newton, 1994; Rose, 1999), regulates normality in organizational membership through engaging in gatekeeping. In both cases, analytical attention concentrates on tracing the contours of the Discourse and displaying its influences on situated persons and practices.

    Alvesson and Kärreman’s second approach, now called ‘text-focused studies’, concerns micro-level analyses of the appropriation of discourses and the production of texts. This approach attends to situated interactions and the constitutive effects that discourse has on the seemingly mundane practices of organizing. For instance, Suchman (2000) compared the processing of documents by junior attorneys and support workers in a law firm. Finding substantial differences in how the two groups coded the same texts, Suchman inferred that group-based identities grounded in the distribution of symbolic rewards shaped social interaction and, in turn, affected document coding in ways that influenced the firm’s law practice. In such an approach, the aim is to describe the practical accomplishment of organization more than to trace the formative power of encompassing discursive systems.

    As these approaches suggest, the term organizational discourse is rooted in a variety of theoretical foundations and analytical uses. What connects these conceptions is the view that discourse is realized in texts that are formed linguistically, interactively, cognitively, and materially in the negotiation of social and organizational reality (Jian, Schmisseur, & Fairhurst, 2008). Analysing discourse thus ‘involves some form of textual analysis, some sort of structured investigation of the broader discourse of which the focal texts are a part, and an investigation of the social context in which the texts appear melded together’ (Phillips & Oswick, 2012: 445).

Critiques of Organizational Discourse Scholarship

There are two central critiques of the organizational discourse literature, the first of which concerns coherence. Because of the existence of multiple levels of analysis and a lack of agreement about how to bridge the levels, some critics express concern about the congruity of this work. In response, Phillips and Oswick (2012) called for increased attention to multi-level discourse analysis, which would connect locally produced texts with broad societal practices. Relations among discursive elements across multiple levels simultaneously are rarely spelled out and discursive concepts are often exceedingly broad (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011; Fairclough, 2005).

    In response, some hold that sorting types of discourse into distinct levels retains and reifies the field’s micro–macro division, a division that tends to relegate discourse and communication scholarship to the domain of the micro (see Kuhn, 2012). From this perspective, locating a standpoint that eliminates or transcends the assumption of ontologically real levels is necessary for the development of discourse and communication scholarship. Alternatively, Fairclough’s CDA represents an attempt to connect levels of analysis, but the diversity of conceptions of context in CDA studies (Hardy, 2001; Leitch & Palmer, 2010) and the difficulties in capturing discursive and non-discursive elements of reality limit this approach. Chouliaraki and Fairclough (2010: 1216) answer that conceptions of context are connected to questions of power and agency, and as such ‘can only be formulated in contingent ways within specific research designs, rendering methodological protocols deliberately unstable, flexible, and versatile—sometimes using the concept of “context”…and sometimes replacing it with other relevant terms’. In other words, what counts as context and the non-discursive—and thus, how analytical coherence is created—are empirical questions, at least in CDA.

    A second critique focuses on the concern that discourse analysts overemphasize the symbolic to the neglect of material elements such as objects, sites, and bodies (Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009). Failing to treat such forms of materiality seriously can make it ‘difficult, if not impossible, to deal with institutionalized stabilities and continuities in power relations because [a discourse perspective] cannot get at the higher levels of social organization in which micro-level processes and practices are embedded’ (Reed, 2000: 526–7). Others critics assert that an exclusive emphasis on discourses and texts minimizes the role of agency, particularly in explaining how and why individuals resist and modify the conditions of their existence (Kuhn, 2009; Newton, 1998; O’Mahoney, 2012). Such critiques suggest that an attention to discourse as social phenomenon should be connected to theorizing that deepens our understanding of the interplay between the symbolic and material.

    One prominent conceptual move offered as a response to the neglect of the material is to embrace a form of critical realism, whereby discursive and non-discursive elements of organizing are rendered ontologically distinct (see Fleetwood, Chapter 9, this volume). In critical realism, the realm of the non-discursive includes elements of the world that exist apart from humans’ understanding of them, elements marked by generative mechanisms that produce real observable entities (Reed, 2005). Fleetwood (2005) offers a typology of these elements as the materially real (natural entities such as oceans and mountains), ideally real (discursive entities such as signs and beliefs), artefactually real (conceptually mediated human constructions such as cosmetics and violins), and socially real (constructions such as market mechanisms and social structures). This typology shows that critical realism by no means ignores discourse; it portrays discourse as ‘a particular way of representing’ the physical, social, and psychological world (Fairclough, 2005: 925). A ‘representational’ view such as this, however, relegates discourse to only particular domains of reality; in so doing, it limits discourse’s constitutive capacity and treats it as relatively free from the tensions, ambiguities, and contradictions that make organizing both complex and problematic (Burr, 1998; Mumby, 2011). In a critical realist reading, then, discourse is portrayed as only one entity or practice among many others and, as such, cannot be the primary source of organizational phenomena.

    Other discourse scholars maintain that critical realists have missed, or misunderstood, the claims of the linguistic and practice turns (Deetz, 2003). They contend that critics who fault the organizational discourse literature for being insufficiently materialist or realist have read too selectively or have ignored the diversity of thinking in the discourse literature and have dismissed sophisticated analyses that transcend the symbolic–material divide (Burningham & Cooper, 1999; Hardy & Grant, 2012; Mumby, 2011). They point out that structures, materials, and psyches—broadly, anything counted as an ontological foundation—can only be real because of their performance and inscription in discourse (Edwards, Ashmore, & Potter, 1995; Marchart, 2007), and failing to recognize their discursivity prevents rich analyses of contingencies of organizing (Cederström & Spicer, 2014; Glynos & Howarth, 2007). Still others argue that the critical realist alternative is implausible, since an ability to ascertain the generative mechanisms that comprise ‘reality’ with clarity, agreement, or unequivocal authority is unlikely (Contu & Willmott, 2005; Newton, Deetz, & Reed, 2011; Starbuck, 2004). Taken together, responses to realist critiques acknowledge that a sophisticated engagement with materiality should be a high priority for organizational discourse studies, but tend to conclude that the use of critical realism as an ontological ground for this agenda is misguided.

Communication

Like discourse, communication has multiple definitions—ones that often stem from a myriad of theoretical perspectives that have different implications for the study of communication and organization. Organizational communication scholars often reference four distinct views of communication, in which communication is rendered as: (1) media or channels for transmitting information, (2) messages that link or connect individuals into networks, (3) the co-production of interaction processes or sequences of messages, or (4) the construction of meanings through negotiation and social interaction (Putnam, Phillips, & Chapman, 1996; Putnam & Boys, 2006). We contend that the first two approaches, although prevalent in the organizational and management literatures, are not the theoretical stances that currently dominate the study of organizational communication. The first view treats communication as transmitting thoughts and ideas from one person to another. In this approach, scholars focus on media, information flow, and effects of transmission, as evident in such frequently used terms as exchanging ideas, getting messages across, transferring thoughts and feelings (Axley, 1984). Emphasis is placed on the sender of a message and the communication media, such as computer-mediated messages, face-to-face interactions, or videoconferencing. Communication here focuses on the amount, accuracy, functions, and effectiveness of transmitting information.

    Closely related to the first approach is the view of communication as a filtering process, one that involves the search, retrieval, and channelling of information. This approach centres on the way communication functions in scanning, gatekeeping, monitoring, converting, and simplifying information. The second conception, of communication as a link, focuses on the ways that messages or information connect people and units, form configurations or patterns, and define the properties of these patterns, such as centrality, tightness or looseness of connections, and directionality of linkages (Putnam, Phillips, & Chapman, 1996). This approach often treats the organization as a network developed through communication linkages.

    From a theoretical perspective, however, these approaches cast communication as epiphenomenal: as a surface-level manifestation driven either by other ‘deeper’ structural mechanisms or the ‘natural’ order of events (Adler & Borys, 1993). Seen in this light, communication encodes pre-existing meanings, ideas, and structures as important tools used for scanning the environment, retrieving lessons learned, or transmitting decisional premises, but it lacks causal force of its own. For example, Slangen’s (2011) study of the growth choices of multinational enterprises operated from the assumption that parent and subsidiary firms existed as distinct entities, had an objectively identifiable relationship, and shared (also objective) information to make decisions. Based on these assumptions, Slangen suggested that parent firms had to overcome cultural and spatial barriers to socialize subsidiaries through knowledge exchange, which entailed a series of verbal message transmissions. In studies such as this one, communication influences the needs, desires, and knowledge of actors in their roles as organizational entities. The organization, in turn, functions as a pre-existing ‘container’ that shapes communication. Like a jar filled with water, an organization is portrayed as the site which contains the communication. In this conception, the water is shaped by the ontologically pre-existing and distinct container; however, the degree to which the water shapes the container or they both shape each other is outside the perspective’s conceptual capacity.

    The third and fourth approaches to communication move away from the container view and challenge the very character of what constitutes both communication and organization. The third approach examines the enacted process of communicating: the sequencing of actions and interactions, the social contexts that they create, and the ongoing development of these interactions over time (Jian, Schmisseur, & Fairhurst, 2008). This approach parallels studies of organization as enactments, coordinated actions (Weick, 1979), co-productions, or co-creations (Eisenberg, 1990), and actions and interactions (Fairhurst, 2004). In this view, organizational reality is brought to life through the communicative processes. Closely related to the third approach is the treatment of communication as the co-construction of meanings through social interaction (Jian, Schmisseur, & Fairhurst, 2008). In this view communication is defined as the interpretations of actions and interactions, the ways that social realities are produced as meaning systems, and the creation and maintenance of symbol systems.

    A combination of the third and fourth approaches to communication leads to a definition of organizational communication as ‘the ongoing, dynamic, interactive process of manipulating symbols toward the creation, maintenance, destruction, and/or transformation of meanings, which are axial—not peripheral—to organizational existence and organizing phenomena’ (Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009: 22). This conception suggests several characteristics of communication that stand in stark contrast to the first two approaches—approaches that are dominant in management and organization studies (Axley, 1984).

    First, this definition treats communication as constitutive of organizational realities. Communication scholars have long resisted the tendency to reduce communication to a conduit that carries messages between locations. Drawing from the third approach, scholars instead claim that communication is the very process of organization (e.g. Pacanowsky & O’Donnell-Trujillo, 1983; Smith, 1993). As both a noun and a verb, the claim is that organization is an ongoing accomplishment—a precarious creation produced, sustained, recognized, and altered in social interaction and meaning-generating practices (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004).

    Second, this definition treats communication as exceeding the realm of the symbolic. Communication produces material effects, as when communicatively constructed belief systems create gaps in wages between classes of workers. Rather than reducing communication to ‘mere talk’ or as epiphenomenal to the assumed ‘real’ factors that shape organizing, this definition avoids a priori ontological distinctions between the social and the material. As Latour (2004: 227) argues, ‘there exists no relation whatsoever between the material and the social world, because it is the division that is first of all a complete artifact’. The emphasis, then, is on understanding the many entanglements that become activated in communicative practices that accomplish organizing and establish belief systems.

    Third, this conception implies that divergence or disorder in coordination processes and sociomaterial alignments is as intrinsic to the process of communication as convergence and order. Although it is common to see communication as producing shared meanings instrumental to organizational order, scholars argue that communication is simultaneously a process that is uncertain, ambiguous, paradoxical, fragmented, and fraught with tensions. Using a logic of difference to guide communication theorizing, scholars see that each organizing event functions as a discrete and idiosyncratic process, yet one that contributes to the constitution of an organization (Chang, 1996; Putnam, 1986; Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004). We return to this theme below; our point at present is to suggest that, given these three claims, communication is far from simple and straightforward; it is a situated sociomaterial process of constructing, deconstructing, and acting on meanings that implicates all manifestations (and levels) of organization.

Distinguishing Discourse and Communication

Given these conceptions of discourse and communication, are there differences between the terms? Do the terms signify important and agreed-upon intellectual distinctions? Jian et al. (2008) and Putnam (2008) identify three different ways in which scholars conceive of the relationships between the constructs: (1) part–whole relationships, (2) synonyms, and (3) symbiosis. The first approach treats the terms as distinct from each other but as working together in a part–whole relationship. For Jian et al. (2008: 314), discourse is a resource at the service of communication; discourse enables and constrains possibilities for interaction, such that ‘organizational actors operate in communication and through discourse’; that is, organizational members use discourse to enact communication. In a similar way, Ashcraft (2007) suggests that communication proceeds by invoking, articulating, and transforming available discourses. Both orientations cast discourse and communication as distinct concepts that form a part–whole relationship. Jian et al.’s (2008) conception works from the part (discourse) to the whole (communication), while the latter view works from the whole (discourse) to the part (communication), often treating communication as the mediator among multiple discourses.

    Another perspective treats the two as synonyms; that is, they are identical in form, shape, and structure (Larson & Pepper, 2003; Lemke, 1999). In this case, the two terms are used interchangeably and often defined as the process of meaning construction through language. Some scholars in communication theory, however, would suggest that the two concepts are not isomorphic because they often have different forms, structures, and functions in the meaning construction process (Craig & Muller, 2007); hence, treating them as synonymous may short-change both constructs.

    A third approach to the relationship between these construct is to treat discourse and communication as distinct, but symbiotic, mutually interdependent, and reflexively intertwined. Symbiosis is a close union of two distinct constructs that mutually benefit each other (Putnam, 2008: 360). This perspective on the relationship between the two constructs is the one most conducive to understanding how communication constitutes organization. Working from a co-constructive position, d/Discourse accomplishes communication which in turn reflects back on d/Discourses. To explain it differently, communication as dynamic, ongoing patterns of interaction and meaning reflect back on d/Discourse in ways that redefine or alter communicative situations. In this view, the two are symbiotic, interdependent, and mutually constitutive.

Interrelating Discourse, Communication, and Organization

Given the definitions and distinctions noted above, how do scholars see the relationships among discourse, communication, and organization? Some scholars claim that the relationship among these three constructs depends on which is figure (or foremost under investigation) and which is background. Phillips and Oswick (2012) maintain that an important distinction in this relationship is whether researchers in their studies emphasize the organization or discourse. Examining this relationship based on which construct is privileged works at cross purposes with Phillips and Oswick’s aforementioned aim of pursuing multilevel scholarship:

    there are communication/discourse scholars who do organization(s) and organization/management scholars who do discourse. The self-imposed delineation and compartmentalization of discursive modes of inquiry by organizational scholars and communication scholars has undoubtedly constrained the development of level-spanning contributions. (Phillips & Oswick, 2012: 461)

In other words, dividing scholarly communities based on figure–ground relationships among these concepts does little to advance the development of rigorous and robust theories of organization, especially ones that can span levels of analysis.

    The remainder of this chapter, then, seeks to theorize the relationships among these three constructs through treating them as symbiotic, interdependent, and mutually constitutive. This orientation is particularly ripe for understanding organizing processes and organizational systems as intertwined with communication and discourse. Our aim is to see through discourse and communication, to employ discourse and communication as standpoints from which scholars might explain the accomplishment of organization and, in turn, argue for a shift in organization theorizing. Several strains of theorizing make this move explicit in uncovering how discourse and communication are constitutive of social and organizational realities.

DISCOURSE AND COMMUNICATION AS CONSTITUTIVE OF ORGANIZATION

Drawing on the view that discourse and communication are mutually constitutive of organization, scholars have begun to develop theoretical approaches that explore the relationships among these concepts. Although several intersecting movements address this theme, the one that brings these claims together most explicitly falls under the mantle of CCO, or ‘communication as constitutive of organization’. In CCO thinking, discursive/communicative practices produce and reproduce organizations. In line with the linguistic and practice turns, meanings are not ‘inside’ persons or organizations; rather they are ongoing, dynamic products of complex forms of interrelating. In other words, the CCO approach is centrally interested in explaining the existence, recognition, practice, power, and modification of organization in explicitly discursive/communicative terms (e.g. Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009; Fenton & Langley, 2011; Golant & Sillince, 2007; Koschmann, Kuhn, & Pfarrer, 2012; Kuhn, 2008; Putnam & Nicotera, 2009; Quinn & Dutton, 2005; Quinn & Worline, 2008; Sillince, 2007). The movement, then, is not merely an analytical inversion of placing communication as figure and organization as ground; rather, it offers the potential to transcend the dualism between entity and process implied in the aforementioned epiphenomenal thinking about communication.

    In this approach, scholars focus on ‘the’ organization as manifested in discursive practices and in the meanings that actors construct for what is considered ‘organizational’. Scholars examine how organizations and organizing practices become accomplishments, more or less fragile creations that have an ever-present potential for contestation and that are produced, sustained, and altered in meaning-generating practices based on linguistic distinctions (Deetz & Simpson, 2004; Taylor et al., 1996).

    The following section reviews two primary streams in the CCO work.2 We examine their stances on three key questions central to organization theory: the location of agency, visions of the micro–macro relationship, and a conception of ‘the’ organization. We also provide examples of organizational research that embraces these two theoretical steams.

The Montreal School

The first stream of CCO research emanates from a group of scholars associated with the University of Montreal, led by James Taylor and François Cooren. For over two decades, this group has drawn upon such approaches as actor-network theory, conversation analysis, speech act theory, and narrative theory to develop a distinct vision of communicating and organizing. Their approach revolves around the process of coorientation, which occurs as people ‘tune in’ to one another as they coordinate and control activity. In coorientation, there are two linked manifestations of communication: conversation and text. Conversation is a form of micro-discourse and, as such, develops from and reflects (inter)action, although it is also distributed across organizational sites (Taylor, 2009, 2011). Text, in contrast, is the ‘substance’ through which conversations are formed. Texts are not merely documents, but include a wide array of material and symbolic resources that encode meanings, represent intentions, direct attention, discipline actors, and link practices together (Fairhurst, 2004; Kuhn, 2008). Texts also exist as the residue of past conversations that become resources for future actions across time and space. Text and conversation exist in a dialectical relationship and their interactions form the basis of organizational constitution: ‘Text is the product of conversational process, but it is also its raw material and principal preoccupation. Together, then, conversation and text form a self-organizing loop’ (Taylor & Van Every, 2000: 210–11).

    The text–conversation dialectic, thus, is embodied in action and becomes ‘imbricated’ in which the two are tiled upon one another as the practices, structures, and authority relationships of the organization emerge. As these actions become organizational, they influence other actions that extend beyond their original manifestation or site. This influence is made possible because in coordinating activity individuals draw on texts, even across distributed sites. In addition, the text–conversation dialectic evinces a grammatical structure that provides the necessary and sufficient conditions for organizing—in other words, the seeds of organization are found in language, its text–conversation relationship, and its coordinated activity.

Conception of ‘The’ Organization

Organizational scholars have long wrestled with the problem of an organizational’s existence, since what seems most relevant to understanding an organization is often ephemeral or invisible (Ford & Harding, 2004; Hatch, 1999; Thyssen, 2005). The Montreal School begins with the assumption that organizations exist in interaction; that is, they are made present in conversation–text dialectics and create effects, as well as have motives attributed to them, as they are invoked interactionally.

    This process is illustrated by Cooren et al.’s (2008) study of Médecins Sans Frontières’ (MSF, or Doctors Without Borders) operations in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, which shows how the organization was ‘incarnated’ in interactions between various human and non-human agents. By shadowing MSF’s local head of mission through his daily activities, the authors were able to examine the co-production of organizational presence through fine-grained discourse analysis, finding that ‘the’ organization was produced in relationships between persons and objects. Although employees sought to control the content of MSF’s presentation to others in the local environment, they found this effort a challenge because the ‘reality’ of MSF was continually (re)negotiated by those human and non-human actors in interaction. Thus, neither the head of mission nor the MSF central officers (in Paris) controlled the organization’s mode of being in the Congo; MSF was constituted in an ongoing fashion in and through communication.

The Micro–Macro Relationship

A key concern for the Montreal School is explaining how the many situated local practices become connected in ways that comprise the organization as a collective actor. This emergence occurs as the texts appropriated in local practices become ‘distanciated’ (Ricoeur, 1981). Specifically, they extend beyond local sites of practice by first becoming inscribed in some medium that facilitates exchange and translation, then as becoming a frame (even, in some cases, a physical one) for subsequent conversations, and finally through the standardization and distribution of a text, along with a narrative of the point of view that the text expresses. The result is ‘a reified representation of what is no longer a situated set of conversations but what has instead become an organizational template so abstract that it can be taken to represent not just some but all the conversations it refers to’ (Taylor et al., 1996: 26).

    Through distancing, a text can influence a large array of practices while gaining status as a representation of a collective. The text condenses the complexity of an organization’s practices into a unity that makes distinct claims on distributed activities (Cooren & Taylor, 1997). An example of this point is Spee and Jarzabkowski’s (2011) study of a middle-sized British university’s construction of a strategic plan over the course of a year (across five distinct phases). Examining the interplay between talk and text, and connecting the Montreal School with the strategy-as-practice literature, Spee and Jarzabkowski found evidence of distanciation as meeting talk became incorporated into strategy texts through a recursive process of decontextualization and recontextualization. The emerging text became detached from the speakers’ original intentions and guided actions apart from the efforts of the individuals involved; it ‘provided the basis for legitimizing courses of action, without a reference to the talk which led to the manifestation of its content’ (Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011: 1230). The authority of the strategic plan was bolstered by participants’ assumption that it was produced by their previously shared meanings, a belief that generated a fixation around the plan and its production cycle. The abstract representation of the university, as macro-actor, disciplined contributors by establishing conversational boundaries and constraining participation to a small subset of the organization. Thus, Spee and Jarzabkowski illustrate not only the complex process of constructing an ‘authoritative’ text, but also the value of the Montreal School vision for theorizing strategy-as-practice.

    With respect to the micro and macro levels of analysis, then, the Montreal School vision seeks to dissolve this longstanding distinction. Rather than assuming the primacy of one level over another, Montreal scholars hold that ‘we never leave the level of events and actions, even as these events become linked to one another through space and time…the immanent (micro) is also always already transcendent (macro)’ (Cooren & Fairhurst, 2009: 124, emphasis in original). The text– conversation dialectic anchors the global in the local, such that the organization is found in the coordination and control of activity. Moreover, the attention to the plenum of agencies stabilizes the organization because the non-human elements appear in a variety of networks of practice distributed in space and time. The networks of practice, then, become imbricated to form the outlines of organizational structure. Micro and macro, then, are not distinct levels of analysis; they are concepts that analysts employ as they refer to the scale or reach of human and non-human influence in shaping the conversation–text dialectics.

Agency

Building on actor-network theory, members of the Montreal School broaden the notion of agency to include non-human actors. They contend that action proceeds only when actors enrol other elements of a social scene, such as material artefacts, physical surroundings, persons, rules, theories, and the like, to produce some outcome. Agency, then, is not reserved for human actors alone (nor is it merely granted to non-humans), but it is found in the relations between elements brought together through organizing practices (Orlikowski & Scott, 2008). It is not quite right, then, to say that either humans or non-humans ‘have’ or ‘possess’ agency; rather agency is the product of the marshalling multiple elements in the performative and relational generation of action (Barad, 2003; Bennett, 2010; Pickering, 1995). Privileging humans as the sole site of agency strips non-human actors of their productive, unpredictable, and vibrant qualities (see Brummans, 2006; Cooren, 2004). Agency dwells ‘neither in subjects nor objects, but in a joint mediation between the built-in properties of objects and the intentions and purpose of human subjects’ (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004: 18).

    From this perspective, ‘organization can be said to teem with agencies of various sorts—textual, mechanical, architectural, natural, and human—or what Cooren (2006) calls a plenum (‘full’ in Latin) of agencies (Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009: 20). Agency, in other words, is not a reference to the capacity of an entity, nor is it about the attributes of humans or non-humans. It concerns action, the ongoing reconfigurations of the world, of the organization, and the multiplicity of actors participating in that reconfiguration.

    The Montreal School’s ‘scaling up’ approach to organizational emergence (mentioned in the preceding subsection) pays particular attention to the texts that become authoritative or ‘official’ expressions of the whole (Kuhn, 2008). Once an organization is authored, it can be represented as a collective; thus, its presence can be made known to others, often through a single person who is given the authority to speak on behalf of the organizational whole. The appointment of a person as a spokesperson for the members suggests that this emergence is not a politically neutral process; actors are likely to vie to ‘author’ or to speak in the name of the organization and, in turn, serve sectional interests. Through its representative, the organization interacts with other representatives, such as governing boards, clients, and competing units. The individual who plays this role assumes the position of a macro-actor and claims authority to speak on behalf of the organization and its purposes. In the Montreal School thinking, representatives who speak on behalf of the organization draw on and recreate the text–conversation dialectic and the social influence of the organization. Agency, in short, is always found in action, and action always involves a multiplicity of human and non-human actors. As an authoritative text emerges via metaconversations, a single person is often accorded responsibility to speak on behalf of the organizational whole, and the process can become treated by actors as an entity with the capacity for social influence.

    In summary, the first school of thought in the CCO movement focuses on a conversation–text dialectic rooted in language. Conversation refers to the micro-discourses that emerge in activity coordination and are produced by texts that span time and space. Texts are both the products and raw materials of conversations that become tiled upon (i.e. imbricated) one another, standardized, and emerge as narratives or frames that constitute ‘the’ organization. Agency in this school of thought is action that jointly mediates the property of objects and the intentions and purposes of subjects. The concept of ‘the’ organization surfaces through imbricated texts that become represented or authored by macro-actors who speak on behalf of the collective. In this perspective, a clear micro–macro distinction is non-existent since the organization consists of events and actions linked together and distributed across networks of practices in time and space. An organization’s level of analysis, then, is an artificial distinction, one that refers to the scale or the reach of the conversation–text dialectic.

McPhee’s Four Flows

A second school of CCO thought is associated with the structurationist work of Robert McPhee and colleagues. Drawing on Giddens (1979, 1984), this approach treats communication as the interactions that produce practices and structures. Practices are meaningful patterns of activity that organize interactions, whereas structures refer to the rules and resources that actors employ to produce a social system, such as an organization (McPhee & Iverson, 2009). In this stream, communication consists of a myriad of discursive, non-verbal, interactional, and symbolic forms that work together in complex ways to enact flows of interactions and meaning-based episodes. A ‘flow’ refers to a process or group of processes that function in particular ways to constitute organization; organizations, in turn, are produced out of the intersections of four distinct communication flows: (1) communication that integrates people as members (membership negotiation), (2) communication that contextualizes coaction (activity coordination), (3) communication as structuring the organization (reflexive self-structuring), and (4) communication as positioning the organization in larger social systems (institutional positioning) (see Corman, McPhee, & Iverson, 2007; McPhee & Iverson, 2009; McPhee & Zaug, 2000). Since these flows refer to interactive symbolic episodes that are the sites of meaning construction, a flow differs markedly from information transmission. Moreover, any single message or episode of interaction can contribute to multiple flows at once.

    The four flows encompass internal and external matters that, taken together, perform essential organizational functions. While they are analytically distinct, the intersection among them is the site in which the organization emerges—no single flow in itself is sufficient. The flows also occur in multiple contexts: they cross time and space, and can be oppositional. Although this model has received less empirical attention than the Montreal School’s view (see Ballard & Gossett, 2008; Browning et al., 2009; Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008; McPhee & Iverson, 2009; Shumate & O’Connor, 2010), it presents a novel approach to the centrality of communication in constituting organization.

Conception of ‘The’ Organization

The organization in this perspective surfaces from the interface among the four flows. To expand on the flows mentioned in the preceding section, first, membership negotiation refers to communication that socializes individuals, induces identification, and links members together. This flow entails such practices as recruitment, introductions, initiations, storytelling, instructions, as well as positioning of persons in (formal or informal) relationships to one another through power-claiming and seeking to become a spokesperson for a group or the larger organization. Second, activity coordination is communication that shapes and modifies work practices through the production of shared tasks, the (re)negotiation of the division of labour, and the supportive collaboration with interdependent others involved in an activity. It is the negotiation of task roles, which occurs as members develop a sense of each other’s ‘manifest activity to know what is called for from them, and to make their contributions fit’ (McPhee & Iverson, 2009: 79) with others and with the encompassing organization.

    Third, organizational self-structuring is primarily concerned with formal communication that establishes boundaries, shapes operations through the development and allocation of resources, and constructs (formal) structure. This flow is the process that distinguishes an organization from a group, crowd, network, movement, market, or mob (cf. Sillince, 2010); that is, the organization may involve the creation of a formal document such as a chart or policy manual. In effect, this form of communication enacts the organization’s norms, internal relations, and processes. Finally, institutional positioning refers to how communication situates the organization in, as well as against, a social order by justifying the organization’s existence and identity in relation to other organizations, such as suppliers, customers, and competitors. This flow refers to connecting with and portraying the organization to the larger social system in which it exists. Hence, it involves exploring the environment, presenting a strategic image to stakeholders, developing a sense of place in the environment, and negotiating independence or dependence on other institutions (McPhee & Iverson, 2009).

    To illustrate how the organization evolves and changes through the interface of flows, Browning et al. (2009) examined how pairs of the four flows came together to produce changes in the culture and operations of a US Air Force unit. Air Force technicians, who were charged with making aeroplane repairs, were also required to lower their costs and to get requested repairs approved by a civilian review board. In coordinating these tasks (activity coordination), they acted as change agents involved in entrepreneurial solutions (e.g. lowering the cost of their repairs) which led to challenging the authority of the review board. Thus, through engaging in the repair episodes (for example, getting requests into the queue, developing strategy sequences, conforming to internal standards, and developing influence networks), they challenged the institutional positioning of the civilian review board and redefined their own identity. In this new entrepreneurial positioning of saving money, the technicians renegotiated their roles with respect to the pilots (membership negotiation), agreeing to never put pilots at risk. This membership negotiation between technicians and pilots then formed a power block that set up different modes of self-structuring, involving the Air Force and that civilian review board. As this example demonstrates, communicative practices that enact the interfaces between two of the four flows define the organization (i.e. Air Force unit) with a different set of activity coordinations, member negotiations, and self-structuring functions.

    In this school of CCO thought, the organization is not a totality with a single authoritative text or narrative, nor is it an all-encompassing self-organizing process. Rather, the organization is dispersed, produced in multiple social processes, and often characterized by tensions, paradoxes, and contradictions. Rooted in structuration theory, McPhee and colleagues see contradictions arising within and across the four flows as clashes between the forces constituting the organization and practices working against it. For example, in the self-structuring flow the tensions between integration and differentiation often give rise to a dialectical struggle between autonomy and control in the membership negotiation flow. Hence, the communicative processes that enact the four flows may intersect in ways that both unify and diversify, promote stability and change, and affirm while altering an organization’s identity.

The Micro–Macro Relationship

The Four Flows model aims to avoid granting precedence to either micro or macro levels. Although the flows occur at what are typically recognized as distinct levels of analysis (e.g. activity coordination is typically a micro-level phenomenon, whereas institutional positioning usually occurs at the macro level), the model argues that each of the flows is comprised of episodes that exceed the localized interactions. That is, they ‘“shade off” into other contexts as new people appear, take up conversations anew, and follow out time-space trajectories while maintaining stable locales of coordinated interaction’ (McPhee & Iverson, 2009: 61). In other words, the themes that emerge in situated episodes take shape in ever broader organizational domains and begin to intersect with other organization-defining functions (McPhee & Zaug, 2000). Accordingly, episodes can be understood with respect to both local demands on interaction and the broader range of organizational meanings and purposes.

    Moreover, the organization’s rules and resources invoke an identity that defines members, positions the organization, establishes boundaries, and thus makes claims on these episodes. Structural rules and resources, then, are not macro-level Discourses but exist as ‘memory traces’ that are outside of space and time but which are routinely implicated in the production of practice. A focus on either the micro or macro level is rejected in favour of recognizing the constitutive potential of practice as a site for the invocation of structure. In effect, the Four Flows approach rejects conventional micro–macro distinctions in favour of a rich conception of practice that brings together structure and action in organization-defining functions.

Agency

Even though Giddens (1984) treats agency as belonging to individual human actors who initiate actions through their intentions, the Four Flows approach provides a systems-based vision of the organization in which human agency plays a limited role. If agency refers to causality, the four flows situate communicative functions as the catalysts that drive organizing processes and create changes in direction. Agency, in this view, ‘fosters reflexivity, steers actions, and conforms to known routines without depending on intentionality or purpose to drive organizing’ (Putnam & Cooren, 2004: 327). The organization, then, is not an agent per se, but a complex resource or system that can enable and constrain organizing processes and reflexive self-structuring (McPhee & Iverson, 2009).

    In summary, the second stream in the CCO movement focuses on four flows that develop through communicative interactions that produce practices and structures. Organizing occurs through member negotiation, activity coordination, reflexive self-structuring, and organizational positioning. The organization, as a dispersed social process, emerges, changes, and evolves at the intersection of two or more of these four flows. Agency is systems-based and rooted in the communicative functions that steer actions and drive the organizing processes. In this approach, the same flows that operate at situated, local levels also surface in broader organizational domains; hence, this stream focuses on practices as sites of action and structure rooted in communicative functions rather than on reifying micro–macro levels of organizational analysis.

Comparing and Contrasting CCO Approaches

The two approaches to CCO have a number of similarities and differences in theorizing about communication, discourse, and organizations. The Montreal School highlights the dialectical interplay between conversation and texts as organizational actors coorient their activities, whereas the Four Flows model focuses on interactions that develop organizational practices and structures. Micro-discourses and linguistic forms play a critical role in the conversation–text features of the Montreal School, while the Four Flows approach centres on key functions of communication. Although grounding communication in functions is a point of contention for Taylor (2009), this focus allows McPhee and colleagues to position the flows as necessary and sufficient conditions for constituting the organization. Both approaches, however, treat linguistic properties, non-verbal symbols, and interaction episodes as working together to constitute organizations (Putnam & McPhee, 2009). Importantly, both approaches also centre on how the local situated interactions become distant in time and distributed across sites. Thus, the products of communication in both approaches become imbricated or tiled upon one another and distanciated in time and space.

    For the Montreal School, the organization emerges as a collective from the texts of coorientation practices that serve as resources for future interactions and become reified representations of the whole. The organization is a community of activities or ‘a multitude of material and human manifestations constituted in communication’ (Putnam & Nicotera, 2010). In a similar way, the Four Flows approach casts the organization as a complex set of social relationships in which the four flows, and the rules and resources linked to them, become enacted across time and space; thus, it differs from the Montreal School in emphasizing the rules and resources that serve as the building blocks that structure the flows. Organizations, then, are ongoing products of both routine goal-directed actions (Browning et al., 2009) and the superstructures that make their flows appear logical (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008); these features are produced through the four communicative flows.

Critiques of CCO Theorizing

Overall, examining how communication constitutes an organization is a body of theory and research aimed at unpacking the ‘black box’ of what an organization is, rather than treating it as a taken-for-granted abstraction. Scholars have criticized CCO approaches on five important grounds: (1) the sufficiency of communication in explaining constitution, (2) the tendency to study already-constituted organizations and to assume that communication is readily observable, (3) a lack of attention to power and political processes, (4) the need for interdisciplinary views, and (5) the need to attend to the material. First, some critics argue that CCO theorizing has not adequately addressed whether communication is a necessary and sufficient condition for the constitution of organization. By locating ‘the genesis and grounding of organizational form and process in the communication event’ (Taylor, 2009: 154–5), critics charge that CCO theorizing tends to elide questions of extra-communicative factors that constitute the organization (Reed, 2010) as well as explanations for why communicative practices constitute organizations rather than other forms of social collectivities (Sillince, 2010). Moreover, Bisel (2009) and Kuhn (2008, 2012) argue that communication has no inherent telos—or, more specifically, that disorder is as much a product of communication as order. Therefore, claims regarding the sufficiency of communication to constitute the organization calls for greater elaboration and refinement. If there are episodes of communication that are inconsequential or disruptive to organizational constitution, CCO perspectives must be able to identify and explain them. Clearly, not every form of communication or discourse will constitute organization or organizing, especially if seen in isolation. From the Four Flows perspective, only the communication/discourse that is involved in coordinated actions, membership negotiation, self-structuring, and institutional positioning participate in the constitution of the organization. Thus, not all communication practices constitute organization, and not all social systems are organizational.

    A second line of critique concerns the presumptions about organization and communication made in the CCO literature. Most of the CCO literature examines or theorizes about pre-existing organizations, but pays relatively little attention to the constitution of organizations from their very beginnings—in other words, how organizations come into existence in the first place (Bencherki & Cooren, 2011). Moreover, much of this work assumes that the communicative activity constituting organization is observable and transparent; specifically, it presumes that the persons, objects, and processes accessible to analysts are indeed legitimate contributors to organizing. But recent work on clandestine organizing, as found in terrorist organizations like al-Qaeda (Schoeneborn & Scherer, 2012; Stohl & Stohl, 2011), suggests a need to broaden CCO’s conceptual gaze.

    Third, CCO approaches need to focus specifically on power, legitimacy, and authority (Reed, 2010), not in a way that reifies structures, but through the ways that communication enacts and naturalizes power. CCO theorizing needs to focus on the ways that organizing influences struggles over meaning and how organizations produce social effects that foreclose choice (Deetz & Eger, 2014; Kuhn, 2008; Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, 2011). Although the Montreal School theorizes that power is an effect of, rather than an input for, networked configurations of conversations and texts, researchers have not examined how these networks extend over space and time and, in so doing, shape possibilities for individual and collective creation. In its reliance on actor-network theory, however, the Montreal School is likely to find limited capacity to articulate claims regarding authority or power in organizational constitution that connect with the ontological, epistemological, and methodological claims of the critical management studies project (Alcadipani & Hassard, 2010; Whittle & Spicer, 2008).

    Fourth, CCO literature could be greatly enriched through interdisciplinary views that incorporate rhetorical traditions (Sillince, 2005, 2010), anthropological views of myth and time (Sewell, 2010), and sociological views of institutional logics (Sewell, 2010); CCO theorizing to this point has developed largely apart from these traditions. Similarly, even though some scholars argue that CCO views add to theories that emanate from economics and organization studies (Koschmann, Kuhn, & Pfarrer, 2012; Kuhn, 2008, 2012; Kuhn & Ashcraft, 2003), researchers need to create pathways for this intellectual exchange. Finally, CCO scholars need to theorize about materiality in ways that form an alliance between the material and the ideational rather than perpetuate a false dualism between them (Aakhus et al., 2011; Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009). The current work on sociomateriality, as discussed in the following section, moves in this direction.

IMPLICATIONS

This final section sketches out two implications of CCO grounded in epistemological distinctions relevant to scholars in organization studies rather than to specific theories of organization (see Kuhn, 2012; Phillips & Oswick, 2012; Taylor & Van Every, 2000). These implications address how CCO theorizing connects with, and develops, novel insights on materiality and disorder in social and organization theory.

Sociomateriality

A constitutive view of discourse and communication offers, first, a reconceptualization of conventional understandings of the symbolic and the material domains. Although early work that examined constitutive claims sought to redress the long history of valorizing the material in social and economic thought by casting the symbolic in a position of pre-eminence (see Conrad 2004; Fleetwood, Chapter 9, this volume), contemporary work seeks to complicate this relationship and to find ways to transcend the implied dualism (Adler & Borys, 1993; Kuhn, 2011; Leonardi & Barley, 2010). The issue, then, is not one of ‘correctly’ calibrating the independent influences of the material and symbolic in a given study, but one of recognizing the consequences of assuming an ontological distinction between the material and the symbolic, while also developing a conceptual apparatus that is capable of transcending rather than eliding the dualism.

    One such move emerges in the work on sociomateriality (the term avoids a hyphen to deny a distinction between social and material), which argues that organizing is deeply relational. Organizing is constituted by, and realized through, interactive processes that bring together networks of people, artefacts, intentions, discourses, equipment, and spaces (DeLanda, 2006; Orlikowski & Scott, 2008). Far from reducing all organizing phenomena and objects to discourse or linguistic constructions, sociomaterial studies endeavour to show how organizing processes, such as routines (Pentland et al., 2012) and technologies (Introna & Hayes, 2011; Leonardi, 2010), as well as organizations themselves (Cooren, 2010), are best understood as ensembles, or assemblages, of networks of ‘constitutively entangled’ elements (Barad, 2003; Iedema, 2007). In this sense, sociomaterial theorizing, guided by the linguistic and practice turns, presents a rich and complex conception of the role of the material in organizing. In effect, it simultaneously reveals discursive frames, or the orders of intelligibility (Heidegger, 1977), on which organizing proceeds.

    To connect this view with CCO theorizing, we draw on the three categories of (socio)materiality suggested by Ashcraft et al. (2009): objects, sites, and bodies. First, objects and artefacts are not mere resources to be appropriated in organizing, rather they are always connected with other elements to generate agency in organizing. The texts, mentioned in the section on the Montreal School, do not ‘have’ or ‘possess’ agency, but exert distinct influences over organizing because they participate in networks where they guide the actions of, and can be inscribed on, other interrelated elements. Second, sites such as physical spaces are not mere containers for organizing, nor are they just settings ‘inside’ of which discourse and communication occur (i.e. spaces do not circumscribe the boundaries of an organization). Instead, spaces are intertwined with action because the meanings assigned to sites and the affordances they provide are already social and capable of being reconfigured through the process of organizing (Dale & Burrell, 2008). Finally, the third element, the body, is a nodal point around which organizing revolves. The meanings surrounding work, for instance, invoke particular bodies and the particular forms of work that those bodies are expected to perform. A bodily capacity to perform work, an actor’s effort to mould his or her body in work-relevant ways, and bodies treated as (dis)abled or (in)capable of performing certain tasks, are the products of discursive and communicative practices that stretch across space and time. As Ashcraft et al. (2009: 33) argue:

    the body is not simply made sensible in talk and symbolism; it is the product of symbolism colliding with various physical limitations…. The body becomes a key site for the interpenetration of material and ideational worlds, and communication is how that happens.

In short, what is treated as material is constitutively entangled with, and never ontologically distinct from, the symbolic.

    In effect, a constitutive conception of discourse and communication, as exemplified in CCO work, offers a vision of materiality and symbolism that differs from contemporary theorizing. In CCO, organizing and organizations are complex processual accomplishments that resist reduction to isolated material or social causes. Such a view highlights the deep relational and contingent character of all action. Methodologically, this suggests a need for longitudinal data that display the myriad of elements that generate organizing across multiple sites of practice; it also highlights the need for a perspective on discourse and communication that can access both the emergence of hybrid agency in Montreal School thinking as well as the multiplicity of organizing functions asin the Four Flows model (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001).

(Dis)Organization

A second implication of a constitutive view of discourse and communication is to challenge assumptions about orderliness in organizing. Since the early days of organization theory, the problem of order has been a central concern. For instance, research on the effects of discourses such as shareholder value (Lazonick & O’Sullivan, 2000; Thompson & Harley, 2012), strategic decision making (Hendry, 2000), and cultural and ideological forms of control over the labour process (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Barker, 1993) explain how communication and discourse create similarity, integration, and predictability across organizations and individuals. An attention to the creation of organizational order usually rests on an assumption that discursive and communicative practices generate shared meanings between interactants which, in turn, enable smooth coordination (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Rice & Aydin, 1991). But convergence on meanings is not a necessary outcome of interaction. Constitutive perspectives highlight the simultaneous possibility of disjuncture, dissonance, and dilemma. Organizations, in turn, are often portrayed as heterogeneous sites of conflicted communicative practice, evident in tensions, paradoxes, and contradictions (Abrahamson, 2002; Kuhn & Corman, 2003; Putnam, 1986; Tracy, 2004; Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004). Thus, understanding the nature of organizing requires turning to disorganization.

    For some scholars, examining disorganization is an effort to fill a gap in the literature, one intended to rectify the primacy of order in discourse and communication studies. For other theorists, however, disorganization represents a radically different logic for understanding discursive and communicative practice. In particular, arguing that a preference for order is an epistemological choice produced by a discourse of rationality, Cooper (1986) encourages scholars to pursue a logic of difference in which events are considered discrete, idiosyncratic, irreducible, and productive. Viewing organization as an entity veiled in rationality relegates disorder to a secondary role in which that disorder becomes a deviation to be overcome (Tsoukas, 1998). Drawing upon a logic of difference, however, does not reject the possibility of orderliness, but denies that order is the ‘natural’ state of organizing (Cooper, 2001; Law, 2002). From such a perspective, ‘organization’ becomes:

    an unfolding process of tension between order and disorder that pluralizes and crossconnects artefacts and subjects, human and non-human elements…. we see organization as occurring in the border zones, in the grey area, where the collision of order and chaos, inside and outside, formal and informal, rationality and irrationality, structure and process, occurs. (Clegg, Kornberger, & Rhodes, 2005: 154–5)

Viewing organizing as the intersection of order and disorder places practice in the foreground. Discourse and communication scholarship has been instrumental in illustrating how organizing practices are shot through with tensions, paradoxes, and contradictions (Gibbs, 2009; Jameson, 2004; McGuire, Dougherty, & Atkinson, 2006; Real & Putnam, 2005; Stohl & Cheney, 2001), and CCO thinking proffers valuable frameworks for the study of disorder.

    In particular, CCO thinking provides conceptual frameworks and vocabularies to examine disorganization. In Kuhn’s (2008) extension of the Montreal School thinking, authoritative texts exist within, are suffused by, and are based on other texts, either by allusion to them, incorporation of their contents, or use of the rules that influence their meanings. Intertextuality implies that authoritative texts continually receive ‘supplements’ from other texts encountered and appended in practice, such that no authoritative text is ever either monolithic or complete. Instead, authoritative texts are far more likely to incorporate conflicting and ambiguous claims on practice, making all organizing also, potentially, a site of disorganization. Examining the construction of an authoritative text through tracing its textual influences across distributed sites and the competing views of authoring it can provide a scaffold for studying the ambiguous process of (dis)organization.

    The Four Flows model also argues against the tendency to see organizational constitution as the production of a seamless whole. Even though the model attends to the system level, scholars can address disorganization both within and across flows. For example, each flow could

    include events of organizational disorder or failure—a theatre troupe [could] fail to retain its popular actors, to keep the writers from undermining the director, to ‘get its act together,’ or to get strong reviews that can keep its doors from closing. (Putnam, Nicotera, & McPhee, 2009: 12)

Since contradiction is incorporated into the Four Flows model, the intersection of flows could be the type of collision of order and chaos to which Clegg et al. (2005) refer. Specifically, Browning et al. (2009) show how contradictions like ‘fixed flexibility’ arise from tensions between saving and spending money, insider and outsider authority, and rule-driven amid rule opposition behaviours that arise at the intersection of the flows and signal disorganization. This disorder, however, can also be the site of production of new organizational forms.

    In sum, this section overviews two implications of treating discourse and communication as constitutive of organization. Connecting the work on sociomateriality and (dis)organization with CCO thinking holds substantial promise for advancing organization studies as a whole. Overall, this chapter has aimed to challenge orthodox conceptions of organizing and organization through a discourse and communication lens and to illustrate how a CCO perspective can reshape organization theory in productive ways.

CONCLUSION

Discourse and communication are not theories in their own right. Even though they have received divergent interpretations across scholarly communities, they are phenomena that are important to many of the theories and theorists described in this volume. Our aim in this chapter has not been to catalogue the myriad conceptions of these terms, or to argue for the existence of a legitimate scholarly community. Instead, we contend that starting with a constitutive perspective, informed by the linguistic and practice turns, shows how discourse and communication are not simply activities that occur within organizations or the surface-level manifestations, or conduits, of more putatively ‘real’ factors and containers.

    Our turn to CCO thinking illustrates what theorizing looks like when scholars place discourse and communication in the foreground, as axial to organizational existence and action.

    Although the notions of discourse and communication are often deployed interchangeably in organization studies, we have described important distinctions while suggesting that the concepts are symbiotic, interdependent, and mutually constitutive in constituting organization. It is this constitutive capacity that makes discourse and communication important contributors to, and reshapers of, social and organization theory.

    Pursuing this constitutive claim, we examine the insights offered by the Montreal School and McPhee’s Four Flows model and conclude that, while there are several lacunae that future work must address, CCO scholarship provides novel perspectives on the existence, identification, and operation of organizations. We show how two important conceptual streams in contemporary social and organization theory, sociomateriality and (dis)organization, are engaged in intellectual pursuits compatible with CCO theorizing, and we argue that scholarship which draws inspiration from these sources has the potential to broaden the empirical and conceptual reach of organizational scholarship while also enabling the work to appeal to scholars of a variety of theoretical stripes.

NOTES

    1. Although contemporary scholars increasingly reject the assumption of distinct levels of discourse (e.g. Fairhurst & Putnam, 2014), we present it here to describe both the history of discourse scholarship and to display the grounds upon which the debates about levels of analysis, discussed in this section, occur.

    2. Another theme not discussed draws from Luhmann’s (1992, 1995) notions of autopoiesis and self-production of social systems. For a discussion of communication as constitutive of social and organizational systems, see Seidl and Mormann (Chapter 7, this volume) and Schoeneborn (2011).

REFERENCES

Aakhus, M., Ballard, D., Flanagin, A. J., Kuhn, T., Leonardi, P., Mease, J., & Miller, K. (2011). Communication and Materiality: A Conversation from the CM Café. Communication Monographs, 78, 557–68.

Abrahamson, E. (2002). Disorganization Theory and Disorganizational Behavior: Towards an Etiology of Messes. Research in Organizational Behavior, 24, 139–80.

Adler, P. S., & Borys, B. (1993). Materialism and Idealism in Organizational Research. Organization Studies, 14, 657–79.

Alcadipani, R., & Hassard, J. (2010). Actor-Network Theory, Organizations and Critique: Towards a Politics of Organizing. Organization, 17, 419–35.

Alvesson, M. (1990). Organization: From Substance to Image? Organization Studies, 11, 373–94.

Alvesson, M., & Kärreman, D. (2000). Varieties of Discourse: On the Study of Organizations through Discourse Analysis. Human Relations, 53: 1125–49.

Alvesson, M., & Kärreman, D. (2011). Decolonializing Discourse: Critical Reflections on Organizational Discourse Analysis. Human Relations, 64, 1121–46.

Alvesson, M., & Lindkvist, L. (1993). Transaction Costs, Clans and Corporate Culture. Journal of Management Studies, 3, 427–51.

Alvesson, M., & Willmott, H. (2002). Identity Regulation as Organizational Control: Producing the Appropriate Individual. Journal of Management Studies, 39, 619–44.

Antonacopoulou, E. P. (2008). On the Practise of Practice: In-Tensions and Ex-Tensions in the Ongoing Reconfiguration of Practices. In D. Barry, & H. Hansen (Eds), The Sage Handbook of New Approaches in Management and Organization (pp. 112–31). Los Angeles: Sage.

Ashcraft, K. L. (2007). Appreciating the ‘Work’ of Discourse: Occupational Identity and Difference as Organizing Mechanisms in the Case of Commercial Airline Pilots. Discourse and Communication, 1, 9–36.

Ashcraft, K. L., Kuhn, T., & Cooren, F. (2009). Constitutional Amendments: ‘Materializing’ Organizational Communication. In A. Brief, & J. Walsh (Eds), The Academy of Management Annals, volume 3 (pp. 1–64). New York: Routledge.

Axley, S. (1984). Managerial Communication in Terms of the Conduit Metaphor. Academy of Management Review, 9, 428–37.

Ballard, D., & Gossett, L. M. (2008). Alternative Times: Temporal Perceptions, Processes, and Practices Defining the Nonstandard Work Relationship. In C. Beck (Ed.), Communication Yearbook 31 (pp. 274–320). New York: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Barad, K. (2003). Posthuman Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter. Signs, 28, 801–31.

Barker, J. R. (1993). Tightening the Iron Cage: Concertive Control in Self-Managing Teams. Administrative Science Quarterly, 38, 408–37.

Barley, S. R. (1986). Technology as an Occasion for Structuring: Evidence from Observations of CT Scanners and the Social Order of Radiology Departments. Administrative Science Quarterly, 31, 78–108.

Bencherki, N., & Cooren, F. (2011). Having to Be: The Possessive Constitution of Organization. Human Relations, 64, 1579–607.

Bennett, J. (2010). Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Bisel, R. S. (2009). On a Growing Dualism in Organizational Discourse Research. Management Communication Quarterly, 22, 614–38.

Browning, L. D., Greene, R. W., Sitkin, S. B., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2009). Constitutive Complexity: Military Entrepreneurs and the Synthetic Character of Communication Flows. In L. L. Putnam, & A. M. Nicotera (Eds), Building Theories of Organization: The Constitutive Role of Communication (pp. 89–116). New York: Routledge.

Brummans, B. H. J. M. (2006). The Montreal School and the Question of Agency. In F. Cooren, J. R. Taylor, & E. Van Every (Eds), Communication as Organizing: Empirical and Theoretical Explorations in the Dynamic of Text and Conversation (pp. 197–211). Mahwah, NJ: LEA.

Burningham, K., & Cooper, G. (1999). Being Constructive: Social Constructionism and the Environment. Sociology, 33, 297–316.

Burr, V. (1998). Overview: Realism, Relativism, Social Constructionism, and Discourse. In I. Parker (Ed.), Social Constructionism, Discourse, and Realism (pp. 13–25). London: Sage.

Cederström, C., & Spicer, A. (2014). Discourse of the Real Kind: A Post-Foundational Approach to Organizational Discourse Analysis. Organization, 21, 178–205.

Chang, B. G. (1996). Deconstructing Communication: Representation, Subject, and Economies of Exchange. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Chouliaraki, L., & Fairclough, N. (2010). Critical Discourse Analysis in Organizational Studies: Towards an Integrationist Methodology. Journal of Management Studies, 47, 1213–18.

Christensen, L. T., & Cheney, G. (2000). Self-Absorption and Self-Seduction in the Corporate Identity Game. In M. Schultz, M. J. Hatch, & M. H. Larsen (Eds), The Expressive Organization. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Clegg, S. R., Kornberger, M., & Rhodes, C. (2005). Learning/Becoming/Organizing. Organization, 12, 147–67.

Conrad, C. (2004). Organizational Discourse Analysis: Avoiding the Determinism-Voluntarism Trap. Organization, 11, 427–39.

Contu, A., & Willmott, H. (2005). You Spin Me Round: The Realist Turn in Organization and Management Studies. Journal of Management Studies, 42, 1645–62.

Cooper, R. (1986). Organization/Disorganization. Social Science Information, 25, 299–335.

Cooper, R. (2001). A Matter of Culture. Cultural Values, 5, 163–97.

Cooren, F. (2004). Textual Agency: How Texts Do Things in Organizational Settings. Organization, 11, 373–93.

Cooren, F. (2006). The Organizational World as a Plenum of Agencies. In F. Cooren, J. R. Taylor, & E. J. Van Every (Eds), Communication as Organizing: Empirical and Theoretical Explorations in the Dynamic of Text and Conversation (pp. 81–100). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Cooren, F. (2010). Action and Agency in Dialogue: Passion, Incarnation and Ventriloquism. Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Cooren, F., Brummans, B. H. J. M., & Charrieras, D. (2008). The Coproduction of Organizational Presence: A Study of Médecins Sans Frontières in Action. Human Relations, 61, 1339–70.

Cooren, F., & Fairhurst, G. T. (2009). Dislocation and Stabilization: How to Scale up from Interactions to Organization. In L. L. Putnam, & A. M. Nicotera (Eds), Building Theories of Organization: The Constitutive Role of Communication (pp. 117–52). New York: Routledge.

Cooren, F., & Taylor, J. R. (1997). Organization as an Effect of Mediation: Redefining the Link between Organization and Communication. Communication Theory, 7, 219–60.

Corman, S. R., McPhee, R. D., & Iverson, J. O. (2007). ‘We Ought to Have… Gumption…’: A CRA Analysis of an Excerpt from the Videotape Corporation: After Mr. Sam. In F. Cooren (Ed.), Interacting and Organizing: Analyses of a Management Meeting (pp. 133–62). New York: Routledge.

Craig, R. T., & Muller, H. L. (2007). Theorizing Communication: Readings Across Traditions. Los Angeles, CA: Sage.

Czarniawska, B. (2008). A Theory of Organizing. Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar.

Dale, K., & Burrell, G. (2008). Spaces of Organization and the Organization of Space: Power, Identity and Materiality at Work. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Deetz, S. (2003). Reclaiming the Legacy of the Linguistic Turn. Organization, 10, 421–9.

Deetz, S., & Eger, E. K. (2014). Developing a Metatheoretical Perspective for Organizational Communication Studies. In L. L. Putnam, & D. K. Mumby (Eds), The Sage Handbook of Organizational Communication, 3rd edition (pp. 27–48). Los Angeles: Sage.

Deetz, S., & Simpson, J. L. (2004). Critical Organizational Dialogue: Open Formation and the Demand Of “Otherness”. In R. Anderson, L. Baxter, & L. K. Cissna (Eds), Dialogue: Theorizing Difference in Communication Studies (pp. 141–58). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

DeLanda, M. (2006). A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity. New York: Continuum.

DeSanctis, G., & Poole, M. S. (1994). Capturing the Complexity in Advanced Technology Use: Adaptive Structuration Theory. Organization Science, 5, 121–47.

du Gay, P., Salaman, G., & Rees, B. (1996). The Conduct of Management and the Management of Conduct: Contemporary Managerial Discourse and the Constitution of the Competent Manager. Journal of Management Studies, 33, 263–82.

Dutton, J. E., & Dukerich, J. M. (1991). Keeping an Eye on the Mirror: Image and Identity in Organizational Adaptation. Academy of Management Journal, 34, 517–54.

Edwards, D., Ashmore, M., & Potter, J. (1995). Death and Furniture: The Rhetoric, Politics, and Theology of Bottom Line Arguments against Relativism. History of the Human Sciences, 8(2), 25–49.

Eisenberg, E. M. (1990). Jamming: Transcendence through Organizing. Communication Research, 17, 139–64.

Elsbach, K. D. (1994). Managing Organizational Legitimacy in the California Cattle Industry: The Construction and Effectiveness of Verbal Accounts. Administrative Science Quarterly, 39, 57–88.

Fairclough, N. (1992). Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity.

Fairclough, N. (1993). Critical Discourse Analysis and the Marketization of Public Discourse: The Universities. Discourse and Society, 4(2), 133–68.

Fairclough, N. (1995). Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Language. London: Longman.

Fairclough, N. (2005). Discourse Analysis in Organization Studies: The Case for Critical Realism. Organization Studies, 26, 915–39.

Fairclough, N., & Wodak, R. (1997). Critical Discourse Analysis. In T. A. van Dijk (Ed.), Discourse as Social Interaction (Discourse Studies: A Multidisciplinary Introduction, 2) (pp. 258–84). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Fairhurst, G. T. (2004). Textuality and Agency in Interaction Analysis. Organization, 11, 335–53.

Fairhurst, G. T., & Putnam, L. L. (2004). Organizations as Discursive Constructions. Communication Theory, 14, 5–26.

Fairhurst, G. T., & Putnam, L. L. (2014). Organizational Discourse Analysis. In L. L. Putnam, & D. K. Mumby (Eds), Handbook of Organizational Communication (pp. 271–95). Los Angeles: Sage.

Fenton, C., & Langley, A. (2011). Strategy as Practice and the Narrative Turn. Organization Studies, 32, 1171–96.

Fleetwood, S. (2005). Ontology in Organization and Management Studies: A Critical Realist Perspective. Organization, 12, 197–222.

Ford, J., & Harding, N. (2004). We Went Looking for an Organization but Could Find Only the Metaphysics of Its Presence. Sociology, 38, 815–30.

Gibbs, J. (2009). Dialectics in a Global Software Team: Negotiating Tensions across Time, Space, and Culture. Human Relations, 62(6), 905–35.

Giddens, A. (1979). Central Problems in Social Theory. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Giddens, A. (1984). The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Glynos, J., & Howarth, D. (2007). Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory. London: Routledge.

Goffman, E. (1967). Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-Face Interaction. New York: Pantheon.

Golant, B. D., & Sillince, J. A. A. (2007). The Constitution of Organizational Legitimacy: A Narrative Perspective. Organization Studies, 28, 1149–67.

Grant, D., Hardy, C., Oswick, C., & Putnam, L. L. (2004). Organizational Discourse: Exploring the Field. In D. Grant, C. Hardy, C. Oswick, & L. L. Putnam (Eds), The Sage Handbook of Organizational Discourse (pp. 1–36). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Grant, D., Keenoy, T., & Oswick, C. (1998). Of Diversity, Dichotomy and Multi-disciplinarity. In D. Grant, T. Keenoy, & C. Oswick (Eds), Discourse and Organization (pp. 1–14). London: Sage.

Grant, D., Keenoy, T., & Oswick, C. (2001). Organizational Discourse: Key Contributions and Challenges. International Studies of Management and Organization, 31/3, 5–24.

Hardy, C. (2001). Researching Organizational Discourse. International Studies of Management and Organization, 31(3), 25–47.

Hardy, C., & Grant, D. (2012). Readers Beware: Provocation, Problematization and… Problems. Human Relations, 65, 547–66.

Hatch, M. J. (1999). Exploring the Empty Spaces of Organizing: How Improvisational Jazz Helps Redescribe Organizational Structure. Organization Studies, 20, 75–100.

Heidegger, M. (1977). The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, translated by W. Lovitt. New York: Harper and Row.

Hendry, J. (2000). Strategic Decision Making, Discourse, and Strategy as Social Practice. Journal of Management Studies, 37, 955–78.

Heracleous, L. (2004). Interpretivist Approaches to Organizational Discourse. In D. Grant, C. Hardy, C. Oswick, & L. L. Putnam (Eds), The Sage Handbook of Organizational Discourse (pp. 175–92). London: Sage.

Iedema, R. (2007). On the Multi-Modality, Materiality and Contingency of Organization Discourse. Organization Studies, 28, 931–46.

Introna, L. D., & Hayes, N. (2011). On Sociomaterial Imbrications: What Plagiarism Detection Systems Reveal and Why It Matters. Information and Organization, 21, 107–22.

Jackall, R. (1988). Moral Mazes: The World of Corporate Managers. New York: Oxford University Press.

Jameson, J. K. (2004). Negotiating Autonomy and Connection Through Politeness: A Dialectical Approach to Organizational Conflict Management. Western Journal of Communication, 68(3), 257–77.

Jian, G., Schmisseur, A. M., & Fairhurst, G. T. (2008). Organizational Discourse and Communication: The Progeny of Proteus. Discourse and Communication, 2, 299–320.

Koschmann, M., Kuhn, T., & Pfarrer, M. (2012). A Communicative Framework of Value in Cross-Sector Partnerships. Academy of Management Review, 37, 332–54.

Kuhn, T. (2008). A Communicative Theory of the Firm: Developing an Alternative Perspective on Intra-Organizational Power and Stakeholder Relationships. Organization Studies, 29, 1227–54.

Kuhn, T. (2009). Positioning Lawyers: Discursive Resources, Professional Ethics, and Identification. Organization, 16, 681–704.

Kuhn, T. (2011). Engaging Materiality, Communication, and Social Problems. In T. Kuhn (Ed.), Matters of Communication: Political, Cultural, and Technological Challenges (pp. 1–10). New York: Hampton.

Kuhn, T. (2012). Negotiating the Micro-Macro Divide: Communicative Thought Leadership for Theorizing Organization. Management Communication Quarterly, 26, 543–84.

Kuhn, T., & Ashcraft, K. L. (2003). Corporate Scandal and the Theory of the Firm: Formulating the Contributions of Organizational Communication Studies. Management Communication Quarterly, 17, 20–57.

Kuhn, T., & Corman, S. R. (2003). The Emergence of Homogeneity and Heterogeneity in Knowledge Structures During a Planned Organizational Change. Communication Monographs, 70, 198–229.

Kunda, G. (1992). Engineering Culture: Control and Commitment in a High-Tech Corporation. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

Larson, G. S., & Pepper, G. L. (2003). Strategies for Managing Multiple Identifications: A Case of Competing Identities. Management Communication Quarterly, 16, 528–57.

Latour, B. (2004). Nonhumans. In S. Harrison, S. Pile, & N. Thrift (Eds), Patterned Ground: Entanglements of Nature and Culture (pp. 224–7). London: Reaktion Books.

Law, J. (2002). Objects and Spaces. Theory, Culture and Society, 19, 91–105.

Lazonick, W., & O’Sullivan, M. (2000). Maximizing Shareholder Value: A New Ideology for Corporate Governance. Economy and Society, 29, 13–35.

Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, A. (2011). Organizations as Discursive Constructions: A Foucauldian Approach. Organization Studies, 32, 1247–72.

Leitch, S., & Palmer, I. (2010). Analysing Texts in Context: Current Practices and New Protocols on the Analysis of Discourse in Organization Studies. Journal of Management Studies, 47, 1194–212.

Lemke, J. L. (1999). Discourse and Organizational Dynamics: Website Communication and Institutional Change. Discourse & Society, 10, 21–48.

Leonardi, P. M. (2010). Digital Materiality? How Artifacts without Matter, Matter. First Monday, 15(6) <http://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/3036> (accessed May 2014).

Leonardi, P. M., & Barley, S. R. (2010). What’s under Construction Here?: Social Action, Materiality, and Power in Constructivist Studies of Technology and Organizing. In J. Walsh, & A. Brief (Eds), The Academy of Management Annals, volume 4 (pp. 1–51). Philadelphia, PA: Taylor and Francis.

Luhmann, N. (1992). What Is Communication? Communication Theory, 2, 251–9.

Luhmann, N. (1995). Social Systems. Translated by J. Bednarz, with D. Baecker. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Lutgen-Sandvik, P., & McDermott, V. (2008). The Constitution of Employee-Abusive Organizations: A Communication Flows Theory. Communication Theory, 18, 304–33.

Maguire, S., Hardy, C., & Lawrence, T. (2004). Institutional Entrepreneurship in Emerging Fields: HIV/AIDS Treatment Advocacy in Canada. Academy of Management Journal, 47, 657–79.

Marchart, O. (2007). Post-Foundational Political Thought. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

McGuire, T., Dougherty, D., & Atkinson, J. (2006). ‘Paradoxing the Dialectic’: The Impact of Patients Sexual Harassment in the Discursive Construction of Nurses Caregiving Roles. Management Communication Quarterly, 19, 416–50.

McPhee, R. D., & Iverson, J. O. (2009). Agents of Constitution in Communidad: Constitutive Processes of Communication in Organizations. In L. L. Putnam, & A. M. Nicotera (Eds), Building Theories of Organization: The Constitutive Role of Communication (pp. 49–88). New York: Routledge.

McPhee, R. D., & Zaug, P. (2000). The Communicative Constitution of Organizations: A Framework for Explanation. The Electronic Journal of Communication/La Revue Electronique de Communication, 10 <http://www.cios.org/EJCPUBLIC/010/1/01017.html> (accessed May 2014).

Mumby, D. K. (2011). What’s Cooking in Organizational Discourse Studies?: A Reply to Alvesson and Kärreman. Human Relations, 64, 1147–61.

Nadesan, M. H. (1997). Constructing Paper Dolls: The Discourse of Personality Testing in Organizational Practice. Communication Theory, 7, 189–218.

Newton, T. (1994). Discourse and Agency: The Example of Personnel Psychology and Assessment Centres. Organization Studies, 15, 879–902.

Newton, T. (1998). Theorizing Subjectivity in Organizations: The Failure of Foucauldian Studies? Organization Studies, 19, 415–47

Newton, T., Deetz, S., & Reed, M. (2011). Responses to Social Constructionism and Critical Realism in Organization Studies. Organization Studies, 32, 7–26.

Okhuysen, G. A., & Bechky, B. A. (2009). Coordination in Organizations: An Integrative Perspective. In J. P. Walsh, & A. P. Brief (Eds), The Academy of Management Annals, volume 3 (pp. 463–502). Philadelphia, PA: Routledge.

O’Mahoney, J. (2012). Embracing Essentialism: A Realist Critique of Resistance to Discursive Power. Organization, 19, 723–41.

Orlikowski, W. J. (1992). The Duality of Technology: Rethinking the Concept of Technology in Organizations. Organization Science, 3, 398–427.

Orlikowski, W. J., & Scott, S. V. (2008). Sociomateriality: Challenging the Separation of Technology, Work and Organization. In J. P. Walsh, and A. P. Brief (Eds), The Academy of Management Annals, volume 2 (pp. 433–74). New York: Routledge.

Pacanowsky, M., & O’Donnell-Trujillo, N. (1983). Organizational Communication as Cultural Performance. Communication Monographs, 50, 126–47.

Pentland, B. T., Feldman, M. S., Becker, M. C., & Liu, P. (2012). Dynamics of Organizational Routines: A Generative Model. Journal of Management Studies, 49, 1484–508.

Phillips, N., & Hardy, C. (1997). Managing Multiple Identities: Discourse Legitimacy and Resources in the UK Refugee System. Organization, 4(2), 159–85.

Phillips, N., Lawrence, T. B., & Hardy, C. (2004). Discourse and Institutions. Academy of Management Review, 29, 635–52.

Phillips, N., & Oswick, C. (2012). Organizational Discourse: Domains, Debates, and Directions. The Academy of Management Annals, 6, 435–81.

Pickering, A. (1995). The Mangle of Practice: Time, Agency, and Science. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Potter, J., & Wetherell, M. (1987). Discourse and Social Psychology. London: Sage.

Putnam, L. L. (1983). The Interpretive Perspective: An Alternative to Functionalism. In L. L. Putnam, & M. E. Pacanowsky (Eds), Communication and Organizations: An Interpretive Approach (pp. 31–54). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Putnam, L. L. (1986). Contradictions and Paradoxes in Organizations. In L. Thayer (Ed.), Organization Communication: Emerging Perspectives I (pp. 151–67). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Putnam, L. L. (2008). Images of the Communication-Discourse Relationship. Discourse and Communication, 2(3), 339–45.

Putnam, L. L., & Boys, S. (2006). Revisiting Metaphors of Organizational Communication. In S. Clegg, C. Hardy, T. Lawrence, & W. Nord (Eds), The Sage Handbook of Organization Studies (pp. 541–76). Thousand Oaks, CA Sage.

Putnam, L. L., & Cooren, F. (2004). Alternative Perspectives on the Role of Text and Agency in Constituting Organizations. Organization, 11, 323–33.

Putnam, L. L., & Fairhurst, G. T. (2001). Discourse Analysis in Organizations. In F. M. Jablin, & L. L. Putnam (Eds), New Handbook of Organizational Communication (pp. 78–136). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Putnam, L. L., & McPhee, R. D. (2009). Theory Building: Comparisons of CCO Orientations. In L. L. Putnam, & A. M. Nicotera (Eds), Building Theories of Organization: The Constitutive Role of Communication (pp. 187–208). New York: Routledge.

Putnam, L. L., & Nicotera, A. M. (Eds) (2009). Building Theories of Organization: The Constitutive Role of Communication. New York: Routledge.

Putnam, L. L., & Nicotera, A. M. (2010). Communicative Constitution of Organization is a Question: Critical Issues for Addressing It. Management Communication Quarterly, 24(1), 158–65.

Putnam, L. L. Nicotera, A. M., & McPhee, R. D. (2009). Introduction: Communication Constitutes Organization. In L. L. Putnam, & A. M. Nicotera (Eds), Building Theories of Organization: The Constitutive Role of Communication (pp. 1–20). New York: Routledge.

Putnam, L. L., Phillips, N., & Chapman, P. (1996). Metaphors of Communication and Organization. In S. R. Clegg, C. Hardy, & W. R. Nord (Eds), Handbook of Organization Studies (pp. 375–408). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Quinn, R. W., & Dutton, J. E. (2005). Coordination as Energy-in-Conversation. Academy of Management Review, 30: 36–57.

Quinn, R. W., & Worline, M. C. (2008). Enabling Courageous Collective Action: Conversations from United Airlines Flight 93. Organization Science, 19, 497–516.

Real, K., & Putnam, L. L. (2005). Ironies in the Discursive Struggle of Pilots Defending the Profession. Management Communication Quarterly, 19(1), 91–119.

Reckwitz, A. (2002). Toward a Theory of Social Practices: A Development in Culturalist Theorizing. European Journal of Social Theory, 5, 243–63.

Reed, M. (2000). The Limits of Discourse Analysis in Organizational Analysis. Organization, 7, 524–30.

Reed, M. (2005). Reflections on the Realist Turn in Organization and Management Studies. Journal of Management Studies, 42, 1621–44.

Reed, M. (2010). Is Communication Constitutive of Organization? Management Communication Quarterly, 24, 151–7.

Rice, R. E., & Aydin, C. (1991). Attitudes toward New Organizational Technology: Network Proximity as a Mechanism for Social Information Processing. Administrative Science Quarterly, 36, 219–44.

Ricoeur, P. (1981). Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences: Essays on Language, Action, and Interpretation. Translated by J. B. Thompson. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Rose, N. (1999). Governing the Soul: The Shaping of the Private Self, 2nd edition. London: Free Association Books.

Schatzki, T. R. (1996). Social Practices: A Wittgensteinian Approach to Human Activity and the Social. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Schoeneborn, D. (2011). Organization as Communication: A Luhmannian Perspective. Management Communication Quarterly, 25, 663–89.

Schoeneborn, D., & Scherer, A. G. (2012). Clandestine Organizations, Al Qaeda, and the Paradox of (in)Visibility: A Response to Stohl and Stohl. Organization Studies, 33, 963–71.

Sewell, G. (2010). Metaphor, Myth, and Theory Building: Communication Studies Meets the Linguistic Turn in Sociology, Anthropology, and Philosophy. Management Communication Quarterly, 24, 139–50.

Shumate, M., & O’Connor, A. (2010). The Symbiotic Sustainability Model: Conceptualizing NGO–Corporate Alliance Communication. Journal of Communication, 60, 577–609.

Sillince, J. A. A. (2005). A Contingency Theory of Rhetorical Congruence. Academy of Management Review, 30, 608–21.

Sillince, J. A. A. (2007). Organizational Context and the Discursive Construction of Organizing. Management Communication Quarterly, 20, 363–94.

Sillince, J. A. A. (2010). Can CCO Theory Tell Us How Organizing Is Distinct from Markets, Networking, Belonging to a Community, or Supporting a Social Movement? Management Communication Quarterly, 23, 132–8.

Silverman, D. (1971). The Theory of Organizations. New York: Basic Books.

Slangen, A. H. L. (2011). A Communication-Based Theory or the Choice between Greenfield and Acquisition Entry. Journal of Management Studies, 48, 1699–726.

Smith, R. C. (1993). Images of Organizational Communication: Root-Metaphors of the Organization-Communication Relation, International Communication Association conference, May, Washington, DC.

Spee, A. P., & Jarzabkowski, P. (2011). Strategic Planning as a Communicative Process. Organization Studies, 32, 1217–46.

Starbuck, W. H. (2004). Why I Stopped Trying to Understand the Real World. Organization Studies, 25, 1233–54.

Stohl, C., & Cheney, G. (2001). Participatory Processes/Paradoxical Practices: Communication and the Dilemmas of Organizational Democracy. Management Communication Quarterly, 14, 349–407.

Stohl, C., & Stohl, M. (2011). Secret Agencies: The Communicative Constitution of a Clandestine Organization. Organization Studies, 32, 1197–216.

Suchman, L. (2000). Making a Case: Knowledge and Routine Work in Document Production. In P. Luff, J. Hindmarsh, and C. Heath (Eds), Workplace Studies: Recovering Work Practice and Informing System Design (pp. 29–45). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Taylor, J. R. (2009). Organizing from the Bottom Up? Reflections on the Constitution of Organization in Communication. In L. L. Putnam, & A. M. Nicotera (Eds), Building Theories of Organization: The Constitutive Role of Communication (pp. 153–86). New York: Routledge.

Taylor, J. R. (2011). Organization as an (Imbricated) Configuring of Transactions. Organization Studies, 32, 1273–94.

Taylor, J. R., Cooren, F., Giroux, N., & Robichaud, D. (1996). The Communicational Basis of Organization: Between the Conversation and the Text. Communication Theory, 6, 1–39.

Taylor, J. R., & Van Every, E. J. (2000). The Emergent Organization: Communication as its Site and Surface. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Thompson, P., & Harley, B. (2012). Beneath the Radar?: A Critical Realist Analysis of the Knowledge Economy and Shareholder Value as Competing Discourses. Organization Studies, 33, 1363–81.

Thyssen, O. (2005). The Invisibility of the Organization. Ephemera, 5, 519–36.

Tompkins, P. K., & Cheney, G. (1983). Account Analysis and Organizations: Decision Making and Identification. In L. L. Putnam, & M. E. Pacanowsky (Eds), Communication and Organizations: An Interpretive Approach (pp. 123–46). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Tracy, S. J. (2004). Dialectic, Contradiction, or Double Bind? Analyzing and Theorizing Employee Reactions to Organizational Tension. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 32, 119–46.

Trethewey, A., & Ashcraft, K. L. (2004). Practicing Disorganization: The Development of Applied Perspectives on Living with Tension. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 32, 81–8.

Tsoukas, H. (1998). Chaos, Complexity, and Organization Theory. Organization, 5, 291–313.

Weick, K. E. (1979). The Social Psychology of Organizing, 2nd edition. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Whittington, R. (1992). Putting Giddens into Action: Social Systems and Managerial Agency. Journal of Management Studies, 29, 693–712.

Whittle, A., & Spicer, A. (2008). Is Actor Network Theory Critique? Organization Studies, 29, 611–29.


CHAPTER 19

THE SECOND TIME FARCE: BUSINESS SCHOOL ETHICISTS AND THE EMERGENCE OF BASTARD RAWLSIANISM

RICHARD MARENS

BASED strictly on the sheer quantity of citations, one would naturally suppose that the philosopher John Rawls was one of the most influential figures in contemporary American business ethics, and easily the most influential among twentieth-century philosophers. One might also assume that this influence was based on the extraordinary degree of relevance his work holds with regard to contemporary social problems, a relevance that arose from his engagement with the social scientists of his day, an engagement unmatched among twentieth-century American philosophers except, perhaps, by John Dewey. It would hardly be surprising that in an era in which questions of the distribution of wealth and income have received public attention to the point of catalysing demonstrations and occupations, business ethicists would rely heavily on the contemporary philosopher most famous for examining how these issues should be analysed within a market-based society.

    Yet in reality the number of papers in which business ethicists apply Rawls to these particular problems is astonishingly small. This is hardly because of a lack of familiarity with Rawls on the part of members of the discipline. He has been cited in no less than 184 articles that have been published in Business Ethics Quarterly (BEQ), the journal of the Society for Business Ethics, beginning with the very first issue back in 1991. Rawls has also appeared in 386 articles in the older Journal of Business Ethics (JoBE). The corresponding numbers for Nozick and Rorty, his nearest rivals among his contemporaries, are 65 and 126 citations for Nozick in BEQ and JoBE respectively, and 55 and 78 appearances for Rorty in the same journals. If one counts only those articles where only one of this trio is cited, Rawls’s advantage over these two rivals only grows. Furthermore, Rawls appears in 38 articles compared to 28 for Rorty and only six for Nozick that have appeared in the Academy of Management Review (AMR), the most prestigious American management journal that routinely publishes ethics-oriented articles. In terms of appearances, Rawls even competes credibly with the founders of entire schools of ethics, whom one would expect to be widely cited, if only in the introductory sections of articles. Rawls finishes a not too distant third behind Kant (485 citations in BEQ, 190 in JoBE, and 38 in AMR), and Aristotle (457, 190, 58), and well ahead of Locke, Mill, Bentham or any other dead white male one might select from the ethics canon.

    It would prove to be a mistake, however, to conclude that the large number of appearances by Rawls in the literature is a result of business ethicists appreciating the contemporary relevance of the issues that the philosopher himself found most compelling. With few exceptions, most specifically Harris’s (2006, 2009) work on executive compensation, virtually none of the articles written by business ethicists that cite Rawls do so in the context of the ethics of income distribution. Furthermore, Rawls’s (1999) late-career volume on relations between nations has only been applied by a small number of business ethicists (Hsieh, 2009; Hussain, 2009), despite its apparent relevance to the policies and actions of multinational corporations, especially within the Third World.

    In reality, the business ethics literature most commonly invokes Rawls for his ‘original position’, a procedural heuristic for analysing ethical obligations. If the relatively rare instances in which his substantive ideas are invoked, it is typically in passing, often a mere listing in a run-through of different ethical positions or schools (e.g. Jones, Felps, & Bigley, 2007). Furthermore, as discussed in the section titled ‘Rawls in the Business School’, when his famous and original ‘difference principle’ does make an appearance, it is very rarely in the service of analysing ethical issues connected to the distribution of income or wealth, which is how Rawls himself applied it, and in the few cases in which a business ethics article has discussed the principle in relation to economic fairness, it is almost as likely to have been condemned as to be applied.

    In short, the business ethics literature has not so much applied Rawls as cherry-picked him. This, of course, is to some degree true of any major thinker: a few powerful ideas are invoked over and over again, especially in the more applied literatures. Marx and Weber wrote voluminously on a variety of subjects, but a search of references would undoubtedly turn up a disproportionate number of references to ‘class conflict’ and ‘contradictions of capitalism’ on the one hand, and ‘Protestant ethic’ and ‘bureaucracy and patrimony’ on the other. What is remarkable in the case of Rawls and his difference principle is that, if business ethicists are as familiar with Rawls’s work as the number of citations would seem to apply, then they have implicitly decided that what Rawls himself would have regarded as its central significance is of little use or validity. The only apparent alternative explanation is that many of these citations might be ‘second hand’, authors only aware of Rawls’s ‘original position’ through a secondary source, a slight-of-hand that implies acquiescence by a generation of reviewers and editors.

    The fact that this ‘dog didn’t bark’—that so few scholars have attempted to mine Rawls’s very famous and highly germane efforts to create processes and standards for determining the distribution of society’s goods—requires an explanation. This chapter attempts to offer one by analogizing to a somewhat similar episode, the Americanization of Keynes after the Second World War. The selective reading of Keynes on the part of such influential economists as Paul Samuelson, who ignored Keynes’s most serious challenges to conventional wisdom while attempting to fit him within the established framework of neoclassical economics, led Joan Robinson to famously label this group of American economists as ‘Bastard Keynesians’. According to Robinson and other critics (Robinson, 1973; Turner, 1989), these economists had bowdlerized Keynes, not only to make him acceptable to the American academic, political, and even its business establishment, but also to frame his ideas as supportive of American economic and military hegemony—an effort, she warned, that would ultimately undermine itself by kindling inflation and legitimizing warfare. This chapter will argue that Rawls has suffered the same kind of misuse at the hands of American business school ethicists, with his most powerful ideas either trivialized or ignored as dangerous.

    There is an important distinction, however, between the two processes. The American version of Keynesianism, whether or not ‘bastard’ is a fair description, actually had some impact on the larger world, and the American economic achievements it helped to unleash were both extraordinarily impressive and ultimately tragic. However, while the fecund and relatively egalitarian economic benefits and technical innovations produced in part by Americanized Keynesianism appears to have run its course, the tragic side, a legacy of dependency on military spending, automobile transportation, and their confluence in an endless struggle over oil supplies, has left a legacy of periodic warfare, nuclear proliferation, economic dislocation, and any number of looming environmental catastrophes, all of which have continued unabated as more egalitarian Keynesian policies have fallen into disfavour. By contrast, what American business ethicists think or argue has mattered not at all, having had no discernible effect on business policy or aggregate behaviour. The rise of American business ethics has coincided with a generation of stagnant wages, union avoidance, undermined regulation, a procession of financial scandals, and a political system that has increasingly paid off to the well connected through military procurement, privatization, and straightforward subsidy. As a result, this ‘second time around’ has been something of a farcical charade, a display of ignorance and self-censorship on the part of a group of irrelevant academics, reflecting what Marx claimed would have been Hegel’s reaction to the buffoonish rise of Louis Napoleon in comparison to his illustrious predecessor.

    This issue will be discussed in four parts. The first lays out Rawls’s intellectual development and its relationship with his career-long focus on ‘justice as fairness’, which is then followed in the second part with a brief discussion of his principles of justice, with special emphasis on his most famous substantive contribution, the ‘difference principle’. The third part discusses in detail the ways that American business ethics have actually applied Rawls. Finally, the discontinuity between Rawls’s focus and those of the business ethicists who cite him is explained by analogy to the similar case of American post-war Keynesianism.

THE INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT OF RAWLS

What is most striking about Rawls’s intellectual trajectory is how, on the one hand, he focused so closely on a single topic for so long, while on the other, how far afield he ventured in order to prepare himself intellectually for the task. Until he turned to international relations after his 70th birthday, the great bulk of his intellectual output focused on how a single society might be constructed to be both fair and democratic. The pinnacle of his career was his masterpiece, A Theory of Justice (1971), but as he indicates in the book’s introduction, that very volume was the synthesis of arguments he had been making across a half-dozen academic journal articles. The earliest, ‘Justice as Fairness’ from 1958, includes an early version of the two principles of justice that lay at the heart of his opus. Much of his later lectures and articles continued this work through elaborations, clarifications, or corrections of the principles of justice laid out in his classic work (Rawls, 1982, 2001).

    What stands out consistently throughout his discussions of fair institutional arrangements is his fear that concentrated economic power would eventually be employed by an economic elite to undo any institutions dedicated to fairness. He therefore proposed a general solution to this problem, a problem that dates back to Solon and the origins of Western democracy: how to maintain a functioning democracy in the face of economic inequality. As he put it in one public lecture, ‘one guideline for guaranteeing fair-value seems to be to keep political parties independent of large concentrations of private economic and social power in a private-property democracy’ (Rawls, 1982: 42). As a result, his ultimate insistence on placing a high burden of justification upon inequality of life chances was as political as it was economic, or more precisely, he refused to separate the two spheres, but saw their interaction as inevitable. Furthermore, according to one biographer, his thinking was motivated by a great deal more than the question of the proper distribution of economic plenty. An opponent of the Vietnam War who was willing to earn the ire of his own university president over his public stance on the issue, he concluded that unjustified wars were possible only because of the concentration of real political influence in very few hands (Pogge, 2007).

    Issues of war and peace had already loomed large in both his intellectual development and career decisions. Before serving in the Pacific theatre of the Second World War, Rawls had completed his undergraduate degree at Princeton, and at one time considered a career as a clergyman. Observing both the horrors of the war and the hypocrisy of the clergy he encountered as a soldier, he not only abandoned that career choice, he rejected Christianity as well (Freeman, 2007; Pogge, 2007). Given how strongly his Second World War experience affected him, it is perhaps understandable that towards the end of his career he returned to questions of how international relations might be peacefully governed, culminating in his Law of Peoples (1999). In this later work, he did not so much repudiate his older publications, but acknowledged their limitations, especially across borders. With a realism not ordinarily associated with the abstractions of philosophy, Rawls attempted to create what he himself called ‘non-ideal theory’ to attempt to establish basic principles for managing the relations between states. The argument of this book, regarded by many as disappointingly modest in ambition and unoriginal in comparison with A Theory of Justice (Freeman, 2007), was, in fact, a product of his desire to develop ideas that might have more immediate and direct practicality in helping to end what he regarded as ‘the great evils of human history—unjust war and oppression, religious persecution and the denial of liberty of conscience, starvation and poverty, not to mention genocide and mass murder’ (Rawls, 1999: 6–7).

    This last work departed from the idealism of his earlier work only by degree, since his earlier writing on political philosophy and economic justice was scarcely conducted in a purely abstract milieu. From the perspective of contemporary academic specialization, it is striking how far Rawls continued to educate himself beyond his specialty, even after he had completed his dissertation work. As he was winding up his doctorate at Princeton, he chose to attend seminars on economics, one led by Jacob Viner and another by William Baumol, familiarizing himself with Hicks, Keynes, Walras, and Von Neumann in the process, influences that are on display in A Theory of Justice with its application of macroeconomic concepts (replete with graphs) and game theory. He also completed a course on American political thought taught by Alpheus Mason, the great judicial historian. Then, as a visitor to Oxford in the early 1950s, he attended seminars led by legal philosopher H. L. A. Hart, philosopher of liberty Isaiah Berlin, and Stuart Hampshire, known for his efforts at making ethical reasoning applicable to everyday life (Pogge, 2007). If there was something of a single-mindedness to Rawls before his late turn towards the subject of international relations, he made up with depth what his work may have lacked in breadth, having done what he could to prepare himself intellectually to grapple with the interrelationship between democracy, distribution, and social justice without regard to academic specialization or even basic disciplinary boundaries.

THE DIFFERENCE PRINCIPLE

The work of Rawls, despite its relative narrowness, has generated a copious literature that has attempted to analyse, critique, summarize, or simply understand his Theory of Justice and related writings. Part of this interest may simply be a response to his leadership in reviving political philosophy, a once-central concern of the discipline that had been largely neglected for many decades. But the scrutiny given to Rawls went far beyond what one might expect for some novel take on a dormant and esoteric topic within his own field. The connection between political decision making and economic fairness is a subject that holds appeal to specialists in a number of disciplines, and as a result Rawls generated commentary and discussion that spread far beyond the boundaries of academic philosophy, a fitting result for a scholar who had prepared himself to deal with the topic through the breadth of his own studies.

    Among the concepts that Rawls presented in A Theory of Justice, perhaps the most original, and certainly the one that has received the most attention and commentary, was his ‘difference principle’. As one commentator put it:

    Few components of John Rawls’s political philosophy have proven so epoch-making as what he somewhat oddly called the ‘difference principle’. None has exercised as great an influence outside the circle of academic philosophers. And hardly any has given rise to so many misunderstandings or generated such heated controversies. (Van Parijs, 2002: 200)

This principle, along with two others that have generated considerably less discussion, would, according to Rawls, would be the logical outcome of a hypothetical social contract formed by the members of a particular society, working from what he termed the ‘original position’ in which each was shielded by a ‘veil of ignorance’ which prevented any awareness of their own personal situation. Rawls’s postulation of a kind of congress of social actors assembled to formulate the rules under which they would collectively live is heir to a long tradition of hypothetical social contract formation that dates at least to Locke. The unique methodological contribution of Rawls to this literature is his inclusion of an explicit veil of ignorance that would prevent participants from being able to calculate the personal gain or loss from any proposed rule, and has since become a widely used heuristic among ethics scholars, including, as will be discussed below, business ethicists. By contrast, Locke’s hypothetical social contractors, to take an enormously influential example of the process, were quite aware of their ownership of property, and, as such, fashioned government to protect it from both encroachment and dispossession by governmental tyranny.

    Working from this original position behind a veil of ignorance, Rawls believed that individuals would agree to the following principles of justice for constructing their society:


First : each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others.

Second : social inequalities are to be arranged so that:

        (a) they are to be of the greatest benefit to the least advantaged members of society (the difference principle).

        (b) offices and positions must be open to everyone under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.



In the American context, the first principle and the second half of the second principle, the provision of equal rights and equality of opportunity, are hardly controversial, at least not in the abstract. (Interestingly, Rawls later reversed parts (a) and (b) of the second principle, so that his distribution rule is only triggered after the requirements of equality of liberty and opportunity were satisfied.) The ‘difference principle’ given in ‘2(a)’ here is what has inspired the lion’s share of interpretation and disagreement, although at least part of the controversy is the result of misunderstanding Rawls’s own explanations of how the principle should operate. Some commentators have either wrongly assumed that every individual among the least advantaged groups must be made better off regardless of luck, skill, or effort compared to the better advantaged, or have taken ‘better off’ only in the material sense (see Pogge, 2007 and Van Parijs, 2002 for elaborations on this misunderstanding). These assumptions miss three related points that Rawls has repeatedly made in his writings. First, he is not speaking of guaranteeing or measuring the outcome for each individual regardless of effort, personal skill, or luck, but rather is concerned with the impact of institutional rules on particular groups and social positions within the society, although he does leave open the question as to how each group is to be defined or differentiated. Second, what he aims at distributing are not ‘particular goods’ themselves but what he calls ‘life chances’ for obtaining these goods (Rawls, 1971: 64). Finally, his definition of ‘goods’ goes well beyond the commodities or services available to consumers. Rawls lists prestige, self-respect, and, most controversially, the opportunity to participate in relationships of cooperative reciprocity among those attributes which individuals bargaining behind of a veil of ignorance would hope to obtain for themselves.

    Nonetheless, even with these qualifications, the difference principle is not widely accepted as internally logical or self-evident, and Rawls, implicitly acknowledging this, actually begins his argument by first making a much less demanding claim in what he calls his ‘first tentative statement’ of this principle. This tentative first version of the difference principle reads ‘reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage’ (Rawls, 1971: 60), again with the caveat that ‘everyone’ does not refer to specific individuals. Stated in this weaker form—that every group or social position gains an absolute advantage from any institutional arrangement that generates inequality—the formulation is considerably less radical, fitting reasonably well within the familiar claim made for the utility of allowing some degree of inequality in both market and socialist societies. For example, many people would agree that heart surgeons should be better compensated than ditch diggers because of their training, experience, and willingness to assume life-and-death responsibility. This way, ditch diggers, along with others, would benefit from heart surgery, provided, of course, there is a way (e.g. charity, health insurance) that these ditch diggers can obtain the services of surgeons and thus literally improve their own life chances as well. A more business-oriented example of this tentative principle is the familiar argument that allowing successful entrepreneurs to make fortunes inventing and marketing products, often by taking on a great deal of effort and personal risk, improves the lives of millions of people who appreciate these products. Permitting inequality for successful entrepreneurs could also increase the demand for labour as well, leaving Rawls’s social contractors with the relatively narrow task of creating rules that prevent certain groups being made worse through such externalities as pollution or safety hazards.

    Rawls, however, hardly stops with this ‘tentative’ formulation, and if he had it is not likely that A Theory of Justice would have earned so much serious attention. For Rawls, a set of rules that make everyone better off in absolute terms but still exacerbate some kinds of inequality is not optimal in the long term. As he himself asserts, his is a test of competing institutional arrangements, not short-term outcomes of one or another event, and if the least advantaged benefit from an inequality and thus pass the ‘tentative’ test, but do not benefit as much as they would in another arrangement, then this other second arrangement would be preferred. The most obvious explanation of why this is so is that, if the leading segments of a society find ways to increase their own life chances more than those of less advantaged groups, history suggests that they will eventually use these gains to influence the political-economic system further in their favour, eventually reducing any absolute benefits that the less well-positioned had originally derived from inequality.

    This formulation still leaves the question as to why Rawls would believe that people in the original position who are not aware of their own situation would necessarily reject institutional arrangements in which all groups do relatively well but the least advantaged benefit less than other groups, and instead prefer a society which produces less on average for all strata except the lowest. For Rawls this is too narrow and static a view, even if one speaks only of ‘better off’ in terms of economic wealth. A society in which institutional arrangements produce a great deal of prosperity but relatively high inequality could presumably use taxation or other methods of redistribution to improve the life chances of the least advantaged beyond that of any initially poorer but more egalitarian society (Pogge, 2007). In this way, a town in which merchants prosper disproportionately when a highway or railroad is added could tax this new prosperity to pay generous compensation to the residents whose potential economic gains are marred by the disruption they experience by having to move. Similarly, a government which makes the executives of certain companies wealthy by encouraging broad investment in computer technology could require such companies to share these gains by requiring profit sharing with employees, or pass laws that facilitate unionization at these firms.

    Furthermore, it needs to be remembered that for Rawls, ‘better off’ refers to more than economic prosperity. A rich, but highly unequal set of social relations that require large-scale redistribution, what he refers to as ‘welfare state capitalism’, also robs the least advantage of some non-economic goods: self-respect, active civic participation, and even the benefit of cooperation for its own sake. Another such good is a ‘stable society’, and welfare state capitalism might not even prove to be economically or politically sustainable if most wealth must first pass through relatively few hands on their way to redistribution. Because of the significance of these non-economic benefits in the lives of people, Rawls preferred what he calls a ‘property-owning democracy’ to both welfare capitalist and laissez-faire societies, and championed widely dispersed ownership of the means of production through such institutional arrangements as a robust small businesses sector, cooperatives, and stock plans that cover the entire citizenry (Freeman, 2007).

    A more persistent criticism of the difference principle is the ambiguity Rawls leaves as to exactly how one identifies these ‘least advantaged’, an ambiguity that makes it difficult to formulate practical applications since one does not know who exactly is supposed to benefit the most from inequality (Van Parijs, 2002). He does insist that the least advantaged is not a formally identifiable group such as ethnicity, gender, or race, and he does suggest, without committing himself to the interpretation, that ‘least advantaged’ might be interpreted to mean those in the lowest levels of the working class. The simplest response to this criticism is that Rawls, as a philosopher deliberately working out of a utopian tradition and not acting as a social reformer, was aiming to establish a puzzle that he hoped would stimulate thinking among those who can and do deal with policies with regard to the underlying ethical conundrum, rather than offer some specific recipe for solving it.

    The point is not whether Rawls’s formulation of distributive justice will satisfy everyone, or even prove clear as to its specific applications to particular societies and their institutional arrangements. What is important is that Rawls generated a new way to analyse and ultimately judge inequality, an issue of even more urgency within his home country four decades after A Theory of Justice first appeared. Entire libraries could be filled with empirical work that explicates American rising inequality, diminished job security, stagnant or declining wages, regressive taxation, concentration of wealth, and increased opportunity for financial transitions that actually injure others, trends that began not long after Rawls’s magnum opus first appeared. The Economic Policy Institute, whose empirical work has earned the respect of even some conservative economists who might take issue with their policy recommendations (Pearlstein, 2011), has since 1986 devoted itself to collecting and analysing data around these very issues (Mishel et al., 2012). Furthermore, the influence of wealth on politics, and the willingness of the United States to engage in war, have hardly disappeared as central social and political concerns.

    Ultimately, Rawls is a philosopher and not a social scientist, and he makes no predictions or claims of having produced a blueprint of how to make social actors set policies that they would choose if they really were situated in his original position. He does, however, offer a sophisticated approach to evaluating the reality and possible reform of the inequality that characterizes and bedevils many modern societies—an inequality that is highly related to the role of business organizations within these same societies. Rawls understood that his work was necessarily idealistic, but at the same time he felt it necessary for policy makers to start with ideals before compromising these in the interest of realism.

    He displayed his concern with connecting with the ‘real world’ when he turned his attention to international relations at the end of his life and, to the surprise of many of his readers, he explicitly rejected applying the difference principle to relationships across political borders, because he felt it would prove even less realistic, even as an inspirational ideal, in an arena where there is neither a unified polity to generate the necessary overarching legal rules, nor the realistic possibility of establishing the kind of personal and cooperative relationships between individuals that was part of his motivation for deriving the difference principle in the first place. Instead, he suggested a far more restricted and certainly less controversial universal duty requiring rich nations to assist other peoples living under unfavourable conditions that prevent their having a just or decent political and social regime (Rawls, 1999).

    Rawls never claimed to have all the answers to the questions he raised, and scholars are still arguing over the implications of the answers he did offer. Nonetheless, no one disputes that he had asked important, perhaps crucial, questions regarding how people might create standards for evaluating the social impact of economic arrangements and institutions. Business ethics, which, as an applied field, understandably takes the fundamental legitimacy of business for granted, ought to, almost by definition, grapple with questions about the distributive and political impact of American business practices—practices with profound implications for the entire society and even the world. While business ethics has primarily focused on the application of ethics to managerial decision making, an understandable choice given the role of the business school in training managers, at least one founder of the field has chided it for ignoring the larger question as to what the society at large has the right to expect and even insist upon from businesses (DeGeorge, 1991). Rawls has seemingly provided useful tools for conducting just such analysis. Yet, despite the field’s supposed familiarity with his work, these tools are virtually never wielded by American business ethicists.

RAWLS IN THE BUSINESS SCHOOL

Given the history of ethics in American business schools, it is not surprising that the fundamental schools of philosophical ethics have played such an important role. While business professors had written from time to time on ethical issues in business before business ethicists established their field, these efforts had tended to be ad hoc and informal, and did not coalesce into a field until relatively recently. A typical early example would be A Moral Philosophy for Management, written by industrial relations scholar Benjamin Selekman (1959) of the Harvard Business School for a non-academic audience. Academics housed in philosophy departments did have some contact from time to time with business schools as early as the 1950s (Brown, 1983), but these contacts did not coalesce institutionally until the late 1970s, when a number of philosophers with interest in the topic began to meet together and publish collections, eventually founding the Society for Business Ethics in 1980. Even then, the subject was more institutionally connected to philosophy than management departments, with Edward Freeman providing an exception among the field’s founders in that he began his professorial career in a business school. In the beginning, annual meetings of this society were actually still scheduled to coincide, not with the Academy of Management meeting as they have since 1989, but with the American Philosophical Association meeting (DeGeorge, 2012). However, since the 1980s business ethicists have become far more likely to be housed in business schools than philosophy departments, a movement that began with a few established academic philosophers, then proceeded with the hiring of philosophy graduate students, and finally ended with the business school graduate students of these migrating philosophers.

    Not surprisingly, scholars who had chosen to endure difficult training in the classics would look to them as a starting point for analysing the ethics conundrums of business. As a result, Lockean social contracting (Donaldson, 1982), Kantian rule-based deontology (Evan & Freeman, 1993), and Aristotelian virtue ethics (Solomon, 1992) became the basis of the great bulk of business ethics discourse. What is striking about this list is not that these approaches were adapted to business ethics, but that they are all ‘non-consequentialist’. This does imply that the followers of these schools do not care about consequences. Rawls himself said, in effect, with regard to his fellow ethicists that ‘we are all consequentialists’ (1971). What it does mean is more technical: a non-consequentialist starts with a set of principles in the form of duties or obligations or rights. Proponents of one or another set of principles endorse them precisely because they believe they have a likelihood of producing ethically sound results, but the reasons for making that assumption are not themselves derived backward from the desired end result of a good society in the manner of a utilitarian. One might analogize the approach of non-consequentialists to the famous dictum about swinging a baseball bat: a good batter does not directly strive to hit the ball over the fence, which would lead to over swinging, but focuses instead on completing their swing as flawlessly as possible, a process which ultimately makes a home run more likely.

    The fundamental principles of various schools of non-consequentialism do differ. A Kantian would focus, to a large degree, on treating people as ends in themselves, not merely the means to achieve one’s own goals. An Aristotelian would argue that an individual lives well by displaying a balance of certain fundamental virtues in one’s actions. A Lockean would deduce an implied social contract governing a society composed of certain rights and obligations that a hypothesized meeting of relevant actors would likely agree to on the basis of logic and broadly shared values. What all these approaches lack, however, is much concern with close examination of the end result of actually putting the appropriate principles into practice.

    By contrast, formal consequentialists must by definition consider real-world outcomes for testing their principles, as Rawls did, and the actual results may not prove convenient for the scholars. The ethical philosopher most notable for grappling with his own contemporary issues of business, John Stuart Mill, is notably absent as an influence on business ethics scholarship despite the respect paid to him in business ethics textbooks—a respect he earned for his efforts in dealing with the ambiguous impact of the emerging global industrial capitalism that he not only lived through in early nineteenth-century England working as an economist, philosopher, informal labour mediator, and parliamentarian, but even actively participated in as an official of the East India Company (although, not surprisingly, his views on colonialism were hardly enlightened). Yet, despite his unique background, virtually no major business ethicist has looked for guidance from this most corporate savvy of canonized philosophers.

    As a result, the arguments and analyses put forward in business ethics is remarkably devoid of discussion of specific real-world policies or practices on the part of businesses, or the outcomes that these have generated in the aggregate. The doctoral students of this first generation of business ethicists have continued this indifference to relating ethics to contemporary social trends, even though they have generally earned their advanced degrees within American business schools and not the presumably more rarefied environments of philosophy departments. Rawls explicitly criticized formal utilitarianism, and he certainly begins with fundamental principles in the manner of non-consequentialists. Nonetheless, he engaged with the problems facing his society and even his world, making the flavour of his work closer to that of Mill than that of the ethicists connected to American business schools, a body of work that one management academic labelled: ‘continued devotion to the noncontextualist abstractions found in the lore of conventional philosophy [featuring]…nearly studied ignorance of what has actually taken place within the American business world’ (Frederick, 1998: 44).

    Given this reality of non-contextualist abstraction in the business ethics literature, it follows that Rawls’s major impact has been his procedural contribution to social contracting, the source of a heuristic for establishing principles. The great bulk of this literature that cites Rawls refers only to the ‘original position’ adorned by a ‘veil of ignorance’, typically in one of two ways. First, and like many other famous formulations within the ethics canon, it is often mentioned only in passing, typically in a summary chart of or a literature review of relevant ethical approaches. When it is discussed more deeply, it is usually employed as either a method for testing proposed ethical rules, or, occasionally, a criticism of its use in this manner by another scholar.

    A typical example of applying the difference principle to test a proposed rule can be found in Sollars’s (2001) consideration of the appropriate form of liability that should be imposed on shareholders. According to Sollars, while proportional liability might logically be the appropriate balance between full limited and unlimited liability, the citizens of a polity, if placed behind a veil of ignorance and thus not aware of how they would directly benefit, would actually prefer limited liability because the inefficient transaction costs involved in enforcing proportional liability would reduce the society’s overall wealth. Similarly, and certainly more famously, Freeman and Evan (1990) argue that stakeholders of a corporation, unaware of how they would benefit but desirous of being able to protect whatever their own interests might turn out to be, would insist on corporate board representation for all stakeholder groups.

    This last article, which put the considered and serious application of the veil of ignorance on the map, has inspired its own small literature stream of critiques. Donaldson and Dunfee (1994), for example, take issue with the lack of practicality of relying on a heuristic that cannot, by definition, operate in the real world where there are no actual veils of ignorance, and, furthermore, it is unnecessary since fully knowledgeable stakeholders are quite capable of agreeing among themselves upon some basic standards of behaviour. Marcoux (2009) has also taken issue with the relevance of applying an approach fashioned to analyse grandiose political problems to the mundane world of business decision making. He has also argued (Child & Marcoux, 1999) that Freeman and Evan actually misuse Rawls’s construct since Rawls’s original position implied a far deeper ignorance than simply not knowing one’s exact relationship to a particular corporate organization. That is, if individuals are sufficiently knowledgeable to suggest board representation—they know, as Freeman and Evan imply, how corporations are structured and operate and whether they bear some kind of stakeholder relationship to one—then they would also probably understand that a board that represents all constituents would reduce efficiency and reduce the very profitability that ultimately benefits all stakeholder groups.

    While there is nothing objectionable about either applying the veil of ignorance to corporate organization, or for that matter criticizing its appropriateness for analysing certain ethical questions, the veil of ignorance is not, in itself, central to the questions of political economy and social justice that inspired Rawls. Occasionally his principles of justice do appear in the business ethics literature, although the great bulk of their appearances are in passing, either cited in support of the idea of an institutional role in the establishment of fairness or, as part of a some listing or taxonomy of moral principles, this latter role dating to the one of the first appearances of Rawls in a management journal (Walters, 1977).

    There have been exceptions to these narrow or cursory applications of Rawls, but these have been generated for the most part by a handful of scholars: Harris (2009), Hussain (2009), Hsieh (2004), and Phillips (1997). Perhaps it is no surprise that this small cohort has provided the exceptions that prove the rule, since they themselves made exceptional choices in their own education. Harris and Phillips are the rare business school PhD-holders who sought to enrich their education by studying philosophy during the course of their graduate programmes. Harris studied under Norman Bowie, who is the only philosopher of business ethics to have actually worked on distributive justice, and Phillips (1997) is possibly the only business ethicist to have been sufficiently diligent to have cited Rawls’s early, pre-Theory of Justice work on fairness. Both Hsieh and Hussain studied philosophy as graduate students at Rawls’s Harvard, and have since become virtually the only business ethicists to ever apply Rawls’s Law of Peoples to business ethics. Hsieh has used it as a guide for creating standards for regulating multinational corporations, and he has also used Rawls’s (1999) arguments in favour of property-owning democracy to assert the right of ordinary workers to participate in management (Hsieh, 2009). Hussain (2009) has applied Rawls’s aforementioned eighth principle of international relations—the duty to assist other people living under unfavourable conditions—in critiquing Donaldson and Dunfee’s (1999) integrative social contracting approach to international business ethics.

    There have also been applications from time to time of the difference principle within the business ethics literature, yet virtually never in the context of its most obvious application: the relative and absolute levels of compensation and job security within the modern corporation. There is no obvious formal barrier to applying it to this issue. As far back as 1978, even before the distribution of wealth and income had become the ‘hot-button issue’ of today, Keeley (1978) proposed in Administrative Science Quarterly (at the time the leading journal of organization studies) that organizations should apply a modified version of the principle to organizations, suggesting the outlines of a system that would require any organizational change to satisfy the most disaffected group of employees the most, and he continued to suggest variations on this idea in later articles (e.g. Keeley, 1987).

    Keeley’s work might, perhaps, have provided the bridge between Rawls’s political theorizing and a Rawlsian ideal of organizational compensation, especially as this issue has heated up over the subsequent decades before sparking the Occupy Wall Street movement of 2011. Instead, over the years Keeley’s effort has proven to be ‘a bridge to nowhere’. The business ethics literature has applied the difference principle to a dizzying variety of issues that have little or nothing to do with levels of compensation. These include: bribery (Tsalikis & LaTour, 1995), immigration (Borna & Stearns, 2002), enforcement of rules (Brady, 1987), international courts litigating corporate malfeasance (Jackson, 1998), entrepreneurship (Payne & Joyner, 2006), age discrimination (Henry & Jennings, 2004), sexual harassment (Wells & Kracher, 1993), health care coverage (Spinello, 1992), climate change (Romar, 2009), drug pricing (Maitland, 2002), and even how one might use literature in an ethics class (Kennedy & Lawton, 1992).

    Somewhat ironically, the difference principle has, on occasion, served as a whipping boy within the literature, a straw man to be either dismissed or blamed for creeping egalitarianism, the latter prevalent when A Theory of Justice was still new and widely discussed. Votaw (1978) used a great deal of space to denounce the difference principle as the intellectual justification of an encroaching bureaucratic mindset that threatened to engulf the business world. McGuire (1977) had gone even further, blaming the difference principle for threatening freedom, efficiency, and meritocracy, an argument so ill-informed as to the actual content of A Theory of Justice that it inspired a response in the same journal some five years later (Shin & Zashin, 1982). More recently, Hoppe and Block (2002), in a footnote, attributed to this principle a supposedly widespread misunderstanding as to what they regard as the true source of the value of property.

    What is truly astonishing is how difficult it is to find an example of an American business ethicist actually using Rawls to critique the status quo of corporate pay practices. Harris (2006) provides an exception, perhaps the only exception in print at the time this chapter was written, using the principle to argue that executive pay violated the principle because (a) there is no evidence that higher executive pay directly correlates with improved firm performance; and (b) even if it does, it is not clear that mechanisms exist that necessarily channel any benefits from improved performance to the company’s stakeholders, including lower-level employees. Harris (2009) also applied the other half of the second principle to executive pay, arguing that role of cronyism and faddism in the setting of executive pay violates Rawls’s principle of equality of opportunity.

    Even aggregated, the output of Keeley, Phillips, Hsieh, Hussain, and Harris that offer Rawlsian arguments represents only a sliver of the corpus of American business ethics, and hardly an influential one at that. Business ethics has become a field of ethics that is almost inherently elitist in orientation. It might be more accurately labelled ‘management ethics’ in that it generally shares an unspoken assumption of both the right and autonomy of top corporate managers to make the basic ethical choices for their organizations. In the rare cases that it considers the ethical choices of lower-level employees, it usually presumes that these are to be made in the service of the goals set by their superiors (e.g. Goodstein & Wicks, 2007). Not surprisingly, it has demonstrated a preference for the perspectives of philosophers who hoped to influence their own contemporary elites, whether these were the gentlemen citizens of Athens or the King of Macedonia, the Whiggish landowners of early modern England, or even the King of Prussia. A few ethicists have also embraced the more modern philosophy of libertarianism, but never to the point of actually criticizing top management in the manner of other libertarians for avoiding the discipline of markets by lobbying, for example, for additional military procurement, or cajoling or blackmailing local governments into paying ‘development’ subsidies (Chesser, 2004; Isenberg & Eland, 2002; Leroy, 2005).

    None of this is meant to suggest that the ethical perspectives of Aristotle, Locke, Kant, or Nozick can never influence or inspire work of intellectual depth or practical value. The point here is that American business ethicists are generally neither prepared nor necessarily even interested in doing what Keeley attempted a generation ago in asking the same questions about democracy and fairness within organizations as Rawls did regarding the larger society. For the great bulk of business ethicists, Rawls is typically treated as no more than the author of a clever heuristic for developing new principles, or, at most, one of several seminal thinkers who must be (briefly) acknowledged in any broad survey of ethical principles, before the author, having paid the usual obligatory respects, turns to the subject of real interest to him or her. His obvious relevance to present-day controversies engulfing American business is simply disregarded.

THE BASTARDIZED KEYNES PRECEDENT

The phrase ‘bastard Keynesianism’ was coined by Joan Robinson (Turner, 1989)—the British economist and disciple of Keynes, who applied the pejorative to the work of Solow and Samuelson in particular—and the charge of betraying Keynes has continued through the work of the post-Keynesian school of economics (e.g. Davidson, 1996). While the details of these denunciations differ, they all argue that attempts to reconcile Keynes to the neoclassical perspective had essentially censored the most powerful of Keynes’s ideas by downplaying, or even ignoring, his most significant and radical departures from conventions: the normality of disequilibrium, the likelihood of economies failing to achieve full employment, the distinction between risk and uncertainty, the preference for liquidity, and, of course, his hoped-for euthanasia of the rentier. The American version of Keynesian economics devolved into a kind of bandage to be placed over market imperfections when they fell short of full employment due to sticky wages, excessive savings, or some other political or social conundrum. Rather than generate a revolution in economic thinking, as Keynes hoped, the critics of this expurgated Keynes saw it as a specialized tool in the service of tweaking mainstream economics to make it more palatable, and ultimately more practical and influential, especially when it came to American government policy. To Robinson, looking back, this was Keynes adapted to the demands of the new economic empire, and ultimately it ‘invaded the economics faculties of the world, floating on the wings of the almighty dollar’ (Robinson, 1973: 11).

    Rawls has been domesticated in a similar fashion. Those elements of Rawls which might discomfit business school patrons have been largely ignored, especially questions about the fairness of compensation within American business, or the role of income and wealth in a democratic society, to say nothing about the importance of maintaining cooperation and self-respect among members of a social group. The difference, however, between the bastardization of Keynes and bastardized Rawls is profound. For one thing, the American version of Keynes, bastardized or not, made a material difference in the world. For a generation, it moved the thinking of both American economists and even a large segment of American business leaders and politicians away from laissez-faire and pure ‘trickle-down’ justifications, both seemingly discredited by the Great Depression (Bowen, 1953; Collins, 1982). Fiscal policy for ameliorating poor macroeconomic performance became acceptable, a reality acknowledged by President Nixon and practised, if not preached, by President Reagan. Much of the business establishment accepted the need for a degree of government stimulation and even subsidy of industry, not only the Keynesian-influenced Committee for Economic Development, founded by a group of business executives who benefited from the military build-up of the Second World War, but even to some degree the more conservative Chamber of Commerce (Collins, 1982).

    That much of this Keynesian stimulation was funnelled through the military- industrial complex proved something less than an unmixed blessing. Not only did it contribute to the ease with which the United States has gone to war during the ‘post-war’ period, but it is also a particular form of government spending that tends to be profit-heavy and relatively light on generating jobs, especially as weapons have become more technologically sophisticated. As Robinson herself wrote, ‘the consequence has been to facilitate deficit expenditure on armaments; it has helped to keep up the cold war and promoted hot wars here and there around the world’ (1973: 11). Nonetheless, the post-war generation benefited from even this watered down, business Keynesianism with a broadly shared prosperity and a string of civilian innovations that spilled over from Pentagon or space programme spending, which have ranged from microchips, the Internet, and jet airliners to football helmets, television sets, Tang, and Velcro (Marens, 2008). Even the Interstate Highway Act, a massive construction project that paid high wages and shaped the nation in a myriad of ways, was promoted as a military necessity.

    One might legitimately regard the American flirtation with Keynes as a tragedy. On the one hand it helped generate hordes of well-compensated jobs, prevented a return to cyclical depressions, and promoted a number of innovations that radically changed the way people live, especially in industrialized nations. On the other, its dependence on military spending and the automobile, as well as the interaction of the two through policing the world’s oil supplies, has generated a nearly endless litany of environmental and military-related disasters, and given the ongoing risk posed by nuclear proliferation and global warming, the worst may be yet to come. Within the United States itself, the military-highway confluence has destroyed communities and co-opted a goodly portion of the labour movement into supporting the corporate status quo, and is ultimately proving both economically and environmentally unsustainable, and, as Robinson predicted, deserves much of blame for the inflation of the 1970s that dialectically revived the dogma of laissez-faire, although in practice, the military procurement side of Keynesianism has never actually been abandoned.

    By comparison, the invocation of Rawls on the part of business school academics has approached farce. If some version of Keynes was seriously applied for decades to the problems of unemployment and aggregate demand that were the subject of his most famous work, Rawls has rarely been applied, even within the business school literature, to the kinds of ethical concerns that he himself regarded as crucial, and has had literally no impact at all upon the actual practices of businesses. Nixon might have said, with some truth, that ‘we are all Keynesians now’. Few CEOs, even among those lionized by business ethicist, have ever declared anything along the lines of: ‘The compensation policy of my organization should benefit the least advantaged members of my organization the most’. Costco’s James Sinegal’s might have provided one exception, and perhaps there are a few others, but these collectively hardly amount to even a countervailing minority trend (Allison, 2011). Indeed, one could make a strong prima facie case that since the 1980s, when philosophically oriented business ethics supplanted the moribund quasi-field of ‘business and society’ within American business schools, the ethical choices of American business leaders has only got worse in regard to either economic fairness or respect for democracy (Marens, 2010). Whether one considers job security, the sharing of success through non-executive compensation, respect for collective bargaining, acceptance of regulation, or the willingness to bribe or bully politicians for a variety of subsidies, the last three decades has generally been a downward slide. If bastardizing Keynes contributed to generating both the positive and negative sides of American global hegemony, bastardized Rawls has had no material impact at all beyond promoting the careers of the bastardizers.
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CHAPTER 20

HAYEK AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES

NICOLAI J. FOSS AND PETER G. KLEIN

INTRODUCTION

FRIEDRICH A. von Hayek (1899–1992) is one of the most important intellectuals and social scientists of the twentieth century. Over a career that spanned more than six decades Hayek moved from technical economics (Hayek, 1928, 1931, 1941, 1948, 1984) to the methodology of the social sciences (Hayek, 1942, 1952a), psychology (Hayek, 1952b), political philosophy (Hayek, 1944, 1960, 1973), and philosophy proper (Hayek, 1964). In the diversity of his interests Hayek rivals the great polymath Herbert Simon, and, like Simon, holds a Nobel Prize in economics. Again like Simon, Hayek’s wide-ranging scholarly interests and achievements were organized around few core insights, the most important of which is the role of evolved rules and institutions in coordinating dispersed and largely tacit knowledge. Both were highly critical of the foundations of the dominant paradigm in economics, so-called ‘neoclassical’ or ‘mainstream’ economics, and in some ways their critiques are converging, particularly regarding the unrealistic and untenable assumptions that are made about the cognitive powers of decision makers in this paradigm.

    However, while Simon’s influence on organization studies is undeniably vast, Hayek is less well known within organizational scholarship. Simon’s career began with organization studies and featured a continual interest in organizations. Hayek, in contrast, had little interest in organizations per se and typically addressed organized activities, such as those of state bureaucracies or full-scale socialism, with considerable scepticism. However, one Hayek paper that has been frequently cited in organization studies (broadly conceived) is his 1945 essay, ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’. This paper emerged in the context of the ‘socialist calculation debate’ of the 1920s and 1930s, in which academic economists argued about the viability and efficiency of planned resource allocation under state control (Lavoie, 1985; Rothbard, 1991; Salerno, 1993). Hayek (1945) famously argued that an economy-wide central planner, no matter how well intentioned, is constrained by the fact that the knowledge necessary for efficient resource allocation is dispersed, subjectively held, fleeting, and largely tacit. Top-down planning runs up against the ‘knowledge problem’, which makes comprehensive, overall management of a complex, dynamic economy inherently infeasible. A decentralized market system works because market processes generate prices that embody such information and communicate it among market participants.

    Hayek’s emphasis on dispersed, tacit knowledge has been much cited in research on knowledge management (e.g. Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) and the knowledge-based view of the firm (e.g. Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996; Tsoukas, 1996). Thus, while a variety of thinkers and philosophers have dealt with aspects of tacit knowledge (e.g. Aristotle on phronesis, Gilbert Ryle on ‘knowledge how’, Merleau-Ponty on bodily knowledge, and, of course, Michael Polanyi, who coined the term ‘tacit knowledge’), Hayek was arguably the first to raise the issue of how the best use of tacit knowledge is secured, asking what institutions make best use of such knowledge. On a highly abstract level, research on the knowledge-based view of the firm shares this aim (Grant, 1996).

    However, there is much more in Hayek’s work that is useful to organizational scholarship. Researchers critical of ‘rational’, design-oriented approaches in organizational theory who favour a more constructivist approach will appreciate Hayek’s emphasis on the inherently complex nature of social phenomena (Hayek, 1964), his critique of scientistic design ambitions of planners and the underlying rationalist model of action (Hayek, 1933b, 1952a), and his subjectivism (which in many ways harmonizes with constructivist and sensemaking perspectives) (Hayek, 1952b; see also Tsoukas, 1996). Organizational scholars working with evolutionary or population ecology models will appreciate Hayek’s general evolutionary outlook (Hayek, 1973), his emphasis on competition as a ‘discovery procedure’ (rather than an incentive device) (Hayek, 1968a), his sophisticated distinction between spontaneous and planned orders and the rules that underpin them, and his argument for the rule-governed, partly tacit basis for all action in the social world (Hayek, 1973, 1988). Organizational scholars interested in relationships between technology and organization can benefit from Hayek’s analysis, derived from the unique capital theory of the ‘Austrian’ school of economics, of production as staged, time-consuming, and involving the deployment coordination of specific and complementary capital goods (Hayek, 1931, 1941; Foss et al., 2007).

    In this chapter we briefly survey Hayek’s work and argue for its increasing relevance for organizational scholars.1 Hayek was a subtle writer, and a less gifted stylist than his fellow Austrian Joseph Schumpeter, perhaps explaining why his contributions are not better known outside of economics. There is a small circle of Hayekians working on the economic theory of the firm (e.g. see the essays collected in Foss & Klein, 2002), and, as discussed in the section ‘Hayek and New Institutional Economics: Coase and Williamson’, Hayek’s work inspired aspects of Oliver Williamson’s transaction cost approach to the firm. But Hayek is usually seen within organizational scholarship as a narrow, technical economist. We hope to change that perception here.

HAYEK’S CAREER AND THOUGHT

Early Work on Business Cycles

Born in 1899 to a distinguished family of Viennese intellectuals, Hayek studied economics, law, and psychology at the University of Vienna and joined the private seminar of Ludwig von Mises along with Gottfried Haberler, Fritz Machlup, Oskar Morgenstern, Felix Kaufmann, Alfred Schütz, and other promising young Viennese social scientists. Inspired by Mises’s 1912 book on monetary theory (Mises, 1912), Hayek began writing on money, capital, interest, and the business cycle, publishing important papers in the late 1920s and early 1930s. In 1931 he became Tooke Chair at the London School of Economics, where he specialized in monetary economics and helped promulgate the ‘Austrian’ theory of the business cycle, becoming known as a chief rival of John Maynard Keynes.

    Hayek (1931, 1933a) showed how fluctuations in economy-wide output and employment are related to the economy’s capital structure. Production takes time, so factors of production must be committed in the present for making final goods that will have value only in the future after they are sold. However, capital is heterogeneous: capital goods differ in durability, complementarity, substitutability, and specificity. Consequently, these assets cannot be easily redeployed to alternative uses if demands for final goods change. The central macroeconomic problem in a modern capital-using economy is thus one of intertemporal coordination: how can the allocation of resources between capital and consumer goods be aligned with consumers’ preferences between present and future consumption? Hayek argued that monetary injections, by lowering the rate of interest below what Mises (following Wicksell) called its ‘natural rate’, distort the economy’s intertemporal structure of production, leading first to a boom and then to a bust, as the investment projects that are started under the impact of a lowered rate of interest have to be abandoned. Hayek held that absent distortionary monetary policies or exogenous shocks that cause the money rate of interest to diverge from its natural rate, the economy is fundamentally self-regulating. Moreover, his theory directed attention to relative prices between capital goods as key to understanding economy-wide fluctuations, a perspective swept aside by Keynes’s emphasis on ‘aggregate demand’ and other abstractions. While Keynesian economics views the economy in engineering terms, as a giant machine to be manipulated (and even ‘fine tuned’) by government planners, Hayek’s Austrian approach sees the economy as a complex, adaptive ecosystem resistant to top-down planning, as well as more or less temporary government intervention in the form monetary and fiscal policy or detailed industry or labour market regulations.

    After Keynes’s General Theory was published in 1936, the Austrian approach largely fell out of favour, out of step both with the Keynesian emphasis on aggregate demand management and the explicit positivism of neoclassical economics (Friedman, 1953), and Hayek turned away from technical economics and towards epistemology, methodology, psychology, political theory, and intellectual history. In 1950 Hayek joined the Committee on Social Thought at the University of Chicago, which housed Allan Bloom, Daniel Boorstin, T. S. Eliot, Frank Knight, Shirley Letwin, and Edward Shils (and later Hannah Arendt, Saul Bellow, and Michael Polanyi) and where Hayek stayed for ten years before returning to Europe to teach at Freiburg University. In 1974 he shared the Nobel Prize in economics with Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal for his work on business cycle theory and his analysis of the role of knowledge in the price system.

Hayek’s Later, Trans-disciplinary Work

Hayek’s work on business cycles led him to revisit the fundamental issues of economics, notably the ‘coordination problem’ (Foss, 1996). In the process, Hayek became increasingly sceptical of the explanatory value of neoclassical economics. Hayek never doubted that the economic system ‘works itself’—which he emphasized with frequent references to ‘spontaneous order’—but he thought that economists had not sufficiently explained the bottom-up, coordinating capacities of market competition (Hayek, 1937). How, in particular, do decision makers obtain the knowledge that allows them to make decisions consistent with those of other decision makers? How, in other words, is market equilibrium possible?

    In ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’ (1945) Hayek argued that the central economic problem facing society is not, as commonly expressed in textbooks, the allocation of given resources among competing ends. ‘It is rather a problem of how to secure the best use of resources known to any of the members of society, for ends whose relative importance only those individuals know. Or, to put it briefly, it is a problem of the utilization of knowledge not given to anyone in its totality’ (Hayek, 1945: 78). Much of the knowledge necessary for running the economic system, Hayek contends, exists in the form not of ‘scientific’ or technical knowledge—the conscious awareness of the rules governing natural and social phenomena—but of tacit knowledge, the idiosyncratic, dispersed bits of understanding of ‘circumstances of time and place’. This tacit knowledge is often not consciously known even to those who possess it and can never be communicated to a central authority. The market tends to use this tacit knowledge through a type of ‘discovery procedure’ (Hayek, 1968a), by which this information is unknowingly transmitted throughout the economy as an unintended consequence of individuals pursuing their own ends.

    Hayek argues that market competition generates a particular kind of order—an order that is the product ‘of human action but not human design’ (a phrase Hayek borrowed from Adam Smith’s mentor Adam Ferguson). This ‘spontaneous order’ is a system that comes about through the independent actions of many individuals, and produces overall benefits unintended and mostly unforeseen by those whose actions bring it about.

    Hayek’s notion of spontaneous order has sometimes been equated to the neoclassical economics model of a ‘competitive equilibrium’ and its associated welfare properties (i.e. an allocation of goods and services that is ‘Pareto optimal’). So-called ‘perfect competition’ is an abstraction with no practical relevance for applied economics or economic policymaking. Its main use is to serve as a foil, in which ‘market failure’ is defined by the presence of characteristics such as public goods, external benefits and costs, asymmetric information, and the like that are absent from the perfectly competitive equilibrium model. However, Hayek’s notion of spontaneous order has little to do with perfect competition or general equilibrium; his claim is simply that individual action often generates social outcomes that are desirable or beneficial, even if they fall short of some abstract theoretical ideal, and that such outcomes cannot be replicated by government intervention, which substitutes a planned order for the spontaneous order that results from individual choice.

    Specifically, spontaneous orders refer to both states of affairs—such as the allocations produced by market activity at a given point in time—and institutions, such as morality, money, and other evolved institutions. Hayek asserts that government action usually cannot improve on the resource allocation brought about, spontaneously, by the operation of market forces. This allocation may not be ‘optimal’, from the point of view of textbook models of efficient resource allocation. But such models aren’t relevant because they describe idealized settings that cannot be realized by real-world governments in a world of dispersed, tacit knowledge (Hayek, 1946). Relatedly, Hayek posits an ongoing cultural evolutionary process that selects some institutions rather than others, and suggests that government interference with this process is likely to hamper the selection of the fitter institutions (Hayek, 1973).

    With respect to the spontaneous order nature of market outcomes, Hayek uses this to attack the notion of ‘social justice’: as market outcomes are unintended and partly unpredictable, it is a category mistake to apply the notion of ‘just’—a potential property of willed actions—to such outcomes (Hayek, 1976). Social justice is notoriously hard to define precisely. It can have a distributional aspect (i.e. the distribution of income or wealth is ‘just’ if it conforms to some pre-specified standard, such as perfect equality), a procedural aspect (i.e. extant regulation and laws are just if they respect basic liberties and rights), and an interactional perspective (i.e. practices are just if individuals are treated with respect by other individuals and by public authorities) (Elster, 1992; Jost & Kay, 2010). Hayek rejected the distributional aspect of social justice, while his emphasis on the rule of law and his general classical liberal outlook represents an embrace of the procedural aspect (and there is no reason to suspect he would have difficulties with the interactional aspect). Hayek did not make these distinctions explicitly, however.

    Regarding the spontaneous order nature of institutions, Hayek embeds this view in a highly ambitious theory of cultural evolution. In line with the optimism of classical liberalism in general, Hayek asserts that those institutions that are best capable of mobilizing and making efficient use of dispersed knowledge will have an evolutionary advantage that will lead to their dominance over time. The precise mechanisms by which this functional-evolutionary process works are, however, not spelled out in great detail in Hayek’s works.

    To distinguish between spontaneous order and that of a deliberate, planned system, Hayek (1968b: 72–6) uses the Greek terms cosmos and taxis, respectively. Examples of a cosmos include the market system as a whole, money, the common law, and even language. A taxis, by contrast, is a designed or constructed organization, like a firm or bureau; these are the ‘islands of conscious power in [the] ocean of unconscious cooperation like lumps of butter coagulating in a pail of buttermilk’ (Robertson, quoted in Coase, 1937: 338).

HAYEK AND ORGANIZATION THEORY

Perhaps because of Hayek’s stature as one of the leading economists of the twentieth century, his work as it pertains to organization has been frequently cited by (new institutional) economists who specialize in organization, but rarely by organization scholars working from more sociological, anthropological, and psychological perspectives. We begin by briefly discussing the relations between Hayek and the new institutionalist/organizational economics of fellow Nobel laureates Ronald Coase and Oliver Williamson. We then broaden the view beyond new institutional economics and consider the relevance of Hayek’s thinking about how knowledge influences economic organization, specifically the boundaries and internal organization of firms. As we argue, the Hayekian challenge to planning applies to firms as well as to centrally planned economies, and raises fundamental issues that are still not resolved in organization theory relating to the use of authority, planning, and direction in the presence of dispersed knowledge.

Hayek and New Institutional Economics: Coase and Williamson

Ronald Coase studied at the London School of Economics in the late 1920s and early 1930s. He reports that Hayek’s concept of the ‘structure of production’ was ‘the subject which dominated the discussion of economics at LSE’ (Coase, 1988: 7). Coase’s own interests lay in a related but distinct concept, the ‘organizational structure of production’. While Coase’s main influences were his teacher Arnold Plant and a fellow student, Ronald Fowler (Coase, 1988), he was familiar with Mises’s and Hayek’s arguments in the socialist calculation debate, and cites Hayek’s ‘The Trend of Economic Thinking’ (1933b) when describing the idea of ‘the economic system as being coordinated by the price mechanism,’ making society ‘not an organization but an organism’ (Coase, 1937: 387). ‘Indeed,’ he adds, again citing Hayek, ‘it is often considered to be an objection to economic planning that it merely tries to do what is already done by the price mechanism’ (Coase, 1937: 387).

    Coase’s argument is that reliance on the spontaneous order of the market imposes particular costs: searching for trading partners, discovering the relevant prices, negotiating and enforcing contracts, and so on. Within the firm, the entrepreneur may be able to reduce ‘transaction costs’ by coordinating these activities himself. Coase recognizes that there are limits to the firm—he refers in the 1937 paper to ‘diminishing returns to management’ (Coase, 1937: 395)—but does not spell out these limits in detail. The modern economic theory of the firm conceptualizes the optimal boundary by comparing the transaction costs of using the market with what might be called internal transaction costs: problems of information flow, incentives, monitoring, and performance evaluation. The boundary of the firm, then, is determined by the trade-off, at the margin, between the relative transaction costs of external and internal exchange.

    Coase’s ‘The Nature of the Firm’ appeared in 1937, the same year as Hayek’s ‘Economics and Knowledge’, and there are obvious connections between the two. Kirzner (1992: 162), for example, describes Coase’s argument in Hayekian terms:

    In a free market, any advantages that may be derived from ‘central planning’…are purchased at the price of an enhanced knowledge problem. We may expect firms to spontaneously expand to the point where additional advantages of ‘central’ planning are just offset by the incremental knowledge difficulties that stem from dispersed information.

Indeed, much of the new institutional economics draws heavily from Hayekian themes, if not always explicitly.

    The modern flag-bearer of the economics of the firm, Oliver Williamson, has been influenced more directly by Hayek’s approach to knowledge, adaptation, and coordination. Williamson (1975: 4–5) makes highly approving reference to key Hayekian themes, notably that the ‘problem of a rational economic order is trivial in the absence of bounded rationality limits on human decision makers,’ and ‘[m]‌uch of the knowledge required to make efficient economic decisions cannot be expressed as statistical aggregates but is highly idiosyncratic in nature.’ The ‘economic problem is relatively uninteresting except where economic events are changing and sequential adaptations to changing market circumstances are called for,’ and that the ‘“marvel” of the economic system is that prices serve as sufficient statistics, thereby economizing on bounded rationality.’

    Besides bounded rationality, tacit knowledge, and the informational role of prices, at least two other Hayekian concepts appear in Williamson’s work. One is Hayek’s (1967) emphasis on the role of general, abstract rules, rather than particular mandates, and his claim that social scientists should study patterns rather than specific outcomes. Williamson sees his general model of contractual relationships or ‘simple contracting schema’, in which contractual hazards pose problems that require safeguards such as incentive alignment, specialized governance mechanisms (like vertical integration), or reputation through repeated dealings (Williamson, 1985: 32–5), an example of a Hayekian general rule. ‘Although the particulars differ, vertical integration, nonstandard contracting for intermediate goods, the employment relation, corporate governance, and regulation are all, according to the argument developed [here], variations on a theme’ (Williamson, 1985: 348). Transaction cost economics, in Williamson’s view, is a highly general theory of economic organization.

    The other important Hayekian concept in Williamson’s work is the idea of spontaneous order, in the context of adaptation to unanticipated change. Williamson (1991) argues that economists, following Adam Smith and Hayek, have tended to focus on ‘spontaneous governance’, the ability of decentralized market systems to evolve in response to changes in resource availability, technical knowledge, demand characteristics, and the like. The study of coordinated or intra-firm adaptation, Williamson argued, has received less attention, although it was a chief concern of earlier scholars of administrative behaviour such as Chester Barnard (1938) and Herbert Simon (1947). Barnard too argued for the importance of adaptation, but in a bureaucratic context. Williamson (1991: 163–4) reconciles Hayek and Barnard by arguing that markets have superior properties with respect to adapting to ‘autonomous’ external changes (changes that do not require explicit coordination with other decision makers), whereas hierarchy is superior when the relevant adaptation requires coordination (‘bilateral adaptability’) among many decision makers.

    Williamson does not make the link between the transaction cost economics concept of asset specificity and Austrian capital theory, which also stresses specificity. On a high level of abstraction both theories share a concern with specificity in a temporal context and the resource allocation problems arising from specificity. In Williamson’s work, asset specificity refers to ‘durable investments that are undertaken in support of particular transactions, the opportunity cost of which investments are much lower in best alternative uses or by alternative users should the original transaction be prematurely terminated’ (Williamson, 1985: 55). Williamson emphasizes the temporal aspect of production in his notion of the ‘fundamental transformation’: relationship-specific investment transforms a competitive, market situation with many potential trading partners to a case of bilateral monopoly, ex ante competition for trading partners does not result in competitive behaviour after contracts are signed and investments are sunk (Williamson, 1985). Like Klein et al. (1978), Williamson emphasizes the ‘holdup’ problem that can follow such investments, and the role of contractual safeguards in securing the returns to those assets.

    Hayek’s (1931, 1933a, 1941) theory of capital focuses on a different type of specificity, namely the extent to which resources are specialized to particular places in the time structure of production. The capital specificity Hayek addresses is a specificity of use, whereas Williamson’s is a specificity that is specific to a particular relation. Hayek builds on older Austrian thought here. Carl Menger (1871), founder of the Austrian school, famously characterized goods in terms of orders: goods of lowest order are those consumed directly. Tools and machines used to produce those consumption goods are of a higher order, and the capital goods used to produce the tools and machines are of an even higher order. Building on his theory that the value of all goods is determined by their ability to satisfy consumer wants (i.e. their marginal utility), Menger showed that the value of the higher-order goods is given or ‘imputed’ by the value of the lower-order goods they produce. Moreover, because certain capital goods are themselves produced by other, higher-order capital goods, it follows that capital goods are not identical—at least by the time they are employed in the production process. Menger’s and Hayek’s claim is not that there is no substitution among capital goods, but that the degree of substitution is limited. As Lachmann (1956) put it, capital goods are characterized by ‘multiple specificity’. Some substitution is possible, but only at a cost. This becomes problematic once the business cycle’s boom turns into a bust: specific capital built during the boom to produce goods no longer needed cannot be redeployed to other, more productive uses because of its specificity, and will be left idle. Because there is a shortage of capital to pool with the available labour, unemployment results. In Hayek’s as well as in Williamson’s work misallocation is the dark side of specificity.

Hayek Beyond New Institutional Economics: Knowledge and Organization

While new institutional economists who write on organizational issues pay frequent homage to Hayek, his work has certainly influenced other organization scholars. As we indicate, however, the implications of Hayek’s thinking have not always been fully appreciated by the scholars who have cited his work.

    For example, Hayek’s work on dispersed knowledge and its implications (e.g. Hayek, 1937, 1945) has frequently been cited by management scholars with an interest in knowledge management (e.g. Grant, 1996; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). However, there is a certain irony in this, for knowledge management is partly about the codification and centralization of dispersed knowledge in firms—which runs totally counter to Hayek’s thinking on dispersed knowledge. Thus, his key argument against planning and socialism is that it presupposes the centralization of knowledge that inherently cannot be centralized because of its fleeting, subjective, and tacit nature. This is not just a matter of the cost of searching for, identifying, transmitting, etc. such knowledge, and/or setting up complex mechanisms for its revelation; like Polanyi (1959) Hayek seems to have held the view that there is knowledge that is inherently personal and cannot be communicated at any cost (Hayek, 1952b, 1973). Given such costs, the best knowledge management practice may often not be to try to seek to centralize knowledge, but to secure its optimal use through the proper choice of delegation of decision rights to employees (Jensen & Meckling, 1992), and via the establishments of rules and other institutions.

    The implication for knowledge management is that firms should tailor-make their knowledge management practices to reflect the different characteristics of different organizational knowledge. A broader implication is that firms’ choice of organizational design need to reflect the characteristics of the knowledge held by the firms and its input-owners (as partly reflected in organizational design theory, e.g. Galbraith, 1974). Thus, dispersed knowledge constrains the (efficient) use of centralized allocation and coordination mechanisms, and proper organizational design must take this into account.

    Research on the exercise of managerial authority in organizations makes strong assumptions about the knowledge held by managers. Thus, it is often assumed that managers are at least as (and often more) knowledgeable about relevant tasks as employees; that they can instruct the latter to carry out these tasks, and that they can somehow ascertain whether employees are sufficiently skilled to carry out the task adequately. However, much work in management and organization explicitly or implicitly challenges the traditional view of managers’ epistemic capabilities, deploying versions of Hayek’s knowledge-based critique of planning (e.g. Brusoni, 2005; Grandori, 1997; Mintzberg, 1990; Sharma, 1997). These scholars argue that if the knowledge that is essential in a work setting is partially unknown to the manager and dispersed across several employees, and must perhaps (because of its tacit nature) even remain unknown to the manager, the exercise of managerial authority is fundamentally compromised. As Grandori (2002: 257) argues ‘[dispersed] knowledge causes authority (as a centralized decision-making system) to fail in all its forms’ (cf. also Minkler, 1993).

    This argument may seem to acquire particular force under the knowledge conditions that characterize what is often rather loosely described as the ‘knowledge economy’—specifically an increased need to source outside knowledge, rely on knowledge workers, and engage in distributed innovation processes. These conditions would if anything seem to make knowledge more dispersed, and indeed many authors have argued exactly this, pointing out that firms increasingly need to rely on a growing number of knowledge specialists, inside as well as outside their boundaries (e.g. Brusoni, 2005; Brusoni, Prencipe, & Pavitt, 2001; Coombs & Metcalfe, 2000; Orlikowski, 2002; Wang & von Tunzelman, 2000). This tendency strains the use of managerial authority as a mechanism of coordination (Grandori, 1997, 2002) as knowledge dispersal transfers ‘real authority’ (Aghion & Tirole, 1997) to employees, that is, those who know which decisions should optimally be made, when, and where, in response to changing contingencies.

    Note that consistent (or heavy-handed?) application of Hayek’s decentralization argument leads to an apparent absurdity: if decentralization always and everywhere improves the utilization of dispersed knowledge, it would be hard to find any room for firms, and certainly for contemporary mega-sized firms (Jensen & Meckling, 1992). Yet (large) firms exist. There seems then to be a problem of accounting for the existence of firms, given the dispersion of knowledge.

    Hayek recognized that planned orders, such as firms, faced a ‘problem which any attempt to bring order into complex human activities meets: the organizer must wish the individuals who are to cooperate to make use of knowledge that he himself does not possess’ (Hayek, 1973: 49). Hayek’s solution to the problem was to apply his arguments that rules assist the coordination of dispersed knowledge, but with a modification: whereas the rules that underlie spontaneous orders are abstract, apply to an unknown number of instances, and are undesigned, the rules that coordinate dispersed knowledge in designed orders are specific and designed. ‘[E]‌very organization must rely…on rules and not only on specific commands,’ Hayek notes, and goes on to observe that the ‘reason here is the same as that which makes it necessary for a spontaneous order to rely solely on rules: namely that by guiding the actions of individuals by rules rather than specific commands it is possible to make use of knowledge which nobody possesses as a whole’ (Hayek, 1973: 48–9).

    Such rules are ‘rules for the performance of assigned tasks’ and therefore ‘necessarily subsidiary to commands’ (1973: 49). In other words, firms may well exist under dispersed knowledge conditions, but essentially because they substitute other mechanisms of coordination for managerial authority. The role of the top management team is to create and enforce a kind of ‘constitution’ that specifies the organization’s rules of the game, while interfering as little as possible with the play of the game (Langlois, 1995). This is consistent with Simon’s (1991: 31) view that ‘[a]‌uthority in organizations is not used exclusively, or even mainly, to command specific actions’. Instead, he explains, it is a command that takes the form of a result to be produced, a principle to be applied, or goal constraints, so that ‘[o]nly the end goal has been supplied by the command, and not the method of reaching it’. We think Hayek would have agreed.

    However, Hayek does not fully explain how the problem of making use of dispersed knowledge inside firms is resolved: if knowledge dispersal obtains, how can management choose good ‘rules for the performance of assigned tasks’? How are employees assigned to tasks and how are standards for performance chosen when these actions are partially dependent on knowledge that management does not hold itself? There seems to be a fundamental design problem here. Given Hayek’s general evolutionary outlook, it seems warranted to suggest that this is done in the same way that societies discover rules, namely by trial-and-error processes, but Hayek is not forthcoming about this.

A HAYEKIAN AGENDA FOR ORGANIZATION THEORY?

While Hayek said relatively little about organizations per se, he identified a key design problem that any social system, whatever its scale, has to address: how to make best use of dispersed knowledge. Although much work has been done in the broad organizational field over the last two to three decades on ‘knowledge in organizations’, Hayek’s theme still challenges extant thinking. In the following, we use Hayek’s thinking to identify some research gaps in organizational theory, using both Hayek’s work on knowledge and his ideas about resource heterogeneity.

Improving Our Understanding of Dispersed Knowledge in Organizations

The research space of the ‘knowledge in organizations’ theme is a vast one (e.g. Eisenhardt & Santos, 2002; Grandori & Kogut, 2002). It emerged in the 1990s with the advent of a number of tendencies that are often summarized under the rubric of the ‘knowledge economy’ (Foss, 2005). Among these tendencies is the increasing importance of human capital inputs, immaterial assets, and scientific knowledge in production, the increasing importance of immaterial products, and the need to control an increasing number of technologies in-house (even if product portfolios are shrinking) (Brusoni, Prencipe, & Pavitt, 2001), and in general to tap an increasing number of knowledge nodes, not just through internal but also through an increasing number of alliances and network relations with other firms as well as public research institutions (Doz et al., 2001).

    These tendencies are often seen as profoundly impacting economic organization and competitive advantages (Adler, 2001). Virtually all who have written on the subject agree that tasks and activities in the knowledge economy need to be coordinated in a manner that is quite different from the management of traditional manufacturing activities. However, there is considerable divergence in the accounts of what exactly are the changed coordination requirements in the knowledge economy. Thus, some argue that ‘traditional’ coordination mechanisms such as price, authority, routines, and standardization will diminish in relative importance, because knowledge-intensive production requires the increased use of mechanisms such as trust, communication, community, and democratic procedures that can better cope with the particular metering problems and exchange hazards that are characteristic of knowledge transactions (e.g. Ghoshal, Moran, & Almeida-Costa, 1995).

    These scholars typically also argue that the increasing reliance upon cross-functional processes, extensive delayering, and empowerment reflect an aim to create highly specialized and motivated units by means of extensive delegation of discretion. Cross-functional processes substitute for hierarchy in the coordination of tasks. Proponents of this view will tend to see the boundaries of firms blurring and employment relations undergoing dramatic change as a result of knowledge networks increasingly cutting across the boundaries of the firm, and participative governance being increasingly adopted. However, the mechanisms through which dispersed knowledge drives changes in economic organization are not always transparent, and there is a distinct need for identifying and theorizing such mechanisms.

    This explanatory task requires clarifying what exactly dispersed knowledge is and how it can be coordinated. Hayek’s (1945) discussion of the use of knowledge in society has often been invoked by economists in the context of positioning discussions of asymmetric information. However, as Kirzner (1997) clarifies, when Hayek and other Austrians talk about ‘dispersed knowledge’ they have more in mind than the mainstream economics notion of asymmetric information. Firstly, dispersed knowledge goes beyond the dyads usually (if not always) considered in information economics, and refer to larger social systems. Second, dispersed knowledge implies genuine or ‘sheer’ ignorance, in contrast to the standard treatment of asymmetric information, in which the parties are quite knowledgeable about what they are ignorant about (e.g. while they do not know about the realization of some stochastic variable, they know the underlying distribution).

    Hayek’s concept of dispersed knowledge is perhaps most closely related to the notion of ‘distributed knowledge’. Loosely, knowledge is distributed when a group of agents knows something no single agent (completely) knows. Thus, the notions that firms (Tsoukas, 1996) or whole economies (Hayek, 1945, 1973) are distributed knowledge systems mean that the set of agents comprising these entities somehow can be said to collectively possess knowledge that no single agent possesses. This does not amount to asserting the existence of mysterious supra-individual ‘collective minds’. Knowledge still ultimately resides in the heads of individuals; however, when this knowledge is somehow combined, it means that considered as a system, the agents possess knowledge that they do not possess if separated. However, nobody possesses all this knowledge in its totality. This idea has relevance the context of the discussion across a number of management fields of routines and capabilities as firm-specific patterns of coordinated action that store and coordinate knowledge (a view originally articulated by Nelson & Winter, 1982).

    Critics argue that this understanding, while appealing, is lacking in terms of clear micro-foundations (e.g. Abell, Felin, & Foss, 2008). Micro-foundations in social science usually imply ‘methodological individualism’, the methodological tenet that aggregate social phenomena be reducible in principle to the actions (and, hence, intentional states) of individuals. Hayek (1952a) was a well-known advocate for methodological individualism which he took to be almost trivially true. Indeed, it is important not to conflate methodological individualism with ontological and political individualism which, in different ways, are much stronger positions. And yet, methodological individualism is more complex than it may appear. Strong versions may rule out entirely collective constructs such as rules, norms, and institutions in social science explanation, in stark contrast to methodological holists who argue for the explanatory independence and even primacy of such collective constructs. Holists think explanation can, and perhaps even should, proceed without reference to specific individuals or models of individuals (e.g. ‘representative agents’ in economics). Instead, collective-level ‘social facts’ should be modelled as directly causing social outcomes.

    However, some versions of methodological individualism allow for collective constructs such as institutions, although the effect of such constructs is always mediated through the actions and interactions of individual agents (e.g. James Coleman’s (1990) version). Hayek was never a hard core methodological individualist in the first sense, and arguably drifted increasingly towards collective-level constructs—his work on cultural evolution (e.g. Hayek, 1973), for example, makes rules, not individuals, the unit of analysis. Hayek’s perspective on evolved rules stresses that these embody and coordinate dispersed knowledge, albeit, unlike routines, at the level of societies rather than at the level of organizations. Scholars working on the micro-foundations of routines and capabilities may be able to find inspiration in how Hayek grappled with combining his methodological individualism with his evolutionary view of rules.

Dispersed Knowledge as a Driver of Changing Organizations: Opening the Black Box

Dispersed knowledge, as interpreted in the previous subsection, represents management and organizational challenges, because the knowledge sets of organizational designers, managers, and employees may only be partly overlapping. The fact that the knowledge sets of organizational members are not fully congruent does not, of course, compromise organized action. Another seminal social scientist, Frank Knight (1921) very clearly recognized this. The arguably key concept in Knight is that of ‘judgement’, that is, the human faculty that makes it possible for us to make decisions, even under conditions of severe ignorance. Knight explained that effective management (planning, organizational design, etc.) does not require full knowledge of other organizational members’ action sets and precise knowledge of exactly which action should be picked in response to contingencies: ‘What we call “control” consists mainly of selecting someone else to do the “controlling.” Business judgment is chiefly judgment of men. We know things by knowledge of men who know them and control things in the same indirect way’ (Knight, 1921: 291). Delegation, Knight argues, rests on judgment (see Foss, Foss, & Klein, 2007; Foss and Klein, 2012 for discussions of this).

    Managerial (and entrepreneurial) judgement inherently refers to certain knowledge domains and not others, ultimately because of bounded rationality and the benefits of cognitive specialization. The judgement exercised by a biotech CEO may be less usefully deployed in the steel industry. Because of this (among other reasons), steel industry firms constitute poor acquisition targets for biotech firms. Such reasoning provides a micro-foundation to Kirzner’s (1992: 162) point that ‘We may expect firms spontaneously to expand to the point where additional advantages of “central” planning are just offset by the incremental knowledge difficulties that stem from dispersed information’. It is also consistent with Coase’s (1937) argument that as firm size grows, ‘dissimilarity of transactions’ increases, and this is one reason why management commits an increasing number of mistakes as firms grow. Richardson (1972) argues that ‘similar’ transactions will tend to be organized inside firms whereas ‘dissimilar’ transactions will be organized in markets or hybrids (depending on the degree of complementarity between the underlying capabilities). Knowledge-based scholars in strategic management and organization have made very similar arguments (e.g. Kogut & Zander, 1992).

    Such arguments may thus be seen as (Knightian) variations on the basic Hayekian theme, applied to the boundaries of the firm. In other words, while firms may make efficient use of knowledge that is dispersed inside their corporate boundaries, as they expand increasingly hierarchical failure related to knowledge dispersal sets in, and helps determine the boundaries of the firm in a Coasian manner (Coase, 1937; see also Garicano, 2000; Grant, 1996). However, there are two fundamental (related) problems with these arguments. First, they neglect delegation. If it is accepted that managers can cope with dispersed knowledge by means of delegation (e.g. Jensen & Meckling, 1992), why exactly should expanding the firm’s boundaries lead to increasing ‘knowledge difficulties’ (Kirzner, 1992)? Second, the arguments are essentially black box in character. Thus, the link between knowledge dispersal and hierarchical failure is not spelled out. The link may indeed turn on the ‘similarity’ and ‘dissimilarity’ of transactions, so that more dispersed knowledge inside corporate hierarchies imply more dissimilar transactions, leading to more managerial errors and more misallocation, as suggested by Coase and Richardson. However, to our knowledge there is no explicit modelling of this idea, not to mention empirical work involving operationalization and measurement (but see Argyres (1996) for an attempt). In particular, there is no existing discriminating alignment framework that assigns transactions to governance structures based on their knowledge characteristics in terms of knowledge dispersal (and how this translates into bounds on the rationality of decision makers).

    These problems indicate a more general problem, namely that there are no clear micro-foundations for knowledge-based arguments in organization studies (Foss, 2007). For example, it is not clear what is the fundamental unit of analysis, how this unit is dimensionalized, and how it (given some efficiency criterion) maps to governance structures and mechanisms. Our understanding of the faculty of ‘judgement’ is incomplete. We know little about managerial ignorance (although some is known about biases to managerial decision making) and how it relates to knowledge dispersal, and how this in turn affects the quality of decision making and how this translates into organizational costs. We know little about how to conceptualize and measure the similarity/dissimilarity of knowledge.

Resource Heterogeneity, Entrepreneurship, and Organizations

One way forwards is to combine Hayekian ideas with ideas from Frank Knight. The concept of judgement is even more relevant for organizational theory and application when combined with Hayekian ideas about resource heterogeneity, complementarity, substitutability, specificity, and the like. Foss and Klein (2012) develop a theory of organization based on Knight’s (1921) idea that entrepreneurial judgement is non-contractible, so that entrepreneurs wishing to exercise judgement must create an organization to bring these judgements to bear on economic reality. Knight famously put it this way: ‘The only “risk” which leads to a profit is a unique uncertainty resulting from an exercise of ultimate responsibility which in its very nature cannot be insured nor capitalized nor salaried’ (1921: 311)—exercising judgement thus requires ownership and control of resources.

    If resources are homogeneous, there is little for the entrepreneur to exercise judgement about. Indeed, most of the interesting problems of economic organization collapse under the assumption that resources are fungible and costlessly substitutable. If we take seriously the ideas of Hayek (and Austrian economists more generally) about capital heterogeneity, the time structure of production, and the complexity of resource combinations, we understand more clearly the role of organizational experimentation and adaptation. As Lachmann (1956: 16) put it: ‘We are living in a world of unexpected change; hence capital combinations…will be ever changing, will be dissolved and reformed. In this activity, we find the real function of the entrepreneur’. Hayekian capital theory provides a unique foundation for an entrepreneurial theory of economic organization. Foss and Klein (2012) outline this theory in detail, showing how Knightian judgement combined with Hayekian capital theory generates new insight on organizational emergence, boundaries, and internal structure.

    This may be one of the most potentially fruitful applications of Hayekian ideas, given the strong research, teaching, and outreach interest in entrepreneurship, particularly in business schools. Much of this interest is driven by a belief that entrepreneurship and innovation are key drivers of economic growth, and that they require a particular institutional environment—characterized by the rule of law, minimal government intervention, and substantial doses of personal liberty—to thrive (Klein, 2012). Curiously, Hayek’s direct influence on the entrepreneurship research literature is modest, although his work arguably underlies the ‘opportunity discovery’ perspective that dominates the field (Klein, 2008; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000; Short et al., 2010). While Hayek did not write specifically about the entrepreneur, his idea of the market as a process of mutual learning and discovery forms the basis of Kirzner’s (1973, 1992, 1997) theory of entrepreneurship as alertness to profit opportunities (Foss & Klein, 2010; Harper, 2003).

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter we have argued that Hayekian ideas about knowledge, institutions, evolution, resources, and coordination have profound implications for organizational theories—and not only those based in economics. While organizational scholars recognize and appreciate Hayek’s approach to knowledge, we think the literature has not fully grasped the nature and essence of Hayek’s argument, which is not that knowledge problems can be solved by codifying knowledge, but that other mechanisms—rules, institutions, and most importantly delegation and decentralization—can be effective means of ‘coping with ignorance’ (Hayek, 1978).

    Economic theories of the firm, and the ‘new institutional economics’ more generally, have incorporated some of Hayek’s insights. Indeed, Hayek anticipates important issues and themes in transaction cost economics. But there is much broader scope for appreciating Hayekian ideas in modern theories of organization. In particular, a Hayekian research programme in organization studies would amount to examining dispersed knowledge in terms of providing precise conceptualization of the construct, linking it to decision makers’ bounded rationalities, and exploring the implications for organizations and the management thereof of the combined effect of knowledge dispersal and bounded rationality.

NOTE

    1. We thank Jingjing Wang for research assistance.
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CHAPTER 21

SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORY AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES

KLAUS WEBER AND BRAYDEN KING

A HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION

Origins and Early Years

THE research traditions of social movement theory1 and organizational theory are rooted in the common enterprise of understanding the origins and consequences of collective action, but for most of their existence the two traditions have maintained an intellectual distance. Each tradition emerged from a different vantage point and had different intellectual forbears, developing mostly in isolation from one another. As sociology matured as a discipline in the 1950s and 1960s, social movement research in North America cohered around the study of collective behaviour, which grouped social movements with other collective forms of expression like crowds, riots, and gangs.2 The common feature of all collective behaviour was the subjugation of the individual to the larger collective, to group values and emotions which in general were seen as less rational and civilized (Blumer, 1939; Turner, 1964; Turner & Killian, 1957). During the same time period, organization theory focused on formal organizations, heavily indebted to Max Weber’s work on legal-rational bureaucracy and rationalization. The defining characteristic of formal organizations was seen to be the subjugation of the individual to the impersonal rational rules and hierarchies of bureaucratic rule, and organization theorists were especially interested in explaining the relationship between rational, bureaucratic structures and informal groups (Perrow, 1986; Roy, 1959) and social domination (Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1979).

    Research on both social movements and formal organizations was thus sparked by an interest in how individual behaviour—embedded in traditional family and societal structures as well as self-interests—is transformed in collective contexts. However, the two emerging fields focused on rather different forms of transformation. Social movement theory evolved from a subfield that saw collective action as irrational, spontaneous, emotional, and emergent (Blumer, 1957; Smelser, 1963; Turner & Killian, 1957); whereas organizational theory was largely focused on the rational pursuit of collective goals within the walls of bureaucracy (Crozier, 1964; Gouldner, 1954; Weber, 1947). Moreover, early collective action research saw spontaneous crowd behaviour as disruptive of social order, while organization theorists saw formal organizations as sources of social domination and stability. To the eyes of sociologists at the time, social movements were typically ephemeral, deviant, and potentially destructive (Couch, 1968). Formal organizations, in contrast, were purposefully organized, stability-inducing, and functional. It is no surprise that collective behaviour and organizational scholars in the 1950s and 1960s saw few commonalities.

    One scholar described the field in the following way:

    Collective behavior comprises the area of sociological interest which deals with relatively ephemeral, unstructured, and spontaneous instances of social interaction—e.g., crowds, mobs, publics, fads, social movements—in contrast to the more permanent and structured forms of group life which comprise the area of social organization. (Pfautz, 1961)

Another scholar described these organizational forms as residing along a continuum:

    At one extreme, we have a highly organized, cohesive, functioning collection of individuals as members of a sociological group. At the other extreme, we have a mob of individuals characterized by anonymity, disturbed leadership, motivated by emotion, and in some cases representing a destructive collectivity within the inclusive social system. (Yablonsky, 1959: 108)

The different conceptualizations of social organization led social movement scholars and organization scholars to also focus on different mechanisms (Kanter, 1968). Collective behaviour scholars were interested in the affective and group processes underlying consciousness-building and the creation of group solidarity (Blumer, 1953; Turner & Killian, 1957). In contrast, organization scholars examined how hierarchical relationships, authority, and role specialization led to the integration of individuals (and groups) into rationalized, collective structures (Parsons & Smelser, 1956; Weber, 1947).

    The intellectual predecessors of collective behaviour scholars included theorists, such as Gustave Le Bon and Robert Park, who greatly influenced Herbert Blumer’s social psychology of collective behaviour (McPhail, 1989). Le Bon’s (1896) theory of the crowd was shaped by his observations of the Paris Commune of 1871 and developed in the context of the socialist revolutionary movements of the late nineteenth century (Nye, 1975). Le Bon asserted that ‘normal’ individuals could be swept up in deviant behaviour, transformed by the emotional energy of the crowd. When individuals are ‘transformed into a crowd…[they develop a] collective mind which makes them feel, think, and act in a manner quite different from that in which each individual of them would feel, think, and act were he in a state of isolation’ (1896: 27). Inherent in this view was an assumption that collective behaviour tends to be destructive, even if the ultimate outcome was to transform society. Collective behaviour transformed society by first instigating groups to act in seemingly chaotic concerted action, leading to breakdown of social order.

    Le Bon’s characterization of collective behaviour as irrational, destructive, and dysfunctional has been critiqued on several grounds. Allport (1924), for example, rejected the very idea of a distinction between individual and crowd behaviour in favour of stable individual predispositions and the selection of similar individuals into crowds, suggesting that ‘the individual in the crowd behaves just as he would behave alone, only more so’ (1924: 295). Hobsbawm (1959) and later Tilly (2004) questioned both the historical accuracy of LeBon’s observations and his negative view of crowds, instead pointing to more rational explanations for crowd behaviour and the positive historical role of movements in societal transformations. Despite these critiques, Le Bon’s influence on the emerging field of collective behaviour was substantial. In North America, the theme of destructive crowd behaviour was picked up and elaborated by the Chicago sociologist Robert Park, whose dissertation examined the relation between crowd behaviour and societal stability (Park, 1904). He argued that the basic units of societal change are acts of social unrest, which are transmitted as a contagion from one individual to another—a concept he referred to as ‘psychic reciprocity’ (1904: 18).

    Integrating these insights, Blumer (1939) contended that social unrest was typically precipitated by an exciting event and spreads through crowds, and from crowds to the observing public, in a contagion-like fashion. The process of ‘milling’ about a crowd leads individuals to observe one another’s reactions to the growing emotional contagion in the crowd, producing a ‘collective excitement’ (Blumer, 1939: 174). Unrest tends to break down patterns of routine and orderly behaviour, causing individuals to forget the norms, moral principles, and positions that typically constrain their behaviour. Early social movement research thus thought of movements as a collective form of anomie, a breakdown of social order, a view closely resembling Durkheim’s depiction of social unrest as a result of breakdowns in social solidarity due to the rapid change and increasing division of labour in modern societies (Durkheim, 1933 [1893], 1951 [1897]). The understanding of movement behaviour as primarily disruptive rather than supportive of societies in Durkheim and early North American theorists can be linked to the context of the politically volatile and often violent conditions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in Europe and the United States. The social reality of labour and political unrest in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution was substantially different to the mostly non-violent reform-oriented movements of the early 1960s. The idea that collective behaviour’s potential for change was rooted in the disruption of social values and routine behaviour would, however, continue to be an integral aspect of social movement theory, although in a more strategic way. Piven and Cloward (1977) and Gamson (1975) in particular, viewed the tactical ability of movements to disrupt societal institutions as a primary mechanism of change.

    During this same time period, organizational scholars viewed formal organizations as value-confirming, self-reproducing structures (Crozier, 1964; March & Simon, 1958; Selznick, 1949). The intellectual predecessors of organizational theory, who included Weber, Barnard, and Taylor, conceptualized organizational structures as a set of mechanisms that enabled individuals to faithfully and routinely propagate certain values and accomplish goals. Compared to collective behaviour, organizational structure was relatively stable and robust to emotional contagion. Imprinted with a personality when founded, organizations were largely inertial and capable of transmitting values, beliefs, and goals from one cohort of participants to the next (Selznick, 1948; Stinchcombe, 1965). Bureaucratic organizations, according to Weber (1978 [1921]), were designed to stamp out the particularism of individual and group dynamics and reinforce uniformity of behaviour. Although potentially a source of alienation, legal-rational bureaucracies were seen as a stabilizing force for social order, reflecting their rapid ascent in state administration and commerce during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Authority is a key mechanism in organizations, made possible by hierarchy and consent to be governed (Burawoy, 1979; Gouldner, 1954). Although organizations may occasionally face challenges to their hierarchy, routine tasks and procedures help reproduce and stabilize it. This was the predominant view of organizations throughout most of the 1950s and 1960s.

    Thus, moving into the 1970s, theorists of collective behaviour and theorists of formal organizations in sociology held very different conceptions about the phenomena they observed. Theorists at the time believed that formal organization and collective behaviour like social movements occupied different ends of a continuum of types of social organization. They were different species, each requiring its own theory, concepts, and empirical studies. They developed in parallel but there was little cross-fertilization between the two subfields. As management studies began to develop as an interdisciplinary academic field in the 1950s and 1960s, it too focused on the internal administrative dynamics of formal organizations. Consequently, the contribution of sociological research to this emerging field was also predominantly grounded in the Weberian tradition of organization theory (Miller, Galanter, & Pribram 1960; Thompson, 1967; Whyte, 1956).

    The sociological treatment of the labour movement illustrates these intellectual boundaries well. Much initial work in the collective behaviour tradition was developed in the study of labour and working class movements. However, as these movements became more institutionalized, North American social movement scholars turned their attention to other movements and studied labour and employment issues only when they entailed contestations outside organized labour relations (e.g. Roscigno & Danaher, 2001). On the other hand, organizational sociologists and industrial relations scholars have concerned themselves mostly with bureaucratic forms of conflict, such as collective bargaining, union campaigns, and employment systems (e.g. Jacoby, 2004). The distinction in European scholarship between new social movements and the original ‘old’ labour movement reflects the salience of a similar boundary.

Crossing Paths: 1970–90

In the 1960s social movements began to take a prominent role in global politics, with the rise of various civil rights (e.g. concerning race, gender, ethnicity, disability), peace, environmental, and counter-cultural movements. These movements were mostly non-violent and reform-oriented, although in the late 1960s more radical (mostly student-led) activist groups also appeared in various countries. Students of social movements, many of whom were sympathetic to the activists’ causes, found the earlier theories lost their appeal. In North America, new scholars rejected how older theories of collective behaviour portrayed movements as irrational actors and purely reactive, rather than strategic and purposive. Further, the crowd model of social movements did not square with their empirical observations of new social movements, like the civil rights movement, which were very sophisticated and drew their leadership from a vast organizational network. In Europe, scholars found orthodox Marxist theory’s focus on class conflict and material production ill equipped to account for movements that were carried by the middle class, seemingly had a cultural rather than material basis, and where conflict played out in the civic sphere rather than solely with state institutions. As a result, social movement scholars of this new generation across the Atlantic substantially reformulated theories of social movements.

    Their reformulation had three main components. First, scholars replaced the crowd and unrest as the primary mechanisms of movement behaviour with organizations and resources. Following a series of empirical studies looking at social movement organizations (Anderson & Dynes, 1973; Curtis & Zurcher, 1973; Helfgot, 1974; Nelson, 1971; Tilly, Tilly, & Tilly, 1975; Zald & Ash, 1966), McCarthy and Zald (1977) introduced resource mobilization theory. In their argument movements were akin to industries, consisting of social movement organizations that competed for resources and developed strategies that optimized their chances for survival. This new strand of research drew extensively from the past generation of organizational scholarship, examining the formal and informal features of social movement organizations as well as their strategies and tactical repertoires (e.g. McCammon 2003; Minkoff, 1994, 1997; Morris, 1984; Taylor & Van Dyke, 2004; Zald & McCarthy, 1987).

    Second, corresponding to a broader interest in sociology in strategic and rational actor models, social movement theorists began focusing on the strategic calculations movements (and their members) made, as they sought to optimize their effectiveness in recruiting new members and their chances of political success. The political opportunity structure perspective provided an explanation for when and how movement actors mobilized (e.g. Jenkins & Perrow, 1977; Kitschelt, 1986; Meyer & Staggenborg, 1996; Tarrow, 1994). Movement actors respond to incentives to mobilize, as well as perceived opportunities for influence; likewise, movements tend to falter when they face severe constraints, such as repression. Participation in movements was no longer thought to be a blind reaction to contagion; rather, movement adherents were motivated by selective incentives and the costs of and barriers to participation (Klandermans, 1984; Oliver & Marwell, 1988; Oliver, Marwell, & Teixeira, 1985).

    Third, scholars studying ‘new’ social movements turned attention to cultural practices as the point of contention, replacing a previous focus on conflict over the distribution of material resources and political domination. New social movement researchers located the conflict from which movements originate in the increasing penetration of the previously private sphere of individuals’ lifeworlds by the institutional systems of the market and the state (Habermas, 1981a, 1981b; Offe, 1985). Accordingly, movements arise to politicize and bring into the public sphere practices such as consumption, family life, or scientific research. Because the state is not the sole antagonist or site of this contestation, conflicts can play out outside the formal political system and concern cultural understandings, public representation, and collective identities (Buechler, 1995; Melucci, 1996). Communicative processes, the media, and cultural framings thus take on a central place in understanding movement mobilization and outcomes (Benford & Snow, 2000; Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 1993; Habermas, 1981b).

    Social movement theorists’ newfound interest in formal structure, strategies, and culture may have made them natural allies, especially among sociologists, of organization theorists. But at the same time as this theoretical transformation, North American organizational scholarship experienced its own conceptual shift. In the 1970s, organizational theorists became increasingly interested in dynamics occurring outside the organization. Sparked by the rise of contingency theory in the prior decade, intra-organizational processes took a backseat to the study of organizational environments. Population ecology (Hannan & Freeman, 1977), neo-institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977), and resource dependence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) moved the focus of organizational analysis to population-, field-, and network-level dynamics, arguably at the neglect of the intra-organizational power dynamics initially of interest to students of social movement organizations (Zald, 1970).

    Even though resource dependence theory held the potential for a thriving research stream on intra-organizational political dynamics, this aspect of the theory lost steam, the focus shifting to inter-organizational dependence networks (Burt, 1988). Organization ecology soon conceptualized selection and founding dynamics as driven by population and resource mechanics, rather than as organizational contestation (Hannan & Freeman, 1977). Neo-institutional scholarship shared a cultural orientation with new social movement research, but focused on inter-organizational fields rather than their interpenetration with other societal spheres, and it emphasized cultural consensus over contestation (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Meyer & Scott, 1992). As analytic interest shifted to higher and lower levels of analysis, the organization, as an agent and arena of political contestation, became less visible (King, Felin, & Whetten, 2010). Thus, just as the organization became a central unit of analysis in social movement theory, organizational scholars began to put more emphasis on factors existing outside the organization, such as cultural and resource mechanisms. And while the cultural turn in new social movement research opened the door for including market and civil society organizations and their practices in movement research, the cultural-frame institutionalism in organizational theory took field isomorphism as the starting point, reproducing rather than overcoming an existing divergence of scholarly interest between contested change and rationalized stability.

    The opportunity for social movement theory to contribute to organization studies was thus largely lost. Very few scholars sought to realize the potential for synergy between the two domains of inquiry. Mayer Zald and Michael Berger (1978) raised the possibility that social movement-like dynamics might explain intra-organizational political manoeuvrings; however, as Zald (2005) later noted, this insight was largely ignored for more than two decades. Zald’s (1970) proposal of an open polity model of organizations experienced a similar fate. For much of the 1980s, bridging the two fields was thus a one-way road from organizational theory to social movement analysis (Clemens & Minkoff, 2004). It was not until the mid-1990s that some organization scholars, many of whom were located in universities with prominent social movement researchers, began to look to social movement theory with a view to forging more comprehensive connections.

Joining Forces, 1990s and Beyond

During the 1990s, organizational scholars began looking for micro-level and political explanations for organizational and institutional change to supplement the environment-centric perspectives that had come to dominate the field (e.g. Powell & DiMaggio, 1991). At the same time, a few social movement scholars continued to draw from organization theory and began to graft in elements and mechanisms from new institutional theory, network analysis, and population ecology to better explain the potential for change in social movement organizations and sectors (e.g. Clemens 1993, 1997; Minkoff, 1997). For example, Minkoff (1993, 1997) borrowed the density dependence model from population ecology to explore shifts in the protest cycles of the civil rights and women’s movements.

    Several organizational scholars were already well positioned, geographically and structurally, to be influenced by social movement theory and vice versa. The University of Arizona and University of Michigan were especially fertile places for the linking of the two subfields given deep traditions in both areas of study. At Arizona, Clemens (1993, 1997) combined insights from social movement theory and new institutionalism in organization theory to explore how activists created the seeds for transformative change by creating innovative organizational forms. Soule (1997; Strang & Soule, 1998) used diffusion models to explain the spread of movement tactics and the expansion of a movement’s tactical repertoire. Doug McAdam (e.g. McAdam & Rucht, 1993) and Neil Fligstein (1996; Fligstein & Mara-Drita, 1996) began to integrate aspects social movement theory and organizational analysis during their time at Arizona, culminating years later in their broadly conceived idea of ‘strategic action fields’ in which they portray actors across multiple societal domains vying for dominance in a process of ongoing cultural and political contestation (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012).

    At Michigan, Davis and Thompson (1994; Thompson & Davis, 1997) drew on social movement theory to explain the rise of shareholder activism and a shift in contemporary views of corporate governance. They argued that the shareholder rights movement could not be explained by efficiency criteria or financial incentives alone. Social movement theory offered an explanation that highlighted the structural opportunities in the political environment and the mobilization of organizational resources that made collective action among shareholders possible. The paper signalled a subtle shift to an analysis of the political economy of firms, aligning field-level analyses with theories of business elites (e.g. Mizruchi, 1992; Palmer & Barber, 2001). Mayer Zald, a pivotal figure at the University of Michigan, continued to press the argument that organizations ought to be conceived as political entities and that social movements could explain both change within organizations and markets (Zald, Morrill, & Rao, 2005). In the coming years, research on organizational politics would begin incorporating social movement mechanisms (Fligstein, 1996; Raeburn, 2004; Rao, Morrill, & Zald, 2000).

    The focus on organizational politics created an opening to address the ‘problem of agency’ in the heavily structural organizational theories of the time (Fligstein, 2001: 105). Social movement theory provided organizational scholars with the theoretical mechanisms needed to explain bottom-up, purposeful change without having to resort to individualistic models of behaviour. By focusing on the agents who sought institutional change through collective action (Hoffman, 1996), the tactics employed by change proponents (Rojas, 2006), and the social skills used to draw others into collective action (Fligstein, 2001), scholars emphasized the purposeful and strategic nature of transformational organizational change.

    Moreover, blending social movement and organizational theories offered a way to reintroduce overt conflict as an important organizational dynamic that underlies much structural change. Conflict has always been central to social movement scholars, stemming from the original formulation of collective behaviour as disruptive of social order, and the grounding of movements in class struggle in Marxist approaches. Social movement scholars interested in institutional change imagined that disruption would be a key mechanism to destabilizing institutions, offsetting the power of the advantaged and creating a public sphere where organizational practices could be contested (e.g. Buechler, 1995; Gamson, 1990; Kellogg, 2011a; Piven & Cloward, 1977).

    Insofar as organizations, especially corporations, have become centres of power that directly impinge on everyday life, they have also become more important sites of contestation (King & Pearce, 2010; Walker, Martin, & McCarthy, 2008). Much of the new work that brought social movement research into organization theory highlighted the role of contestation and disruption in when and how organizations change (e.g. King, 2008a; King & Soule, 2007; Luders, 2006; Weber, Rao, & Thomas, 2009). In contrast to existing organizational research, which highlighted the isomorphic tendencies of organizations, this new research agenda allowed for the possibility that actors located in those institutional fields will challenge organizational authority from the outside and the inside. This emerging view of fields as arenas of struggle has since been elaborated by Fligstein and McAdam (2012).

    Disruption by movements can not only directly challenge the practices of incumbent organizations, but can also initiate indirect change at the level of organizational fields, insofar as social movements have often fuelled new organizational forms and markets (Schneiberg, 2002; Weber, Heinze, & DeSoucey, 2008). For example, social movements foster new collective identities and solidarity, which can translate into new industries or organizational forms (Rao, Monin, & Durand, 2003; Sine & Lee, 2009; Weber, Heinze, & DeSoucey, 2008). These identities were not only potentially useful cultural tools used to fabricate the structure of entrepreneurial industries, but were also sources of opposition and conflict that gave actors the motivation to engage in collaborative ventures in the first place (Carroll & Swaminathan, 2000). Recent formulations of organizational ecology have theorized that actors construct and use oppositional identities and frames as mechanisms for creating and sustaining heterogeneity in organizational forms (Carroll & Swaminathan, 2000; Greve, Pozner, & Rao, 2006; Sikavica & Pozner, 2013).

    The burgeoning literature on social movement dynamics and organizational theory was christened, so to speak, with the publication of an edited volume that brought together prominent voices in the area (Davis et al., 2005) and a special issue of Administrative Science Quarterly on the topic (Davis et al., 2008). In the introduction to the special issue, the editors argued that social movement and organizational theories were ‘twins separated at birth’ and that the time had come to reunite them (2008: 390). Subsequent years have witnessed a steady stream of empirical research and theoretical dialogue (see e.g. de Bakker et al., 2013). The ‘family reunion’ of social movement and organization theory has been fruitful but remains incomplete, opening new avenues of research and refocusing our attention on conceptual terrain previously abandoned.

THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL MOVEMENT RESEARCH ON CONTEMPORARY ORGANIZATION THEORY

The contributions of social movement research to organization theory fall into two categories. One set of contributions take the form of theoretical cross-fertilization, where movement research has offered a broad understanding of collective action and a set of mechanisms that were previously neglected by organizational research. By drawing on social movement theories, organization theorists can enrich and enhance how they study organizations. The other set of contributions concerns social movements as an empirical phenomenon, where social movement research has alerted organization theorists to the importance of organizations’ informal political environment for understanding their conduct. By paying attention to empirical movement research, organization theorists can expand what they study and develop more complete models of organizations and their environments.

Influences at the Level of Theory

Social movement theory has been attractive to students of formal organizations, not least because many contemporary organizations share characteristics traditionally associated with social movements, such as fluid boundaries, transient existence, and network forms of governance. This has led some organization theorists to suggest that traditional organization theory is an increasingly inappropriate frame for understanding organizations because it assumes that organizations are bounded stable entities with bureaucratic internal structures (Davis & McAdam, 2000).

    Theoretical borrowing from social movement research, with its focus on informal dynamics and fluid organization, offers an expanded conceptual toolkit for understanding contemporary organizational dynamics, from shareholder activism (Davis & Thompson, 1994) to open-source communities (O’Mahoney & Bechky, 2008). Social movement research provides an overall metaphor for studying organizational dynamics as ‘movement-like’ processes, and a set of micro-mechanisms, such as framing, collective identity, and action mobilization that can be combined with existing theories of organizations (Walker, 2012). In fact, Campbell (2005) has argued that at the level of mechanisms for collective action, social movement and organization theorists already employ many parallel concepts that can be integrated further, namely opportunity, framing, diffusion, translation, bricolage, networks, and leadership. Social movement research offers theoretical insights especially for linking micro-interactions to organizational and institutions change (Gerhards & Rucht, 1992), for understanding informal mobilization and collective organizational politics (Zald, Morrill, & Rao, 2005), and for offering a conceptual integration of the political and cultural dimensions of organizations and their environments (Clemens, 1993; Raeburn, 2004). Although this theoretical integration has clearly enriched organizational theories of change, Clemens (2005: 351) also points out limits, wondering:

    When tie-dyed activists and poor people’s marches are central to the imagery of a theory, can that theory be transposed to corporate boardrooms and back offices without doing fundamental violence to our understanding of both phenomena? When formal authority and control over resources infuse the theoretical imagination of one literature, can that body of work truly inform the analysis of resistance to authority?

A major stream within this body of research applies social movement perspectives to understanding organizations’ relations with their external environments. The unique insight of a social movement perspective to organization/environment relations is that the actions and effectiveness of specific actors must be understood as embedded in a broader network of activity—the movement. Social movement theory thus adds collective models of behaviour to the traditionally more actor-centric view in organization theory. For example, stakeholder theory and resource dependence theory have traditionally conceptualized organizations’ environments as made up of a web of relationships with discrete and independent others. In contrast, King (2008b) draws on resource mobilization theory to emphasize that collective action is critical for latent stakeholder demands to become effective and that insights from social movement theory may help explain stakeholder effectiveness.

    One important insight transferred from movement research to this work is that structural sources of stakeholder power do not automatically lead to influence, but that like movement participants, organizational stakeholders must be mobilized to exert actual pressure. Davis and Thompson (1994) borrow political opportunity and mobilization concepts from movement research to recast the diffusion of governance practices as a process of contestation between different groups, thus offering an effective critique of agency theory views. They explain that a movement approach contributes an understanding that ‘corporate control is inherently political, and politics is accomplished by coalitions of mutually acquainted actors that recognize or construct a common interest. Social movement theory adds insight into the process by which actors translate shared interests into collective action’ (Davis & Thompson, 1994: 152). And while organizational theorists originally emphasized the role of identity for organizational solidarity, stability, and distinctiveness, Rao et al. (2003) and Weber, Rao, and Thomas (2009) recast identities as sources of contestation and change.

    Following Zald and Berger’s (1978) characterization of organizations as political systems, a smaller but growing number of scholars have studied social movement-like processes within organizations. For example, Kellogg (2010, 2011a) studied mobilization inside hospitals in favour of reforming working conditions for residents. Understanding organizational change agents as workplace activists offers new insights into the motivation, tactics, and challenges for organizational change and resistance at the lower echelons of formal organizations. In her studies of change in hospitals, for example, Kellogg (2010) applies the idea of ‘free spaces’ as important for movement formation and mobilization (Polletta, 1999) to internal activists, offering a new conceptual tool to understand the politics of organizational control, change, and resistance. This line of research has also built on Zald’s (1970) original open polity conception of organizations to understand organizational conflict and change as embedded in external institutions and movements (Briscoe & Safford, 2008; Scully & Segal, 2002; Zald, Morrill, & Rao, 2005).

    Lastly, social movement concepts and perspectives have been successfully applied towards understanding the emergence and transformation of organizational fields, markets, and industries as contested forms of collective action. Movement-like processes are important to efforts to create new organizational forms (Clemens, 1997), market niches (Carroll & Swaminathan, 2000; Weber, Heinze, & DeSoucey, 2008), and to the transformation of industries (Rao, Monin, & Durand, 2003) and institutional fields (Lounsbury, 2001). Fligstein and McAdam (2012) have taken the theoretical fusion of institutional theories of organizations and social movement concepts further by developing the idea of ‘strategic action fields’, i.e. ‘socially constructed arenas within which actors with varying resource endowments vie for advantage’ (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012: 10). Organizations are agents in such fields but can also be analysed as fields themselves.

Influences at the Phenomenon Level

The increased attention given to social movement research in organization theory has also led students of organizations to attend to political and cultural aspects of organizations that were previously ignored. As discussed in our review of the historical trajectory of organization theory, the study of organizational politics and the political economy of organizations had begun to falter by the end of the twentieth century, not least because earlier theories emphasized static elements of politics such as insider and elite structural control, institutional domination, and dependence. The study of social movements offered a way for a new generation of scholars first to recognize and then to study new empirical issues, such as public contestation around organizations and informal forms of control by political actors using extra-institutional channels of influence. By paying attention to (new) social movements, students of organizations have accumulated a wealth of empirical insights about how movements, as empirical phenomena, interact with organizations.

    Social movement scholars have also become more interested in mobilized contestation around firms and markets, and are less state-centric than in the past (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001). While much of the North American research on movements since the 1960s concentrated on their impact on the political and legislative process, Walker, Martin, and McCarthy (2008) estimated that 40 per cent of protests in the 1960–95 time period actually targeted non-state actors, including corporations. The rising prominence of transnational movements has added to this growing interest among movement scholars in global institutions and multinational corporations (e.g. Smith 2001).

    Social movements can be seen as a form of informal social control of organizations that can play a creative or destructive role. A unique challenge for movements in affecting formal organizations is that many of them, and especially corporations, are constituted as private concerns, which by design and formal constitution are relatively closed to external claimants other than owners (Weber, Rao, & Thomas, 2009; Zald, Morrill, & Rao, 2005). In contrast, state systems with at least some formal democratic elements are open polities that offer more favourable political opportunity structures and more formal access to influence for movements, for example through the electoral and judicial process (Tarrow, 1994). As a result, very few movements have been successful in creating institutionalized forms of influence over corporations—the most prominent exception is the labour movement in the form of collective bargaining rights, works councils, and similar mechanisms in some countries (Bamber & Lansbury, 1993; Jacoby, 2004) One stream of studies has sought to identify the paths and mechanisms though which movements contest and influence organizations.

    One form of influence is indirect, by changing the institutional environment organizations, for example through the policies and regulations that affect organizations. For example, Hiatt, Sine, and Tolbert (2009) showed how the prohibition movement’s success in banning alcohol spurred the emergence of the soft drink producers, while Lee (2009) examined the effect of organics certification on market entry. Another path is via more diffuse cultural change in public understandings and sentiments, which may translate into consumer preferences, employee identities, and more diffuse identity threats (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Schurman, 2004, 2009; Weber, Rao, & Thomas, 2009). While much of the current research focuses on movements that oppose organizational practices, movements are also instrumental in creating alternatives to incumbent organizations by fuelling the creation of new organizations, technologies, and markets (Rao, Morrill, & Zald, 2000; Weber, Heinze, & DeSoucey, 2008; Vasi, 2010). Vasi’s (2010) study links the growth of the wind power industry over several decades to the influence of ideas and resources generated by the environmental movement, while Weber et al. (2008) show how movement processes fuelled the creation of a new market category of ‘grass-fed’ meat and dairy products by providing alternative cultural understandings, stimulating innovation and collective identities, and enabling economic exchange between producers and consumers.

    Another path of influence is through direct interactions between activist groups and organizations. Campaigns against specific organizations that use protest repertoires such as boycotts, lawsuits, and street protests, may threaten to disrupt an organization’s operations (Luders, 2006), or, more commonly, pose threats to an organization’s financial interests (King & Soule, 2007), its reputation (King, 2008a), or both, in as much as reputation is perceived to have financial consequences (King, 2011). Moreover, some activists use institutional tactics, such as submitting shareholder resolutions related to particular issues or grievances, and engage directly with organizational insiders (Proffitt & Spicer, 2006). Although less disruptive than protests and other extra-institutional tactics on its surface, shareholder activism of this type still has the potential to create perceived risks that may agitate analysts and executives and create pressure on them to engage in dialogue with the activists (Lee & Lounsbury, 2011; Reid & Toffel, 2009; Vasi & King, 2012). In addition to these overtly conflictual interactions, some movement organizations also engage with organizations in more cooperative ways, as standard setters, certifiers, and non-governmental ‘soft regulators’ (Balsiger, 2010; Bartley, 2007).

    The internal structure of the targeted organization also influences its susceptibility to activists influence. Organizations vary in their capacity and commitment to address movement demands, and the unity and professional identities of organizational elites influence their response strategy (Zald, Morrill, & Rao, 2005). For example, Weber et al. (2009) found that pharmaceutical companies with more diverse executives were more likely to reallocate resources when faced with opposition to genetic engineering technology. Internal and external mobilization have also been shown to reinforce each other, for example in the context of granting domestic partnership benefits to GLBT employees (Briscoe & Safford, 2008).

    Some organizational researchers with an interest in social movements have also revisited the early work by Zald and Berger (1978) and have begun to study political mobilization and inter-group conflict inside organizations. Much of this more recent body of research has addressed dynamic and sometimes tenuous forms of contestation. The main focus has been on understanding workplace activists’ identity motivations and tactics (e.g. Balsiger, 2010; Scully & Segal, 2002), and on the interaction between grassroots mobilization, and organizational elites and hierarchical control systems (Binder, 2002; Kellogg, 2011a, 2011b).

OUTLOOK AND EMERGING AREAS OF RESEARCH

Despite the substantial ground covered by research at the intersection between social movement and organization studies, it is fair to characterize this as a relatively young and rapidly evolving domain of organization theory. We expect this research to continue to grow, both because of the continued and possibly expanding relevance of social movement and collective action campaigns for formal organizations and because of the growing community of scholars that are engaged in the theoretical bridging of the two fields.

    Looking ahead, several areas for further theoretical engagement exist. For example, both movement and organizational researchers have become interested in the role of culture, collective emotions, and biography in collective action. For research on social movements, this agenda constitutes a revisiting and re-envisioning of the role of emotional contagion and collective rationality that was central to early movement research (Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2004; Summers-Effler, 2010) and an engagement with the biographical roots of inequality and conflict (Bourdieu, 1977). In a more contemporary way, social movement researchers thus have begun to re-engage with ideas from early collective behaviour research, such as Le Bon’s study of crowds. For organization researchers, this turn away from more strategic models of behaviour offers a way to better understand the experience of contradictions and conflict in complex organizations, and responses that may or may not include political mobilization (Creed et al., 2010; Meyerson & Scully, 1995; Voronov & Vince, 2012). The insights in each respective area could be applied to the other, understanding for example the effect of complexity on action mobilization in movement groups, or the collective emotional underpinnings of organizational politics.

    A second area in which additional theoretical work is needed is collective politics inside organizations. One challenge is to what extent frameworks and concepts developed to understand societal movements can be applied or need to be modified when studying formal organizations (see e.g. Clemens, 2005). Attempts at theoretical integration via middle-range theory by social movement and organizational theorists may stimulate and enable additional research on this question. For example, Gerhards and Rucht’s (1992) concept of ‘meso-mobilization’ puts organizations, and intra-and inter-organizational processes, at the centre of movement mobilization. In organization theory, Ahrne and Brunsson’s (2011) work on meta and partial organizations seeks to address forms of organization that resemble in part informal movements and in part traditional bureaucracies. Synthetic concepts and frameworks offer another direction. A prominent example is Fligstein and McAdam’s (2012) elaboration of the ‘strategic action field’ concept, with a goal to integrate political contestation more directly with the field concept in organizational and new institutional theory.

    A third growth area is to examine how powerful corporations and elites directly influence grassroots mobilization. Recent research on this topic has shown that corporations have begun creating and/or funding grassroots groups and using the power of an activist identity to promote their interests in the public sphere (Fetner & King, 2013; Lee & Romano, 2013; Walker, 2009). Social movement forms of organizing are particularly attractive for corporations that need more direct access to the communities in which they operate or have questionable socio-political legitimacy to pursue their interests overtly, such as oil, tobacco, or financial service companies. Although potentially powerful mechanisms for mobilizing public opinion and political support, these forms of organizing may have deleterious consequences for the social capital of the communities they seek to influence (Walker, 2009). It is also unknown to what extent such attempts may actually create long-term damage to the ability of dedicated activists in those communities to counter-mobilize and offer up their own views. Future research ought to examine this interplay between elite-led movements and community-based forms of activism.

    Research on organizations and movements also shares with mainstream social movement research an empirical focus on effective movements and instances of successful mobilization (Bernstein, 2003). This emphasis may contribute to an overly optimistic view of the ability of movements to affect change in the face of entrenched organizational, political, and economic structures. An important area for research is therefore the study of failed mobilization attempts, more limited and ineffective forms of resistance, and how movement activism interacts with the structural and resource-based power of organizations, especially large corporations.

    Lastly, we expect that research at the intersection of social movements and organizations will continue to respond to a changing world in which movements and formal organizations alike will evolve. Examples here are the increasing professionalization and bureaucratization of many movements to resemble conventional civil society organizations (de Bakker et al., 2013), the adoption of movement-like tactical repertoires by corporate actors and their participation in campaigns (McDonnell & King, 2013; Walker, 2009), the increasingly global and transnational scope of movements and organizations (Della Porta & Tarrow, 2005; Lim & Tsutsui, 2012; Smith, 2001), and the impact of new media and communication technologies on prompting new movements and organizational forms, but also on the core processes of mobilization, coordination, and contestation (Kelly Garrett, 2006).

NOTES

    1. Social movement scholarship forms a large and diverse body of research on a broad set of phenomena. The same can be said about organization studies. Our review is concerned with the intersection between the distinct scholarly communities that produce this research, and we therefore do not impose our own definitions on the research subjects. We have included work that explicitly draws on social movement research or seeks to contribute to that research, but not studies that address similar questions from the vantage point of other theories and frameworks.

    2. Our discussion of the historical origins and development of social movement theory focuses primarily on North American sociology. The main reason is that the recent attempts at importing or integrating social movement theory into organization studies have primarily emerged in the North American academic context. We trace the origins of these efforts. It should be noted that early European social movement research was historically more grounded in Marxist analyses of capitalist systems of production than in the collective behaviour tradition we discuss in detail. European social movement theory moved beyond the historical focus on labour–capital conflicts with the growth of research on ‘new social movements’ since the 1980s (e.g. Buechler, 1995; Habermas, 1981a; Melucci, 1980; Offe, 1985)—but see Hobsbawm (1959) and Tilly (2004) for more long-term historical continuities, and Calhoun (1993) for a critique of the distinction between ‘new’ and ‘old’. ‘New social movement’ researchers’ concern with cultural reproduction, collective identity, and group solidarity (while maintaining an emphasis on the embeddedness of movement activity in societal structure) has brought them closer to the parallel developments in North American social movement research and are discussed later in this chapter.

REFERENCES

Ahrne, G., & Brunsson, N. (2011). Organization Outside Organizations: The Significance of Partial Organization. Organization, 18(1), 83–104.

Allport, F. H. (1924). Social Psychology. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin.

Anderson, W. A., & Dynes, R. R. (1973). Organizational and Political Transformation of a Social Movement: A Study of the 30th of May Movement in Curacao. Social Forces, 51, 330–41.

Balsiger, P. (2010). Making Political Consumers: The Tactical Action Repertoire of a Campaign for Clean Clothes. Social Movement Studies, 9, 311–29.

Bamber, G. J., & Lansbury R. D. (1993). International and Comparative Industrial Relations. London: Routledge.

Bartley, T. (2007). Institutional Emergence in an Era of Globalization: The Rise of Transnational Private Regulation of Labor and Environmental Conditions. American Journal of Sociology, 113, 297–351.

Benford, R. D., & Snow, D. A. (2000). Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment. Annual Review of Sociology, 26, 611–39.

Bernstein, M. (2003). Nothing Ventured Nothing Gained? Conceptualizing Movement ‘Success’ in the Lesbian and Gay Movement. Sociological Perspectives, 46(3), 353–79.

Binder, A. J. (2002). Contentious Curricula: Afrocentrism and Creationism in American Public Schools. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Blumer, H. (1939). The Crowd, the Public and the Mass. In R. E. Park (Ed.), An Outline of the Principles of Sociology (pp. 185–9). New York: Barnes and Noble.

Blumer, H. (1953). Psychological Import of the Human Group. In M. Sherif, and E. O. Wilson (Eds), Group Relations at the Crossroads (pp. 185–202). New York: Harper.

Blumer, H. (1957). Collective Behavior. New York: Ardent Media.

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Braverman, H. (1974). Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Briscoe, F., & Safford, S. (2008). The Nixon-in China Effect: Activism, Imitation and the Institutionalization of Contentious Practices. Administrative Science Quarterly, 53, 460–91.

Buechler, S. M. (1995). New Social Movement Theories. Sociological Quarterly, 36(3), 441–64.

Burawoy, M. (1979). Manufacturing Consent: Changes in the Labor Process under Monopoly Capital. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Burt, R. S. (1988). The Stability of American Markets. American Journal of Sociology, 94(2), 356–95.

Calhoun, C. (1993). New Social Movements of the Early Nineteenth Century. Social Science History, 17(3), 385–427.

Campbell, J. L. (2005). Where Do We Stand? Common Mechanisms in Organizations and Social Movements Research. In G. F. Davis, D. McAdam, W. R. Scott, & M. N. Zald (Eds), Social Movements and Organization Theory (pp. 41–68). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Carroll, G. R., & Swaminathan, A. (2000). Why the Microbrewery Movement? Organizational Dynamics of Resource Partitioning in the U.S. Brewing Industry. American Journal of Sociology, 106, 715–62.

Clemens, E. S. (1993). Organizational Repertoires and Institutional Change: Women’s Groups and the Transformation of U.S. Politics, 1890–1920. American Journal of Sociology, 98, 755–98.

Clemens, E. S. (1997). The People’s Lobby. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Clemens, E. S. (2005). Two Kinds of Stuff: The Current Encounter of Social Movements and Organizations. In G. F. Davis, D. McAdam, W. R. Scott, & M. N. Zald (Eds), Social Movements and Organization Theory (pp. 351–65). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Clemens, E. S., & Minkoff, D. C. (2004). Beyond the Iron Law: Rethinking the Place of Organizations in Social Movement Research. In D. A. Snow, S. A. Soule, & H. Kriesi (Eds), The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements (pp. 155–70). Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Couch, C. J. (1968). Collective Behavior: An Examination of Some Stereotypes. Social Problems, 15(3), 310–22.

Creed, W., Douglas, R., DeJordy, R., & Lok, J. (2010). Being the Change: Resolving Institutional Contradiction through Identity Work. Academy of Management Journal, 53, 1336–64.

Crozier, M. (1964). The Bureaucratic Phenomenon. London: Tavistock.

Curtis, R. L., & Zurcher, L. A. (1973). Stable Resources of Protest Movements: Multi- Organizational Field. Social Forces, 52, 53–61.

Davis, G. F., & McAdam, D. (2000). Corporations, Classes, and Social Movements after Managerialism. Research in Organizational Behavior, 22, 193–236.

Davis, G. F., McAdam, D., Richard Scott, W., & Zald, M. N. (2005). Social Movements and Organization Theory. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Davis, G. F., Morrill, C., Rao, H., & Soule, S. A. (2008). Introduction: Social Movements in Organizations and Markets. Administrative Science Quarterly, 53, 389–94.

Davis, G. F., & Thompson, T. A. (1994). A Social Movement Perspective on Corporate Control. Administrative Science Quarterly, 39, 141–73.

de Bakker, F. G. A., Den Hond, F., King, B. G., & Weber, K. (2013). Social Movements, Civil Society and Corporations: Taking Stock and Looking Ahead. Organization Studies, 34, 573–93.

Della Porta, D., & Tarrow, S. (2005). Transnational Processes and Global Activism. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields. American Sociological Review, 48, 147–60.

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1991). Introduction to the New Institutionalism. In W. W. Powell, & P. J. DiMaggio (Eds), The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis (pp. 1–38). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Durkheim, E. (1933) [1893]. Division of Labor in Society. Translated by G. Simpson. New York: Free Press.

Durkheim, E. (1951) [1897]. Suicide. Translated by J. A. Spaulding and G. Simpson. New York: Free Press.

Fetner, T. and King, B. G. (2013). Three Layer Movements, Resources, and the Tea Party. In N. Van Dyke, and D. S. Meyer (Eds), Understanding the Tea Party. Farnham: Ashgate.

Fligstein, N. J. (1996). Markets as Politics: A Political-Cultural Approach to Market Institutions. American Sociological Review, 61, 656–73.

Fligstein, N. J. (2001). Social Skill and the Theory of Fields. Sociological Theory, 19, 105–25.

Fligstein, N., & Mara-Drita, I. (1996). How to Make a Market: Reflections on the Attempt to Create a Single Market in the European Union. American Journal of Sociology, 102, 1–33.

Fligstein, N. J., & McAdam, D. (2012). A Theory of Fields. New York: Oxford University Press.

Gamson, W. A. (1975). The Strategy of Social Protest. Chicago: Dorsey Press.

Gamson, W. A. (1990). The Strategy of Social Protest. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Gamson, W. A., & Modigliani, A. (1989). Media Discourse and Public-Opinion on Nuclear- Power: A Constructionist Approach. American Journal of Sociology, 95, 1–37.

Gamson, W. A., & Wolfsfeld, G. (1993). Movements and Media as Interacting Systems. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 528, 114–25.

Gerhards, J., & Rucht, D. (1992). Mesomobilization: Organizing and Framing in Two Protest Campaigns in West Germany. American Journal of Sociology, 98, 555–96.

Goodwin, J., Jasper, J. M., & Polletta, F. (2004). Emotional Dimensions of Social Movements. In D. A. Snow, S. A. Soule, & H. Kriesi (Eds), The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements (pp. 413–32). Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Gouldner, A. W. (1954). Patterns of Industrial Bureaucracy. New York: Free Press.

Greve, H. R., Pozner, J-E., & Rao, H. (2006). Vox Populi: Resource Partitioning, Organizational Proliferation, and the Cultural Impact of the Insurgent Microradio Movement. American Journal of Sociology, 112, 802–37.

Habermas, J. (1981a). New Social Movements. Telos, 49, 33–7.

Habermas, J. (1981b). The Theory of Communicative Action. Translated by Thomas McCarthy. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Hannan, M. T., & Freeman, J. H. (1977). The Population Ecology of Organizations. American Journal of Sociology, 82, 929–64.

Helfgot, J. (1974). Professional Reform Organizations and Symbolic Representation of Poor. American Sociological Review, 39, 475–91.

Hiatt, S. R., Sine, W. D., & Tolbert, P. S. (2009). From Pabst to Pepsi: The Deinstitutionalization of Social Practices and the Creation of Entrepreneurial Opportunities. Administrative Science Quarterly, 54, 635–67.

Hobsbawm, E. J. (1959). Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the 19th and 20th Centuries. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Hoffman, A. J. (1996). A Strategic Response to Investor Activism. Sloan Management Review, 37, 51–64.

Jacoby, S. (2004). Employing Bureaucracy: Managers, Unions and the Transformation of Work in the 20th Century. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Jenkins, J. C., & Perrow, C. (1977). Insurgency of Powerless: Farm Worker Movements (1946–1972). American Sociological Review, 42, 249–68.

Kanter, R. M. (1968). Commitment and Social Organization: A Study of Commitment Mechanisms in Utopian Communities. American Sociological Review, 33(4), 499–517.

Kellogg, K. C. (2010). Operating Room: Relational Spaces and Microinstitutional Change in Surgery. American Journal of Sociology, 115, 657–711.

Kellogg, K. C. (2011a). Hot Lights and Cold Steel: Cultural and Political Toolkits for Practice Change in Surgery. Organization Science, 22, 482–502.

Kellogg, K. C. (2011b). Making the Cut: Using Status-Based Countertactics to Block Social Movement Implementation and Micro-Institutional Change in Surgery. Organization Science, 23, 1546–70.

Kelly Garrett, R. (2006). Protest in an Information Society: A Review of Literature on Social Movements and New ICTs. Information, Communication & Society, 9(2), 202–24.

King, B. G. (2008a). A Political Mediation Model of Corporate Response to Social Movement Activism. Administrative Science Quarterly, 53, 395–421.

King, B. G. (2008b). A Social Movement Perspective of the Stakeholder Collective Action and Influence. Business and Society, 47, 21–49.

King, B. G. (2011). The Tactical Disruptiveness of Social Movements: Sources of Market and Mediated Disruption in Corporate Boycotts. Social Problems, 58, 491–517.

King, B. G., Felin, T., & Whetten, D. A. (2010). Finding the Organization in Organizational Theory: A Meta-Theory of the Organization as a Social Actor. Organization Science, 21(1), 290–305.

King, B. G., & Pearce, N. (2010). The Contentiousness of Markets: Politics, Social Movements and Institutional Change in Markets. Annual Review of Sociology, 36, 249–67.

King, B. G., & Soule, S. A. (2007). Social movements as Extra-Institutional Entrepreneurs: The Effect of Protest on Stock Price Returns. Administrative Science Quarterly, 52, 413–42.

King, B. G, & Walker, E. T. (2014). Winning Hearts and Minds: Field Theory and the Three Dimensions of Strategy. Strategic Organization, 12, 134–41.

Kitschelt, H. (1986). Political Opportunity Structures and the Political Protest: Antinuclear Movements in Four Democracies. British Journal of Political Science, 16, 57–85.

Klandermans, B. (1984). Mobilization and Participation: Social-Psychological Expansions of Resource Mobilization Theory. American Sociological Review, 49, 583–600.

Le Bon, G. (1896). The Crowd. London: Unwin.

Lee, B. H. (2009). The Infrastructure of Collective Action and Policy Content Diffusion in the Organic Food Industry. Academy of Management Journal, 52, 1247–69.

Lee, M. D. P., & Lounsbury, M. (2011). Domesticating Radical Rant and Rage: An Exploration of the Consequences of Environmental Shareholder Resolutions on Corporate Environmental Performance. Business & Society, 50(1), 155–88.

Lee, C. W., & Romano, Z. (2013). Democracy’s New Discipline: Public Deliberation as Organizational Strategy. Organization Studies, 34(4–5), 733–53.

Lim, A., & Tsutsui, K. (2012). Globalization and Commitment in Corporate Social Responsibility: Cross-National Analyses of Institutional and Political-Economy Effects. American Sociological Review, 77, 69–98.

Lounsbury, M. (2001). Institutional Sources of Practice Variation: Staffing College and University Recycling Programs. Administrative Science Quarterly, 46, 29–56.

Luders, J. (2006). The Economics of Movement Success: Business Responses to Civil Rights Mobilization. American Journal of Sociology, 111, 963–98.

March, J. G., & Simon, H. A. (1958). Organizations. New York: Wiley.

McAdam, D., & Rucht, D. (1993). The Cross-National Diffusion of Movement Ideas. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 528, 56–74.

McAdam, D., Tarrow, S., & Tilly, C. (2001). Dynamics of Contention. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

McCammon, H. J. (2003). Out of the Parlors and into the Streets: The Changing Tactical Repertoire of the US Women Suffrage Movements. Social Forces, 81(3), 787–818.

McCarthy, J. D., & Zald, M. N. (1977). Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial Theory. American Journal of Sociology, 82, 1212–41.

McDonnell, M-H., & King, B. (2013). Keeping Up Appearances: Reputational Threat and Impression Management after Social Movement Boycotts. Administrative Science Quarterly, 58, 387–419.

McPhail, C. (1989). Blumer’s Theory of Collective Behavior. The Sociological Quarterly, 30(3), 401–23.

Melucci, A. (1980). The New Social Movements: A Theoretical Approach. Social Science Information, 19(2), 199–226.

Melucci, A. (1996). Challenging Codes: Collective Action in the Information Age. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Meyer, D. S., & Staggenborg, S. (1996). Movements, Countermovements, and the Structure of Political Opportunity. American Journal of Sociology, 101, 1628–60.

Meyer, J. W., & Rowan, B. (1977). Institutional Organizations: Formal Structures as Myth and Ceremony. American Journal of Sociology, 83, 340–63.

Meyer, J. W., & Scott, W. R. (1992). Organizational Environments: Ritual and Rationality. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Meyerson, D., & Scully, M. A. (1995). Tempered Radicalism and the Politics of Ambivalence and Change. Organization Science, 6, 585–600.

Miller, G. A., Galanter, E., & Pribram, K. H. (1960). Plans and the Structure of Behavior. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Minkoff, D. C. (1993). The Organization of Survival: Women’s and Racial-Ethnic Voluntarist and Activist Organizations, 1955–1985. Social Forces, 71, 887–908.

Minkoff, D. C. (1994). From Service Provision to Institutional Advocacy: The Shifting Legitimacy of Organizational Forms. Social Forces, 72, 943–69.

Minkoff, D. C. (1997). The Sequencing of Social Movements. American Sociological Review, 62, 779–99.

Mizruchi, M. S. (1992). The Structure of Corporate Political Action: Interfirm Relations and their Consequences. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Morris, A. D. (1984). The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change. New York: Free Press.

Nelson, H. A. (1971). Leadership and Change in an Evolutionary Movement: An Analysis of Change in the Leadership Structure of the Southern Civil Rights Movement. Social Forces, 49, 353–71.

Nye, R. A. (1975). The Origins of Crowd Psychology: Gustave LeBon and the Crisis of Mass Democracy in the Third Republic. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

O’Mahoney, S., & Bechky, B. A. (2008). Boundary Organizations: Enabling Collaboration among Unexpected Allies. Administrative Science Quarterly, 53, 422–59.

Offe, C. (1985). The New Social Movements: Challenging the Boundaries of Institutional Politics, Sociological Research, 52, 817–68.

Oliver, P. E., & Marwell, G. (1988). The Paradox of Group Size in Collective Action: A Theory of the Critical Mass. II. American Sociological Review, 53, 1–8.

Oliver, P. E., Marwell, G., & Teixeira, R. (1985). A Theory of the Critical Mass. I. Interdependence, Group Heterogeneity, and the Production of Collective Action. American Journal of Sociology, 91, 522–56.

Palmer, D., & Barber, B. M. (2001). Challengers, Elites, and Owning Families: A Social Class Theory of Corporate Acquisitions in the 1960s. Administrative Science Quarterly, 46, 87–120.

Park, R. E. (1904). Masse und Publikum (trans. The Crowd and the Public). Berlin: Lack & Grunau.

Parsons, T., & Smelser, N. J. (1956). Economy and Society. Glencoe, IL: Free Press.

Perrow, C. (1986). Complex Organizations. A Critical Essay, 3rd edition. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Pfautz, H. W. (1961). Near-Group Theory and Collective Behavior: A Critical Reformulation. Social Problems, 9(2), 167–74.

Pfeffer, J., & Salancik, G. R. (1978). The External Control of Organizations: A Resource Dependence Perspective. New York: Harper & Row.

Piven, F. F., & Cloward, R. (1977). Poor People’s Movements: Why They Succeed, How They Fail. New York: Vintage Books.

Polletta, F. (1999). Snarls, Quacks, and Quarrels: Culture and Structure in Political Process Theory. Sociological Forum, 14, 63–70.

Powell, W. W., & DiMaggio, P. (1991). The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Proffitt, W. T., & Spicer, A. (2006). Shaping the Shareholder Activism Agenda: Institutional Investors and Global Social Issues. Strategic Organization, 4(2), 165–90.

Raeburn, N. C. (2004). Changing Corporate America from Inside Out: Lesbian and Gay Workplace Rights. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Rao, H., Monin, P., & Durand, R. (2003). Institutional Change in Toque Ville: Nouvelle Cuisine as an Identity Movement in French Gastronomy. American Journal of Sociology, 108, 795–843.

Rao, H., Morrill, C., & Zald, M. N. (2000). Power Plays: How Social Movements and Collective Action Create New Organizational Forms. Research in Organizational Behavior, 22, 239–82.

Reid, E. M., & Toffel, M. W. (2009). Responding to Public and Private Politics: Corporate Disclosure of Climate Change Strategies. Strategic Management Journal, 30(11), 1157–78.

Rojas, F. (2006). Social Movement Tactics, Organizational Change, and the Spread of African-American Studies. Social Forces, 84, 2147-66.

Roscigno, V. J., & Danaher, W. F. (2001). Media and Mobilization: The Case of Radio and Southern Textile Worker Insurgency, 1929 to 1934 to 1934. American Sociological Review, 66, 21–48.

Roy, D. F. (1959). Banana Time: Job Satisfaction and Informal Interaction. Human Organization, 18, 158–68.

Schneiberg, M. (2002). Organizational Heterogeneity and the Production of New Forms: Politics, Social Movements, and Mutual Companies in American Fire Insurance, 1900–1930. Research in the Sociology of Organizations, 19, 39–89.

Schurman, R. (2004). Fighting Frankenfoods: Industry Opportunity Structures and the Efficacy of the Anti-Biotech Movement in Western Europe. Social Problems, 51, 243–68.

Schurman, R. (2009). Targeting Capital: A Cultural Economy Approach to Understanding the Efficacy of Two Anti-genetic Engineering Movements. American Journal of Sociology, 115, 155–202.

Selznick, P. (1948). Foundations of the Theory of Organizations. American Sociological Review, 13, 25–35.

Selznick, P. (1949). TVA and the Grass Roots. New York: Harper & Row.

Scully, M. A., & Segal, A. (2002). Passion with an Umbrella: Grassroots Activists in the Workplace. Research in the Sociology of Organizations, 19, 125–68.

Sikavica, K., & Pozner, J-E. (2013). Paradise Sold: Resource Partitioning and the Organic Movement in the US Farming Industry. Organization Studies, 34(5–6), 623–51.

Sine, W. D., & Lee, B. H. (2009). Tilting at Windmills? The Environmental Movement and the Emergence of the U.S. Wind Energy Sector. Administrative Science Quarterly, 54, 123–55.

Smelser, N. J. (1963). Theory of Collective Behavior. New York: Free Press.

Smith, J. (2001). Globalizing Resistance: The Battle of Seattle and the Future of Social Movements. Mobilization, 6(1), 1–19.

Soule, S. A. (1997). The Student Divestment Movement in the United States and Tactical Diffusion: The Shantytown Movement. Social Forces, 75, 855–82.

Stinchcombe, A. L. (1965). Social Structure and Organizations. In J. G. March (Ed.), Handbook of Organizations (pp. 142–93). Chicago: Rand McNally.

Strang, D., & Soule, S. A. (1998). Diffusion in Organizations and Social Movements: From Hybrid Corn to Poison Pills. Annual Review of Sociology, 24, 265–90.

Summers-Effler, E. (2010). Laughing Saints and Righteous Heroes: A Theory of Persistence and Transformation in Social Movement Groups. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Tarrow, S. (1994). Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective Action, and Politics. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Taylor, V., & Van Dyke, N. (2004). Get Up, Stand Up: Tactical Repertoires of Social Movements. In D. A. Snow, S. A. Soule, & H. Kriesi (Eds), The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements (pp. 262–93). Oxford: Blackwell.

Thompson, J. D. (1967). Organizations in action. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Thompson, T. A., & Davis, G. F. (1997). The Politics of Corporate Control and the Future of Shareholder Activism in the United States. Corporate Governance: An International Review, 5, 152–9.

Tilly, C. (2004). Social Movements, 1768–2004. Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers.

Tilly, C., Tilly, L., & Tilly, R. H. (1975). The Rebellious Century, 1830–1930. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Turner, R. H. (1964). Determinants of Social Movement Strategies. In T. Shibutani (Ed.), Human Nature and Collective Behavior: Papers in Honor of Herbert Blumer (pp. 145–64). New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books.

Turner, R. H., & Killian, L. M. (1957). Collective Behavior. Oxford: Prentice Hall.

Vasi, I. B. (2010). Winds of Change: The Environmental Movement and the Global Development of the Wind Energy Industry. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Vasi, I. B., & King, B. G. (2012). Social Movements, Risk Perceptions, and Economic Outcomes: The Effect of Primary and Secondary Stakeholder Activism on Firms’ Perceived Environmental Risk and Financial Performance. American Sociological Review, 77(4), 573–96.

Voronov, M., & Vince, R. (2012). Integrating Emotions into the Analysis of Institutional Work. Academy of Management Review, 37, 58–81.

Walker, E. T. (2009). Privatizing Participation: Civic Change and the Organizational Dynamics of Grassroots Lobbying Firms. American Sociological Review, 74(1), 83–105.

Walker, E. T. (2012). Social Movements, Organizations, and Fields: A Decade of Theoretical Integration. Contemporary Sociology: A Journal of Reviews, 41(5), 576–87.

Walker, E. T., Martin, A. W., & McCarthy, J. D. (2008). Confronting the State, the Corporation, and the Academy: The Influence of Institutional Targets on Social Movement Repertoires. American Journal of Sociology, 114, 35–76.

Weber, K., Heinze, K., & DeSoucey, M. (2008). Forage for Thought: Mobilizing Codes in the Movement for Grass-Fed Meat and Dairy Products. Administrative Science Quarterly, 53, 529–67.

Weber, K., Rao, H., & Thomas, L. G. (2009). From Streets to Suites: How the Anti-biotech Movement affected German Pharmaceutical Firms. American Sociological Review, 74, 106–27.

Weber, M. (1947). The Theory of Social and Economic Organization. Edited by A. M. Henderson, & T. Parsons. New York: Free Press.

Weber, M. (1978) [1921]. Economy and Society. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Whyte, W. H. (1956). The Organization Man. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Yablonsky, L. (1959). The Delinquent Gang as a Near-Group. Social Problems, 7(2), 108–17.

Zald, M. N. (1970). Political Economy: A Framework for Comparative Analysis. In M. N. Zald (Ed.), Power in Organizations (pp. 221–61). Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press.

Zald, M. N. (2005). The Strange Career of an Idea and its Resurrection: Social Movements in Organizations. Journal Of Management Inquiry, 14, 157–66.

Zald, M. N., & Ash, R. (1966). Social Movement Organizations: Growth, Decay and Change. Social Forces, 44, 327–41.

Zald, M. N., & Berger, M. A. (1978). Social Movements in Organizations: Coup Detat, Insurgency, and Mass Movements. American Journal of Sociology, 83, 823–61.

Zald, M. N., & McCarthy, J. D. (1987). Social Movements in an Organizational Society. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books.

Zald, M. N., Morrill, C., & Rao, H. (2005). The Impact of Social Movements on Organizations: Environment and Responses. In G. F. Davis, et al. (Eds), Social Movements and Organization Theory (pp. 253–79). New York: Cambridge University Press.


CHAPTER 22

WHAT’S NEW IN THE ‘NEW, NEW ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY’ AND SHOULD ORGANIZATION STUDIES CARE?

LIZ MCFALL AND JOSÉ OSSANDÓN

INTRODUCTION

IT wasn’t all that long ago that the subjects of interest to authors like Weber, Durkheim, Tarde, or Simmel could flow from fashion to money, from religion to markets, from biology to firms. Such free ranging thought seems arcane, even anarchic now only because for most of the past century the institutional establishment of academic disciplines and the particular separation of territory between sociology and economics have together been so successful. This latter distribution, sometimes referred to as ‘Parsons’ Pact’ (Beunza & Stark, 2008) in a, not exactly grateful, acknowledgement of Talcott Parsons’s turf negotiation with academic economists—was especially pronounced in the US academy after the mid-twentieth century (Mitchell, 2005). In this settlement, sociologists were to study institutions, social integration, and values, in plural—but not markets—while economists were to focus on economic growth and competitive market arrangements coordinated by prices, information, and value, in singular—but not religion, crime, or families.

    This settlement slowly began to unravel from the late 1970s. First a movement, later labelled ‘economic imperialism’, saw economists like Gary Becker and Oliver Williamson begin to study sociological subjects like trust, families, and norms.1 Around the same time, a second movement had sociologists including Mark Granovetter, Harrison White, and Richard Swedberg claim ‘economist reserved’ areas like producer markets and finance for sociological research. Unfortunately, and despite meaningful efforts in this direction (Swedberg, 1990), the outcome of this overlapping span of interest between the disciplines was rather more mutual indifference than fruitful conversation.2 The renewed sociological interest in economic issues remained nevertheless, and the work that has developed, albeit unevenly, in this context has become a rich source of conceptual tools and methods not only for sociology but across the social sciences, and for organization studies in particular.

    Parsons’ pact was a significant divider, but it was never universally adhered to and sociological interest in economic matters never completely disappeared. Organization studies itself was part of what kept a more sociological interest in the economic going. As demonstrated by authors of the Carnegie School, by population ecologists, by the ‘classical’ organization scholars Chester Barnard and Wilfred Brown discussed in du Gay and Vikkelsø (Chapter 30, this volume), as well as by the likes of Charles Perrow or Karl Weick, organization studies grew up as a field where researchers from various disciplinary backgrounds could interact. The borders between the sociology of organizations and economic sociology are notably thin, several of the most influential of economic sociology texts have appeared in journals associated with the study of organizations (such as Academy of Management Review and Organization Studies), and some of the most influential economic sociologists—David Stark, Harrison White, or Neil Fligstein to name a few—are really organization scholars too. Organization studies has been a nexus, a point of intersection where different disciplines—each with their own concepts and methods but interested in a similar object—happened to meet.

    But even though organizations—firms and bureaucracies—have long been studied sociologically, as systems, as locations of bounded rationality or centres of sense making, this did not entirely dissolve the pact or leave sociologists free to study markets, or economists to study arts or culture. The peculiarity of the new economic sociologies that have developed in the last three decades, and especially in the last 15 years or so, is that they have finally begun to devote serious sociological energy to analysing economic issues like market behaviour, finance trading, prices, and even econometric formulae and pricing algorithms. This chapter reviews, in a necessarily selective way, how the new economic sociology arose, how it came to be challenged by the ‘new, new’ version,3 some recent attempts to develop the strongest insights from both, and finally what the importance of all this economic sociology is for those interested in studying organizations.

    The review follows a geographical organization. The ‘new economic sociology’, as the economic sociology that emerged in the 1980s is now widely known, was mostly a movement within the American academy. Since then, in the guise of the social studies of markets, an even newer economic sociology has boomed, primarily in Europe, where networks of researchers studying a wide variety of economic arrangements, especially financial markets, from the perspective of their social, material, and technical organization, are now proliferating. These two economic sociologies are separated by time and geography but that is not all that divides them. The shape of their differences can be glimpsed from two roughly emblematic statements of each move: Mark Granovetter’s 1985 article ‘Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness’ and Michel Callon’s contributions to The Laws of the Markets (1998a, 1998b) collection. Despite the guest appearance of Granovetter in the latter, and despite the priority attached in both statements to the idea of networks, they define the problems and scope of economic sociology in very different ways. Granovetter’s paper marks out the social structural approach that defines the ‘new economic sociology’ with its quantitative methods, its emphasis on explaining causal relationships, and importantly its preference for theoretically parsimonious elaborations. The ‘new, new economic sociology’, as McFall (2009) unimaginatively labelled the stream of research that followed in the wake of Callon’s turn to markets, on the other hand, gives priority to descriptive, often ethnographic or case-based studies, a modest reluctance to establish cause, and a swashbuckling attitude to coining the new concepts required for its theoretically comprehensive framework.

    The differences between both approaches can be characterized as two opposing sides along the classical divide between academic disciplines (explanatory versus descriptive, analytical versus continental, reali st versus constructionist, and so on). Yet, economic sociology, or more specifically the social studies of markets, can also be read as a field in which different conceptual and methodological approaches complement each other’s blind spots (cf. Fligstein & Dauter, 2007; Fourcade, 2007). In this spirit a growing number of researchers combine insights from both in an attempt to develop new tools and new modes for studying how markets, those most taken for granted of economic structures (cf. Aspers, 2011), are actually, practically organized and with what consequences. We don’t aim to provide an exhaustive overview of this extensive literature; rather, our approach is to focus on explaining the key concepts developed within these fields and particularly to signal where more attention to the sort of problems addressed in recent studies of markets—such as the intersections of processes of qualification, measurement, and valuation—also bear on the study of organizations.

THE NEW ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY: IN AND OUT OF RELATIONS

An Embedded Turn

    I believe the embeddedness argument to have very general applicability and to demonstrate not only that there is a place for sociologists in the study of economic life, but that their perspective is urgently required there. (Granovetter, 1985: 507)

In what turned out to be the exemplary call to action for the new economic sociology, Granovetter (1985) explained that economic situations were conventionally split into two opposing poles: on the one hand, situations of market exchange, where self-interested anonymous agents confront each other, and on the other, institutional situations, where individuals are integrated by common norms. This division was challenged by economists’ then fresh interest in studying norms and institutions (Granovetter, in Opazo, 2011). However, Granovetter—and this is perhaps what made his text so important—not only contested economists’ understanding of norms and institutions as ‘sociological’ concepts, but made full use of the opportunity to take aim at sociologists’ grasp of organizations and economists’ models of markets.

    Neither economists’ focus on the dyadic interactions of self-interested individuals, nor sociologists’ interest in cultural integration, Granovetter insisted, were useful starting points because they do not, in fact cannot, bring into clear focus what finally matters: practical, specific social relations. Organizations are not homogenously integrated by common norms, but these norms circulate through particular patterns of social relations. Economic agents are located in complex webs of social ties that connect them, directly or indirectly, with many other agents—they do not face markets in isolation. By the same token, networks of formal and informal relations may offer the frame that enables, or sometimes disables, individuals’ access to new ideas, goods, and other resources, but that does not mean they float in a sea of common values. As Swedberg and Granovetter summarize:

    Economic action in short, is ‘embedded’ in ongoing networks of personal relationships rather than being carried out by atomized actors. By ‘networks’ we mean a regular set of contacts or social connections among individuals or groups. And action by a network member is embedded, since it is expressed in interaction with other people. (Swedberg & Granovetter, 2001: 11)

Economic actors—consumers, firms, board members, or entrepreneurs—then are located within specific sets of social relations, and economic sociology is the discipline that studies this embeddedness. Markets and organizations should therefore be studied by following those relations that frame their interactions. This perspective breaks the dualist divide between markets and organizations and proffers the new tools of networks analysis to be applied in the study of both. This has undoubtedly been a liberating move. Sociologists were enjoined not to limit themselves to the study of cultural values and what happens within the borders of formal institutions, but instead take an interest in any interaction, including market (inter)action, that takes place within social networks. Accordingly, the new economic sociology has produced a vast amount of work studying how social ties play out in different types of economic situation, including interlocking boards (Davis, Yoo, & Baker, 2003; Mizruchi, 1996), business groups (Granovetter, 1995), financial providers (Baker, 1984; Chan, 2009; Guseva & Rona-Tas, 2001), informal work (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993), consumption (Di Maggio & Louch, 1998), and a long etcetera (see Smith-Doerr & Powell, 2004 for a review).

    Social network-based economic sociology opened up a new way to study markets, but it also offered rich resources for the study of organizations, entrepreneurship, and business strategy. And here too, it was a heavily cited piece by Granovetter (1973) that paved the way. The article mobilized the now widely used distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ ties to differentiate between two types of social contacts that are relevant in job searches. Strong ties exist between those who share many common links and are emotionally close; weak ties, on the other hand exist when there are fewer links and less emotional attachment. The ‘strength of weak ties’ thesis emerges through the article’s finding that job searchers not only do not face the job market in isolation, but that they find new opportunities often through weak ties that open up access to new resources and fresh information.

    The migration (Fourcade & Khurana, 2013: 125), and increasing influence, of the new economic sociology to some of the most prestigious American business schools was speeded up by Ronald Burt’s (2001) rephrasing of Granovetter’s ties in terms of ‘closure’ and ‘brokerage’. Closure refers to social groups that are highly cohesive and connected, while brokers connect different cohesive groups. Cohesive groups are high in shared values and trust, but information is redundant (since everyone already knows the same things), while brokers, or ‘structural holes’, allow access to new information, disruption, and innovation. Similarly, Brian Uzzi (1999) demonstrated the relevance of these insights to organizational practice through what he called the ‘paradox of embeddedness’. Uzzi’s study found that companies that only deal at arms’ length with their potential financers are penalized with higher interest rates than those that borrow money from bank officers they know personally; further, those companies that get the very best rates are the ones that combine the trust—and risk reducing—power of personal knowledge with the cold calculation of impersonal search.

    Taken together, the insights provided by the network revolution in economic sociology have provided what is probably the main sociological contribution to strategic management. Economic agents are not only socially embedded but, by leveraging their exposure to benefits like trust, stability, and tacit knowledge associated with social closure and those like innovation, change, and disruption associated with brokerage, they can also strategically manage their social ties (Vedres & Stark, 2010). With this, Boltanski and Chiapello (2002) argue, economic sociology ceased being a passive observer of market interactions and transformed into an increasingly influential agent in shaping the current connexionist or networked capitalism.

Markets from Networks

The embeddedness turn opened up sociological research and developed into a substantial resource for researching organizational issues including entrepreneurship, innovation, and strategy. But embeddedness has its limitations. To follow networks implies a de-differentiating methodological step. What this means is that those agents that seem at first to be isolated—whether individual firms, buyers, sellers, regulators, etc.—might be connected, and it is always the social that connects. This, however, leaves something out. Market agents are, of course, not isolated, but nor are they floating in a vast social soup. Instead they deal with a particular set of agents operating within relatively delimited social spaces. How these spaces are delimited has been the concern of another branch within ‘new’ economic sociology.

    Perhaps the most ambitious attempt to work this out was made by Harrison White. White agreed with Granovetter, his former student, that economic agents had to be located in social networks, but he was also interested in how firms ‘decoupled’ from these networks (White, 1981):

    Markets emerge from networks of firms exactly insofar as they suppress networks […] Thus decoupling is a subtle process in which a given market distances itself from any particular ties with particular other markets. Even if the previous ties of a producer to particular firms are retained, those habitual partners and thus their industries are decoupled from the market interface. (White, 2002: 211–12)

What makes White’s work particularly original is that it goes beyond the new economic sociology view of local personal relations as the social stuff in markets. Firms not only interact with their local ties but they orientate their action considering what other comparable firms are doing. In this way White faces up to the key situation of markets, and one that is rarely recognized as social: competition. But, there is no competition without comparison, and just as important as networks are the accounts or stories that make heterogeneous social units comparable (White, 2008).

    Competition here is understood as a continuous process of market and market niche differentiation. In the same way that a firm has an abstracted social identity, operating sometimes through a carefully cultivated brand, markets are abstracted out of inter-organizational networks. Firms find their footing among other firms, and, in doing so, markets and market niches emerge as the interface where this comparison takes place. Importantly, on a similar line with the heterodox group of French economists known as the ‘convention school’, White suggests that each niche is not only a smaller sample of bigger markets, but that firms facing specific market niches will have to face different ‘quality’ profiles. Quality here is the outcome of economic ‘qualification’ processes that define, stabilize, and attach characteristics to products to transform them into tradable goods (cf. Favereau, Biencourt, & Eymard-Duvernay, 2002; Musselin & Paradeise, 2005). For instance, in the theatre market in New York City, companies face quite different niches and modes of valuing if they enter into Broadway musical, Broadway Drama, or off Broadway (White, 2005). And, at the same time, this does not mean that markets only emerge from the mutual observation between peers, but markets are interfaces located in-between upstream (towards providers) and downstream (towards purchasers) flows of goods, money, information, and other resources. Thus, competition can be directed in either way.

    Like the economic sociology led by Granovetter, White’s sociology of markets has been an important influence on recent accounts of organization and business. Firms not only relate to their local networks but also to their competition mates by signalling and reading each other’s signals (Podolny, 1993). Firms deal with the inherent uncertainty of economic action primarily by observing, not consumers, but what other firms, other organizations, are doing.4 White’s work, and that of his colleagues, argues that firms face not one, but many different market interfaces. For instance, multidivisional fashion companies deal with several markets, and their own identities and strategies are produced in the continuous switching in and out of the different interfaces and networks with which they are associated (Arnoldi & Lash, 2012; White, Godart, & Corona, 2007). This in turn means that economic sociology has had to refine its toolkit for studying different sorts of organizations and that those studying organizations might find there something that they can use even if the functioning of economies and markets is not their primary concern.

THE NEW ‘NEW’: CALCULATION, PERFORMATIVITY, AND DEVICES

In retrospect, two relatively distinct moments can be identified within the ‘new economic sociology’. An early de-differentiating stage concerned with identifying the ways agents and organizations, which had formerly been treated as separate, atomistic entities, were connected through practical, social relations. The second, re-differentiating phase, shifted the emphasis on to studying how, out of these practical relations, symbolically delimited markets were decoupled. This movement was not so much a paradigm shift as a consecutive methodological step in the study of markets—start with networks, then explore how decoupling takes place within them. Organizations are embedded in social networks, but, as they enter markets, they are decoupled from local ties and judge their actions largely by observing their competitors’ actions. Embedding-decoupling/disembedding are not the dialectical processes Polanyi imagined; instead they are dynamic, continuous, and multiple.

    Given the success of this work in marking out the grounds for economic sociology as a distinct disciplinary field, the challenge that came was not entirely an obvious one. Apart from anything else, the social network analysis (SNA) of the new economic sociology and actor-network theory (ANT) seem, at first glance, to share considerable common ground in professing the constitutive positioning of entities within networks of relations. As Callon himself explained:

    For Granovetter the only possible solution is that provided by the network; not a network connecting entities which are already there, but a network which configures ontologies. The agents, their dimensions, and what they are and do, all depend on the morphology of the relations in which they are involved. For example, a very simple variable such as the length of the network, or the number of connections that an actor has with different networks, determines what the actor is, wants and can do. There is thus in Granovetter’s work an emerging theory of the actor-network. We find in it the reversibility of perspectives between actor and network, as well as the variable geometry of identities. (Callon, 1999: 185–6)

In other words, both SNA and ANT assume that actors (firms, consumers, scientists, laboratories) are never isolated but are situated in specific relations. Researchers should thus sidestep traditional abstract divisions and instead go and study what specifically connects them. This, however, is about as far as the similarities go, as ANT gave rise to an unexpected, sometimes controversial, sociological return to the economy—and to economists.

Thou Shalt Not Calculate

As Franck Cochoy (2007: 109) remarked, the ‘(now not so) new economic sociology’, as we have seen, convincingly fleshed out economic exchanges to show the embeddedness of market behaviour, the significance of relations and networks and of processes like decoupling. This work was a necessary rejoinder to the domination of neoclassical economic theory and helped, at least in some parts of the social sciences, provoke a rethink of the status of essentialized, calculative agents who ‘calculate because they are calculative by nature’ (Callon & Muniesa, 2005: 1229). In opposition, the new economic sociology placed calculation in observable, empirical settings as one, sometimes marginal, element alongside other social, cultural, or affective elements that interact in the determination of action and choice. As necessary as these efforts to add a little more ‘soul’ to the abstract model of calculative agents were, Callon’s impatience with the limitations of such a solution was a big part of the impetus behind the research project heralded in The Laws of the Markets (1998c). Neoclassical economics may have summarily dismissed the diversity of market behaviour, but arguments about embeddedness risked dismissing the particularity of economic calculation altogether.

    This move, as Cochoy’s contribution to this volume also argues (see Chapter 6), restricts sociology to a single position in the endless dispute about economic rationality that seeks always to question, soften, or enrich economists’ models instead of tackling exactly how calculative practices come to be. In positing that a calculating ‘homoeconomicus really does exist’ Callon (1998a: 51) sought to open up the mysteries of calculation as a cognitive operation too difficult to be the sole preserve of isolated human agents, but one that was instead made real only through its distribution across a range of actors, techniques, and devices. Calculation, for Callon, is too important and too difficult a topic to be left only to economists. Sociologists—and here that means a very broadly defined group of non-economist observers certainly including those in management and organization studies—have to deal with the black box of calculation, how it works and how it fails, if they are to be properly equipped for public, political debate about what should, and what should not, be calculated.

    The high public, political, and institutional stakes in what Callon, and ANT theorists more generally, understand as a world of proliferating uncertainties, lie behind the insistence that the key question for economic sociology is neither one of humanizing nor rejecting the calculative agent but of exploring precisely how calculative agencies, in all their forms, have emerged. There is little point in devoting so much attention to excavating the social context in which economic action is embedded when, through an actor-network lens, the social is not a pre-existing context, but only a consequence of specific collective practices. The genius—or depending on your point of view, the fatal flaw—of ANT approaches to the social, is the exposure of just how little the word means out of context and yet how much it is made to carry (Callon, 1998c, 2007b; Latour, 2005). All that can be reliably said of the social, Latour insists, is that it refers to networks of association and relations. As an explanation of market action ‘the social’ is frustratingly nimble, seeming to cover a multitude of actions and relations without saying anything definite about their content.

    In Callon’s (1998b) elaboration, the social is set aside as an explanatory variable in a move that defines the exterior to economic action as emergent only through the framing of market transactions. The ‘outside’ of market transactions, the externalities, are defined dynamically through framing processes, which, temporarily and partially, disentangle agents from other networks. This is not the same as ‘disembedding’—‘Callonian’ approaches take as given the claim that economic agents are surrounded by multiple social and technical relations—but framing allows calculation to take place nevertheless. In framing, the agent’s ‘objectives, interests, will and thus identity’ (Callon, 1998b: 253) are not disembedded, so much as they are reconfigured, in a process that works through the agent’s networks of associations. Framing extricates or disentangles agents from this network, but as the frame can never be hermetically sealed, overflows inevitably occur. However temporary and incomplete, the work of framing and disentangling is a prerequisite for market transactions as this is the only way the stage can be cleared for calculation to take place. In short, to study markets is not only about mapping the ties that connect economic actors, but about following the process that makes things calculable (Caliskan & Callon, 2009, 2010):

    What needs to be explained is not the fact that, despite the market and against it, person-to-person interaction has to be developed in order to produce shared information. On the contrary, we need rather to explain the possibility of this rare, artificial latecomer composed of agents which are generally individual, calculating humans, foreign to one another and engaged in the negotiation of contracts. The evidence is the flow, the circulation, the connections; the rareness is the framing. Instead of adding connections (contingent contracts, trust, rules, culture) to explain the possibility of the co-ordination and the realism of the calculation, as in the various solutions proposed by economists, we need to start out from the proliferation of relations and ask how far the bracketing of these connections—…‘framing’—must go to allow calculation and co-ordination through calculation. (Callon, 1999: 186)

Callon’s main question then was not ‘who—or what—composes market situations?’ but rather ‘what makes a situation market-like?’ Any social situation will involve social and material relations, but crucially market encounters are not any social situation. They have certain particularities that become clear when the process of enacting a new market is followed. This is why Maria-France Garcia-Parpet’s 1986 paper ‘The Social Construction of a Perfect Market: The Strawberry Auction at Fontaines-en-Sologne’5 became so important.

    Garcia-Parpet follows the transformation of Fontaines-en-Sologne’s strawberry market from a local exchange to a new auction. What the paper shows, in Callon’s (1998a) reading, was that to make a ‘perfect market’ the reach of relations, mediators, or social connections did not have to be extended, but quite the opposite—they had to be cut off. To become a market requires calculation, and those elements that compose a traditional commercial encounter only become properly calculable if they are delimited. Seller and purchaser have to be separated, goods have to be disentangled from production, clear property rights have to be set out, and prices needs to be established. This transforms calculation from a natural property of economic agents into a collective, socio-technical achievement that contains a number of distinctive features. Callon (1998a) set these features or preconditions out as demanding, first, that agents had to have access to the minimum information necessary to hold preferences, preferences had to be ranked, then revealed, and finally negotiated if transactions were to take place.

Do Economists Make Markets?

These preconditions have to be met and Callon’s answer as to how this was achieved turned attention back to economics. In the emblematic Fontaines-en-Sologne strawberry case, the key actor was a young economist who translated his textbook knowledge into a practical arrangement. This neatly illustrates Callon’s provocation: economics is not the highly abstract—and normally mistaken—knowledge to be questioned by other social scientists, but is instead a central agency in the process of making things calculable. Economic knowledge is thus not merely descriptive but performative, because it performs or, more technically, ‘per-formats’ the elements internalized in economic calculation.

    This move inspired numerous researchers to put empirical flesh on the claim that a calculating homoeconomicus exists because s/he is formatted by economics. Elaborating the role calculative devices in specific market contexts play in performing the economy became a full-time occupation for a good proportion of literature in the field. Donald MacKenzie’s (2006; cf. MacKenzie & Millo, 2003) account of the Black–Scholes formula—from finance economics to the dominant market device in framing derivatives transactions—quickly became the prima facie, although far from the only, case mobilized to evidence the argument. Still if it’s economics itself that simplifies and ‘disembeds’ market participants ‘to the extent that economics becomes applicable’ (Mackenzie & Millo, 2003: 138), it is a very broadly defined economics that is at work. It is not just the formal operation of pricing mechanisms that are involved but all manner of devices, techniques, and strategies for measuring, charting, brokering, negotiating, ranking, marketing, merchandising, etc. These collective material knowledges and practices configure the economy by shaping how agencies calculate.

    This expanded construal of what it takes to perform economies was already being set out with the publication of the ‘Economy of Qualities’ in 2002. Here, Callon, et al. argue that the ways socio-technical devices produce attachment in markets have to be investigated empirically alongside how they enable calculation. The ‘economy of qualities’ is a reference to the driving force of processes designed to attach consumers to products by singularizing them. These processes, labelled product qualification processes, work through business and marketing strategies designed to help products coincide with social networks. Socio-technical devices like stock logistics, packaging, display, and advertising, are all designed to gently nudge consumers into ‘qualifying’, that is, thinking about, identifying, and ultimately demanding certain product qualities. Today the list of devices explicitly designed to knit qualification into everyday social networking has really taken off with the development of techniques to harness the marketing utility of vast accumulations of transactional data through social media, participatory marketing, usage optimized websites, customer relationship management software, etc. Whether digital or traditional, qualification processes that objectify and singularize products are the core of all market transactions. Through objectification the object becomes a good, and through singularization it becomes ‘a thing whose properties are adjusted to the buyer’s world, if necessary by transforming that world’ (Callon & Muniesa, 2005: 1234).

From Networks to ‘Agencement’ to Market Devices

Transforming the world to allow exchange to take place was the work of a very bloated group of ‘economists’—a category Callon uses to encompass all those professionals working on the study, analysis, and design of market activity. These groups are part of the networks of economic action that Callon has in mind. Networks here are not just the relations persisting between institutions and individuals but ‘techno-economic networks’ (Callon, 1991) populated by a wide array of human and non-human agents. In the more recent parlance, these are more often scored as agencements or, in this case, market ‘devices’. Market devices, as Muniesa et al. later explained (2007: 2), are the ‘material and discursive assemblages’ that intervene in, are prerequisite to, the construction of markets. The notion of ‘device’ offers a means of bringing objects inside sociological analysis by calling attention to the various ways—soft, gentle, hard, or violent—in which they act. In articulating actions devices have agency, but devices should imply no division between humans on one side and machines on the other. Instead, Muniesa et al. suggest a mode of analysis in which the person/subject is enacted through the device.

    This hybrid, compound character is conveyed more clearly by the—awkward in English—neologism, agencement.6 As Cochoy notes in his contribution to this volume (see Chapter 6), agencements mix human and non-human, textual and material, social and technical elements in assemblages that produce action. As agencements, market devices do things, and in following them the sociologist or organization theorist should be able to unravel how what Muniesa et al. call the ‘evolving intricacies of agency’ (2007: 3) are distributed across markets, organizations, and institutions. Just how the various elements combine is what gives shape to distinct forms of action:

    Nothing is left outside of agencements. That is to say there is no need for analysts to seek further explanation, because the (eventual) construction of its own meaning is by definition an integrated part of the agencement. An STA [socio-technical agencement] eventually includes the statement(s) pointing to it and interpreting it, just as creating instructions are part of a device that participate in making it work. We therefore choose to use the French word agencement, instead of arrangement, to stress the fact that agencies and arrangements are not separate. Agencements denote socio-technical arrangements when they are considered from the point view of their capacity to act. (Caliskan & Callon, 2010: 9)

The action Callon describes is one in which worlds—or institutions, markets, and organizations—acquire their specific form through continual, intensive observation and experimentation. Certainly it is the case that in the wake of ANT, and STS (science and technology studies) approaches more generally, there has been a resurgence in detailed descriptive empirical studies of many dimensions of organizational, institutional, and market processes.

    This is not of course exclusively the result of the ‘new’, new economic sociology—a turn back to investigating empirical economic practices within the social sciences was well underway even before the publication of The Laws of the Markets.7 The collection nevertheless provoked something of a spike in interest. In approaching economies and markets, and by extension the institutions and organizations that comprise them, as the outcome not the foundation of particular material practices, this work turns attention to the technical instruments—the formulae, tools, protocols, and operations—that organizations develop (even if it has, as Mennicken and Miller suggest in Chapter 2 in this volume, rather neglected meanings, knowledge regimes, and the relations between them in the process). As Cochoy shows in Figure 6.1 (see Chapter 6, this volume), this is reflected in the near equal prominence of Callon in the organization and management and the science and technology literatures. Core organizational tasks—for example in accounting, stock management, product development, marketing, retailing and merchandising, record-keeping, charting, measuring, ranking, and pricing—have been the subject of a new, or at least rebooted, scrutiny.8 At the same time parallel moves from within management and organization studies have elaborated how an ANT-type, or more broadly STS-type sensibility can be put to work in the analysis of organizing processes (Alcadipani & Hassard, 2010; Czarniawska, 2004, 2009; Woolgar, Coopmans, & Neyland, 2009).

AFTER THE NEW ‘NEW’: CONTROVERSIES ABOUT QUALITIES AND QUALIFICATION, VALUES AND VALUATION

So far, so good. But the accommodating scale of the new, new economic sociology has not been met with universal enthusiasm. Concerns have been expressed on methodological and political grounds. Methodologically, in a framework that is all about process and action, about hybrid jumbled up agencements where the actor should be followed wherever her path leads—and certainly beyond the boundaries of organizations, laboratories, territories, or jurisdictions—however compelling the conceptual argument might be, the practicalities of how it is all to be managed are daunting. This is a long way from the analytical parsimonies of the new economic sociology. One risk is that in being such an accommodating ‘theory of everything’, the actor-network approach ends by describing a lot but explaining very little (cf. Fine, 2003; Mirowski & Nik-Khah, 2007; Thompson, 2003). Agencement then becomes ‘simply a jargon into which to translate banal description and narrative’ (Hardie & Mackenzie, 2007: 74). Still, methodological distinctions between comprehensive and parsimonious approaches to analysis can be overstated. Neither can reduce the objects of study in a world that won’t stay still—and may even be motivated to avoid being known (cf. Callon, Lascoumes, & Barthe, 2009; McGoey, 2012)—to a stable, compliant problem awaiting analysis. Researchers from both approaches still have to make practical decisions about what lines of investigation to follow, what objects, institutions, relationships, and networks to study and which to leave out. Neither can actually offer a complete description and neither can offer final certainties that the key actors have been identified.

    Perhaps trickier, Whittle and Spicer among others have queried the practical and ontological politics of an account that is catholic enough to include non-humans within its definition of agency as tending to ‘legitimize hegemonic power relations, ignore relations of oppression and sidestep any normative assessment of existing organisational forms’ (2008: 622–3; cf. Fine, 2003; Miller, 2002). These sorts of argument are driven by concerns about the values enshrined within a project that takes economics, including in its old enemy in neoclassical form, seriously enough to want to engage with it rather than continue the Parsonian tradition of mutual indifference teetering towards open hostility (usually flowing from sociologists, economists are seldom that roused by whatever sociologists say) (cf. Barry & Slater, 2002; Mirowski & Nik-Khah, 2007). They are also underpinned by the strange equivalence that is frequently drawn between empirical description and apolitics. This equivalence persists despite the enduring interest in public debate, political engineering, and technical democracy in the published work of both Callon and Latour. Still, critical objections are not necessarily unproductive. Two debates in particular are worth probing a little deeper to assess what comes next in economic sociology and what bearing it has for those interested in studying organizations.

Qualities and Qualification

While the term ‘economy of qualities’ only began to circulate in Anglophone literature after the publication of Callon et al.’s (2002) article, it references a debate that can be traced back to Chamberlin’s theories of monopolistic competition in the 1930s, through to Ackerlof’s work on uncertainties in the 1970s, through the more recent work of economists Francois Eymard-Duvernay and Jean Gadrey and that of the sociologists Lucien Karpik and Michel Callon. As Musselin and Paradeise (2005: 92) explain, these theorists share an interest in establishing ‘contextualized product definitions’, that is, definitions which privilege the way goods are defined in the relations between producers and clients. Beyond this common interest there is not so much a unified approach as a ‘swarm of correspondences’ since the authors, whether they approach the qualification problem as economists or as sociologists, take very different positions on the question of economic calculation.

    Callon’s definition of market calculation may seem entirely reasonable applied to some market transactions—namely the perfect strawberry auction—but it fits less snugly with the material market practices many other sociologists and anthropologists observed. Objections that Callon’s formulation contained a rather too enthusiastic overture to neoclassical economics piled up (Fine, 2003; Karpik, 2010; Miller, 2002; Mirowski & Nik-Khah, 2007; Musselin & Paradeise, 2005) and clarifications, or concessions, about precisely what was meant by calculation accumulated in response (e.g. Caliskan & Callon, 2009, Callon, 2005, 2010; Callon and Law, 2005; Callon & Muniesa, 2005; Holm, 2007). This work featured a number of interventions designed to refine or nuance precisely what it was that was being claimed of calculation by explaining that while in the hard, narrow arithmetical sense ‘nobody calculates’ (Callon & Muniesa, 2005: 1230), agencies nevertheless do engage in a distinctively economized process in which they ‘form expectations, make plans, stabilize their preferences and undertake calculations’ (Caliskan & Callon, 2010: 6). There is an explicit, and for authors like Karpik (2010) a provoking, effort here to loosen the distinction between calculation and judgement since, Callon and Muniesa insist, ‘calculation can either meet the requirements of algorithmic formulation or be closer to intuition or judgment’ (2005: 1232) and both interact in the ‘qualification’ of goods.

    Multiple contradictory calculations—or simultaneously qualitative and quantitative ‘qualculations’—feed the definition and valuation of marketized goods until the terms of the transaction are worked out through pricing mechanisms (Caliskan & Callon, 2010). ‘Qualculation’, a term introduced by Franck Cochoy, is meant to invoke the dominance of ‘quality based rational judgements’ (2008: 17, 2007) in certain market situations. In supermarket shopping, for example, qualculation is enabled by apparently mundane devices like shopping trolleys, which allow entities to be ‘detached’, ordered into a single space, and manipulated in some way, before finally a result, a choice, is extracted. Processes of qualculation and qualification work at both supply and demand sides to ‘singularize’ the attributes of, and thereby create attachments to, particular products. Callon explains that analysis should not start with agents calculating the utility of goods but with the goods themselves following ‘their metamorphoses, careers, qualifications and re-qualifications, from laboratories to marketing departments, to the consumer’ as they change hands throughout their life cycles (Callon in Musselin & Paradeise, 2005: 97; cf. Appadurai, 1986).

    Singularized products, in this explanation, are the result of the constant professional work of qualification-requalification. This account of singularization does not, as Musselin and Paradeise (2005) point out in the quality debate they referee, explain how consumers are to evaluate these defining attributes. How, exactly, people evaluate qualities, is the core of a passionate disagreement between Callon and other scholars, notably Lucian Karpik.

    For Karpik, evaluation is the task of judgement devices that help ‘dissipate the opacity of the market’ for goods and services that cannot be traded primarily on price (2010: 44, 2005). When one persists past the terminological competition, it emerges that what Karpik calls ‘singularities’, are not goods and services that have been through a process of singularization. Singularities are very particular goods or services with multidimensional, uncertain, and incommensurable qualities which mean that people need the help of specific judgement devices to make reasonable choices between them. Just as it would be odd to choose a psychotherapist on price alone, Karpik (2010) lists a range of other examples—fine wines, restaurants, classical music, and luxury brands—whose sale depends on devices like guides and rankings, personal trust, critical reviews, and branding strategies.

    The debate between Karpik and Callon goes further. The idea that special devices are required to enable judgement in certain market settings is at odds with the foundational claim in The Laws of Markets that ‘framed, formatted and equipped’ humans beings calculate in all market settings (Callon, 1998a: 51). This girds the next move that the practical function of economics is not to study but to perform the economy. This performative move is rejected by both Eymard-Duvernay (2005) and Karpik (2005, 2010) as a peculiar capitulation to exactly the encompassing, atemporal conception of the market they, as heterodox economist and sociologist alike, want to avoid. Studying economic qualification processes, in all their sectoral, organizational, and institutional diversity, concerns serious exploration of alternatives to the universalizing logic of the market. Callon and Muniesa’s analysis, Karpik complains, aims ‘to replace a pluralist, fragmented, divided, conflictual market with a market characterized by general equivalence, which amounts to producing the much desired calculative market’ (2010: 120). In high colour, Karpik goes on to explain that collapsing the distinction between judgement and calculation is logically equivalent to reducing ‘pruning a vineyard’ to calculation and so risks losing not just judgement but wine too.

Values and Valuation

Karpik is persuasive that calculation and judgement are different, and in ways that matter for more than etymological or even logical reasons. For Karpik, losing judgement is to risk losing all the ways beyond economic calculation that institutions, organizations, and even markets make decisions. Karpik uses singularities to explore how these other sorts of decisions, judgements, are devised in markets for non-‘standard’ products. This idea is beautifully elaborated in Karpik (2010), but it still stumbles on the dichotomy it sets up between singularities markets, which require qualification and requalification, and standard abstract markets, which don’t since they can be regulated by price adjustment alone. This of course raises the question of whether any products are really chosen solely on price information. For Callon, Karpik’s argument isolates ‘calculation and economic rationality on one side, judgment and social mechanisms on the other’, and reinforces the vision of the market in line with economists’ models (2005: 98). Now, given Karpik’s rejection of Callon and his collaborators’ expanded definition of economic calculation to incorporate judgement, on the grounds that it gives insufficient space to the role of human judgement in market action, this leaves them both in the interesting position of accusing each other of the same failing—that of being too close to standard economic models of how markets work. A more pragmatic, and increasingly pragmatist, solution to this controversy has turned away from calculation to the role of values and valuation.

    David Stark (2011) for instance has come back to the work of John Dewey (cf. Muniesa, 2012) to suggest that despite their differences Karpik’s ‘judgement’ and Callon’s ‘calculation’ are both concerned with the more general notion of valuing. To turn to valuing does not imply a return to values in the sense of what is outside or prior to economic calculation, but to a practical situated action that is normally socially and materially distributed and equipped with devices and formulas. Valuing, as Dewey explained, comprises at least three distinguishable processes: pricing, prizing, and praising, and all of them have been revisited in recent economic sociology.

    One move has been to extend Viviana Zelizer’s (1981, 1983) project of capturing empirically the processes involved in pricing previously ‘priceless’ goods including contemporary art (Velthuis, 2005), nature (Fourcade, 2011), and organs (Healy, 2006). Wendy Espeland’s work (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Espeland & Stevens, 1998), has driven interest in the part played by rankings, ratings, and other devices in listing, classifying, and prizing, but not necessarily monetarily pricing, economic goods (Carruthers, 2010; Rona-Tas & Hiss, 2010). Finally, praising, or ‘the capacity of a good not simply to be appraised but to evoke a sense of amazement, to inspire, to be an object that connects or conveys the user to a world of imagination’ (Stark, 2011: 326) has prompted new work exploring the processes that endow marketed goods, including fine wine, art performances, and even life insurance, with ‘surprising’, ‘charismatic’, or ‘sacred’ qualities (Garcia-Parpet, 2011; Hutter in Ossandón, 2012b; McFall, 2014). This is not a demarcation of economic objects, those for pricing, from those for prizing or praising. Instead increasing attention is being paid to the active process of making ‘singular’, in Karpik’s sense, goods that are otherwise ‘standard’, brands that are traded on price (Lury & Moor, 2011) and the ‘gourmetization’ journeys of once relatively standard goods like beer, hummus, or apple juice.

    In this context too, economic actors and organizations are no longer characterized as ‘mono-logic’ (either super calculative or social dopes) but situated in-between multiple valuing dynamics (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). Increasingly, attention is paid to what Zelizer (2012) calls ‘relational work’: the effort spent by economic actors to disentangle and establish the type of transaction in which they are involved, which in turn problematizes the idea of the ‘economy’ as an area of social life characterized by its own singular logic (Ossandón, 2013). In a related vein, other recent work addresses the role of valuing frictions and dissonance, for instance in financial arbitrage and in the risk assessment of securitized debt obligations within financial organizations, as the sources of new ideas and new uncertainties (Beunza & Stark, 2008; MacKenzie, 2011).

SHOULD ORGANIZATION STUDIES CARE?

Work in these veins has the potential to move debate beyond the current stalemate between Callon and his critics, and to connect European and North American sociologies of markets. The new and the ‘new, new’ economic sociologies have not only helped to describe and understand markets better but are also rich sources of methodological and conceptual inspiration for social theory in general and organization studies in particular. The creative recombinations of these new sociologies, to paraphrase David Stark, opens up new common ground around the notion of valuing and expands the vocabulary, tools, and methods available for studying highly dynamic economic objects and processes. This matters, across the disciplinary divides, more than ever in a context of ongoing financial and sovereign debt crises. Of course organization studies has to engage seriously with the development of calculative practices and with how the products of the academy, all those techniques, knowledges, and tools, play their roles in the formation of markets and market relations. But studying how markets are organized is not just important for learning how to deal with failure or how to regulate them better. It’s important for at least two other reasons, one obvious and one maybe less so.

    Firstly, markets are not everything or everywhere, but since ‘everyone seems to agree’ (Callon, 2007b: 139) that they are extending their reach as all sorts of organizations, which operated not that long ago in accordance with other bureaucratic or professional rules, succumb to the dynamics of marketization (Scott & Le Galés, 2010) they are evidently a significant organizing mechanism. Markets organize, and they are managed in organizations. It would therefore be a peculiar act of disciplinary closure for organization studies not to engage with an emerging literature so heavily invested in the development of empirical and practical resources for studying markets. Second, market failure and its serious consequences have been the enduring preoccupation of the non-economic social sciences for decent reasons. And yet negative social consequences are not the only thing the social sciences could record. Market organizations do some things well and it is at least possible that some of the things they do well might improve other organizations. The constant processes of adaptation, innovation, and alignment and realignment with consumers define success in market organizations whose products persist only by interesting people (cf. Akrich, Callon, & Latour, 2002: 203). Alignment and realignment with what users need is also crucial for all sorts of public provision, but this is probably not the lesson that marketized public services have learned from markets. A fair speculation is that marketization programmes have been lured by neoclassical efficient market claims and not by empirical, case-based learning about how market organizations work, how they succeed, and how they fail. This sort of knowledge might even be what the combined wit of organization studies and the new, new economic sociologies (plural) could generate if the peculiar organization of academic disciplines was to be reshaped:

    If sociologists of science have tended to neglect broader issues of governing economic life, mainstream economic sociologists have tended to continue to focus more or less exclusively on the study of institutions, organisations and networks. This is both regrettable and paradoxical. In our much vaunted ‘global’ or at least transnational world, it seems that while the practices and ideas that animate the economy continue to blur or attenuate national boundaries, the disciplines that study such processes remain remarkably bounded geographically and intellectually. This needs to change. (Miller, 2008: 59)

NOTES

    1. Levitt and Dubner’s hugely successful Freakonomics (2005) and its successor projects are a popularizing outcrop of this work.

    2. See Ossandón (2012a) for more on this.

    3. See also McFall (2009).

    4. Certainly, this understanding of organizations as cultural agents that deal with their uncertainty by reading their peers’ action is not only present in White’s economic sociology. It is also present in perhaps the most influential stream within recent sociology of organization: sociological neo-institutionalism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, 1983). The main difference is that in this latter tradition, instead of networks the overarching concept is social ‘fields’. Thinking in terms of fields implies that organizations are not only placed among their competitors, providers, customers, and financers, but also in relation to regulators, advisors, and researchers, and all those who influence the field’s structure, operation, and cognitive frames (Fligstein, 1996). For some excellent examples see DiMaggio (1991) on art museums, Dobbin and Dowd (2000) on the rail industry, Fligstein (1991) on American corporations, and Powell et al. (2004) on the bio-tech industry in California.

    5. Callon drew extensively on this in his introduction to The Laws of Markets in 1998, but it took until 2007 for an English version to appear.

    6. Agencement began as a concept concerned with the force of connections between a given state of affairs and all the statements that could be made about it (Deleuze & Guattari, 1988), connections as deep, in Callon’s version, as operating instructions are to any machine. Priority is to be given to neither the state of affairs nor the statement but to their connection. To work, this explanation relies on the idea of a performative action that enables things to become true or false, or more precisely, to succeed or to fail.

    7. Chapter 2 in this volume, by Mennicken and Miller, clarifies this long lineage as well as the overdependence in some of this work on devices at the expense of ideas, theories, the prevailing wisdom, or more grandly ‘rationalities’. See also Miller and Rose (1990), Porter (1996), and du Gay (1996).

    8. The literature is vast, but see Justesen and Mouritsen (2011) on accounting, Araujo et al. (2010) and Cochoy (1998) on marketing, Poon (2009) on credit scoring, Muniesa (2007) on pricing, as well as the various contributors on merchandising, charting, measuring, ranking, etc. collected in Callon et al. (2007) and Pinch and Swedberg (2008).
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CHAPTER 23

CRITICAL THEORY AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES

EDWARD GRANTER

INTRODUCTION

A world haunted by ‘[u]‌nemployment, economic crisis, militarization and terrorist regimes’ (Horkheimer, 2002a [1937]: 213). Nations ruled by political cliques with ‘murky connections’ (Adorno, 2005: 23) to each other and to big business, or by a fusion of corporate and criminal interests (Marcuse, 1992: 35); a society of ‘rackets’ (Adorno, 2005: 45). Atomized individuals held together by a shared obsession with celebrity culture (Löwenthal, 1961: 123) and an urgent need to consume. Those privileged enough to play a fully employed role in the economy must contend with work that is ever more technologically sophisticated, yet ever more stultifying and alienating. While their productive activity and compensatory overconsumption degrades the environment in which they live (Marcuse, 1992), today’s employees must maintain a façade of positivity, must ‘smile or die’ (Adorno, 2005: 38–9; Ehrenreich, 2010), in order to ‘get ahead’. In such a society, old solidarities of class dissolve along with organized religion, despite the existence of ‘constantly increasing material inequalities’ (Adorno, 2005: 58). Not surprisingly perhaps, people look to pop culture for their sense of identity and put their faith in the ‘pseudo-rationality’ of demagogues, gurus, psychics, and fortune tellers (Adorno, 2002: 53), or the blind luck of the game show or lottery. Those who resist the domination of capital—mostly students, landless peasants, radical intellectuals, and repressed minorities—must contend with increasingly pervasive police and military intervention (Marcuse, 1970: 104).

    This depiction and critique of European and American capitalism from the 1930s to the 1970s derives in large measure from the work of the Frankfurt School critical theorists. Their sweeping critique of supposedly advanced society is intentionally provocative; redolent of voluntarism and elitism for some, but for others, offering no more than the theoretical opposition that the character of contemporary capitalism itself invites—total, personal, and uncompromising. This chapter will sketch the historical, institutional, and intellectual origins of the Frankfurt School critical theory. Following this, the notion of critical theory as a specific analytical approach is introduced. This leads to an exploration of the Frankfurt critique of modern society—from Hollywood films to the politics of organization. The Freudian elements of critical theory will be explored, before the chapter moves, via an excursus on the politics of protest, to the Frankfurt School inheritance in studies of organization and society. After considering some criticisms of the Frankfurt School, the chapter concludes with reflections on the role of critical theory as social and organizational thought which is geared towards emancipation—the freeing of people from economic and ontological exploitation—and with a discussion of possibilities for Frankfurt-inspired organizational and social research into the future.

THE MARXIAN INHERITANCE

Marx’s work is a broad-ranging analysis of the socio-economic formation we call capitalism. Power relations between social groups, organizations, and the norms and beliefs which frame them, are all targets for Marx’s critique. The scholar of social thought will also find an exploration of the relationship between the individual and the social structure. For Marx, human subjects both create this structure (through productive activity with all the interaction and cooperation this implies) and live their lives according to its opportunities and constraints. The dynamics and processes involved in both parts of this equation, creation and constraint, are largely hidden from view as we go about our everyday lives—they occupy the zone of the unconscious, the taken for granted. Marx’s work, like that of the critical theorists who followed in his footsteps, seizes on this moment of contradiction between creativity and constraint and seeks to unmask it, to render it analytically, and in so doing open up possibilities for humanity to consciously construct a world based on social justice and genuine human freedom; a socialist society.

    Marx placed the production and exchange of commodities (including labour power) at the centre of his analysis. While commodities are the products of human activity, they appear to take on a life of their own, like the brooms and buckets of The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (Shook Hazen and Ungerer, 1984 [1789]). Commodities and their institutional and cultural forms become a power over and against the human subject; this production of systems of meaning which come to be seen as independent at best, and as structures of domination at worst, is referred to as ‘fetishization’. The battle to profit from controlling the production and exchange of commodities gives rise to the organizational and institutional forms of modern society, which constrain and frame human action. Marx’s aim was to provide a theoretical and empirical understanding of social reality that would expose the true relationship between people, their work, and the way the world is organized.

    As for human consciousness, and the realm of ideas, law, and morality, Marx took a materialist view, asserting that it was people’s material circumstances, their activity within and relation to the prevailing system of work and production, which would largely determine their consciousness of themselves in respect to overarching systems of meaning. The social scientist must proceed from an analysis of human work and organization in the first instance. Under capitalism, production is framed around a class structure where the bourgeoisie or ruling class dominate economically and politically, and the working class or proletariat are exploited and impoverished. Although this social structure had come to be seen by most as simply ‘the way things are’, Marx argued that it was fraught with contradictions which would ultimately destroy it. One of the key contradictions is related to the tendency for capitalism to develop great productive powers in terms of machinery and organization, but for these powers to be used not to make work and social life better for all, but to enrich a dominant minority at the cost of exploitation (Adler, 2010: 66) and increasing poverty for the rest of society.

    For Marx, work in capitalist society alienates the individual worker from the products they make and from their selves as authentic human beings—as people who choose which activities should occupy their time, and which direction their life should take. Marx extended his critique of the alienation of work to relationships between people, who increasingly relate to each other on the basis of economic exchange rather than as fellow members of a cooperative social enterprise. These forms of alienation are rarely explicitly expressed, but Marx thought that in time, people would become more conscious of the contradiction between the possibilities for true and authentic work and relationships in advanced society, and of the distorted form which they have so far taken under capitalism. Marx felt that class consciousness would develop to such an extent that people would eventually choose to change the social system radically, overthrowing capitalism as a system of social, economic, political, and cultural power, and forging a socialist society based on cooperation and social justice, where social classes would be transcended by communities of individuals with control over their own destiny.

THE RISE OF CRITICAL THEORY

As Adler (2010: 71) and others have noted, political, economic, and social change throw up challenges to Marx’s original critique of capitalist society. The World War of 1914–18 marked the failure of European social democratic movements (Arato, 1972: 84) successfully to prevent slaughter on an industrial scale. It was followed, more promisingly in terms of progress towards socialism, by the consolidation of Bolshevik rule after the Russian Revolution of 1917, and the German Revolution of 1918 which saw socialist parties ascend to power. Germany, however, remained a capitalist country, a far cry from a socialist utopia where the fully actualized individual could emerge. More significantly perhaps, revolutionary optimism in the East was soon overtaken by civil war, political infighting, and, following the death of Lenin in 1924, Stalinist repression. Marx had predicted intensifying class conflict leading to a truly revolutionary transformation of capitalist society, but this had failed to materialize. During the post-First World War period, capitalism appeared to be continuing an evolution from buccaneering free enterprise to a system of giant interlocking combines, able to exercise effective control over, and at times seemingly integrated with, the modern state. While this new system of ‘monopoly capitalism’ had already been implicated as one of the structural causes of the First World War, on balance it indicated a longer-term trend towards increased coordination on the part of capital, particularly at the national level. In some countries, the integration of the interests of capital with those of the state gave rise to a system of social administration and coordination in the shape of social welfare or the ‘administrative state’ (Reed, 2006: 19). In others, fascism appeared as the ultimate merging of the interests of corporate capital with those of the political elite. Even economic depression and another World War failed to shake the West’s overwhelming faith in capitalism, which now appeared to be less rather than more prone to crisis and collapse at a fundamental level.

    It was in this atmosphere of disappointment for those still holding to the essential truth of Marx’s analysis that the Institute of Social Research was established in Frankfurt in 1923, under the Directorship of Carl Grünberg. It was set up with money from Felix Weil, the son of a wealthy grain merchant (Kellner, 1989: 13). Members of the institute included Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979), Theodor Adorno (1903–1969), and Max Horkheimer (1895–1973), who comprise the key figures in our appraisal, as well as Leo Löwenthal (1900–1993), Henryk Grossman (1881–1950), Friedrich Pollock (1894–1970), Erich Fromm (1900–1980), and others. Those associated with the Institute would come to be referred to collectively as the Frankfurt School.

    Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse shared a similar social background. Their parents were successful industrialists (Marcuse and Horkheimer), wine merchants, and singers (Adorno). Their upper middle class upbringing did give them an appreciation for domestic comfort and a successful career trajectory, but did not preclude them from entering into subversive political milieus, or developing an almost visceral sense of social injustice, sometimes drawing on their own observations:

    All of these dignified ladies and gentlemen are not only, at every single moment, exploiting the misery of others. They are producing it afresh…at the very moment when this lady is dressing for dinner, the people she is living off are starting their night shift, and at the moment when we kiss her delicate hand, because she is complaining of a headache…visits after six o’clock, even to the dying, are forbidden in the third-class hospital. (Horkheimer, 1978: 98, cited in Wiggershaus, 1994: 47–8)

While Fromm had a more orthodox Jewish background, the Horkheimers were considered somewhat conservative, and the Marcuses ‘relatively observant’ (Marcuse, 2004: 249) the Wiesengrunds (Adorno’s family) were more assimilated. His father had converted to Protestantism, and Adorno’s mother was from a Catholic background. Some have argued that the ‘Jewish dimension’ is absolutely central (Kirsch, 2009), and certainly there would be times in the lives of Adorno, Marcuse, and Horkheimer when the religious and cultural dimension came to the fore—both in their own philosophical musings on what it is to be human, and in their personal lives and careers. More important for our purposes is that these writers had a sense of historical specificity which led them to develop Marxist analysis in keeping with contemporary social and political conditions. Adorno wrote in 1956 that he ‘always wanted to try to produce a theory that would be faithful to Marx, Engels and Lenin, while not lagging behind the achievements of the most advanced culture’ (Claussen, 2008: 233). This mix of inspiration and respectful dissatisfaction echoed the work of Lukács, who had a significant influence on the work of the Frankfurt School writers.

FROM MARXISM TO CRITICAL THEORY: GEORG LUKáCS

Georg Lukács (1885–1970) is best known for the 1923 book History and Class Consciousness. His work is framed within a dialectical understanding that posits class conflict as inherent in social progress, with the working class as the historical subject in whose hands the next phase of this progress rested. Lukács explored the material, social, and ontological conditions which appeared to forestall—for now at least—the revolutionary action of the working class.

    Although Lukács held to Marx’s materialist framework, where human productive life is seen as the building block of the social world, this relationship is not seen in a mechanical, deterministic way. As Marx would have it: ‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past’ (Marx, 2008 [1852]: 16). Lukács’ theoretical move was to propose a theory of mediation (Aronowitz, 1990: 56) which would explain why the consciousness of the working class did not correspond to their material conditions—that is, why their impoverishment, exploitation, and alienation had not led to true revolutionary consciousness. This theoretical move rests largely on the concept of reification. Reification describes a situation where people relate to each other not as active and autonomous individuals but as things—things whose destiny lies in the hands of a power beyond themselves. At the same time, concepts which are in fact socially constructed come to dominate individuals and their social lives. It appears as though the concept—‘the market’, or ‘the economy’ for example—rather than people, is possessed of autonomy and the power to direct the course of social development and the daily lives of human individuals. Lukács’ theory of reification is an elaboration of Marx’s work on commodity fetishism (see previous section) (Lukács, 1974: 93–4). Capitalist social relations, as crystallized in the commodity form, attain a sense of inevitability, a ‘timeless model of human relations in general’ (1974: 94–5). In this understanding, capitalism ‘maps out’ both the institutional elements of the superstructure such as law or the state, and frames the consciousness of the working class itself.

    For Lukács, the proletariat is unable to ‘take note of what is happening before their very eyes’ (Lukács, 1974: 78) because their understanding of reality is partial and distorted; their consciousness is, effectively, false (1974: 50). In Marx’s theory of alienation, the worker is separated both from the product and themselves. Similarly, for Lukács, and interestingly for scholars of work and organization, rationalized systems of production (most notably Taylorism and ‘scientific managment’) had left the worker a ‘passive, deactivated spectator of the production process, and even of his own work in this process’ (Arato, 1972: 97). In a characterization reminiscent of Max Weber’s theory of rationalization, the worker, and by extension the modern individual, is ‘reduced to an isolated particle and fed into an alien system’ (Lukács, 1974: 90). For Lukács, the factory represented a microcosm of society as a whole, a ‘concentrated form of the whole structure of capitalist society’ (1974: 90). While for Lukács and the critical theorists the sphere of consciousness and culture becomes a more important element of analysis, he understood social reality dialectically; the sphere of work and production and the sphere of consciousness must be related to each other as part of the totality of interconnected social relations.

    Believing that Marxism still offered the theoretical framework best suited to a critique of capitalism (a view reinforced by Lukács’ work), but dissatisfied with increasingly ossified and even deformed official Soviet variants, the critical theorists set out to create Marxist theory that could be applied with emancipatory intent to the contemporary capitalist system—one that seemed to have developed a resilience that Marx did not foresee. Frankfurt School Marxism would be in contrast to ‘orthodox base/superstructure theories which, in one form or another and in varying degrees, adopt “modes of analysis” which, explicitly or implicitly, treat the economic “base” and the legal, political, and ideological “superstructure” which “reflect” or “correspond” to it as qualitatively different, more or less enclosed and “regionally’ separated spheres”’ (Meiksins Wood, 1981: 68, cited in Marsden, 1993: 176). The following themes, and a desire to understand the ways in which they relate to each other, would be of particular importance:


Consciousness: how do individuals perceive of the social structure and their position in it?

Alienation: ‘when am I truly myself, that is, not a tool or the product of outside powers or influences, but rather the originator of my acts, thoughts, feelings, values’ (Gorz, 1986–7: 138).

Ideology: how do the ideas of the ruling class become the dominant ideas of capitalist society?

Domination: how are new forms of domination created so that capitalism can persist through social change and challenge?

Rationality: what is the role of reason in capitalist domination?

Culture and everyday life: what role does the ostensibly apolitical sphere of everyday life and popular culture play in maintaining capitalism as a social system?



ANALYTICAL FOUNDATIONS

        The truth is the whole, and the whole is false. (Marcuse, 1960: xiv, cited in Jay, 1984: 208)

The role of critical theory (the term was adopted during the Institute’s period of relocation at New York’s Columbia University from 1934 to 1949) is to demystify mankind’s present situation, to critique society, from production to consumption, from individual to organization, from the standpoint of Marxism for the twentieth century and beyond. In line with Marx’s analysis, critical theory proceeds from a materialist understanding and ‘begins with the idea of the simple exchange of commodities’ (Horkheimer, 2002a [1937]: 226). One key commodity is of course labour power, which is organized as part of a particular system or mode of production. As with Marx and Lukács, the relationships between work processes and the organizational and social frameworks which they exist within and at the same time create (Horkheimer, 2002a [1937]: 212), is a central element in the framework of critical theory. Key to understanding the work of the Frankfurt School is an appreciation that although their work proceeds from (Marx’s) political economy, it seeks to relate material fundamentals to the entirety of life in contemporary society:

    The Marxist categories of class, exploitation, surplus value, profit, pauperization, and breakdown are elements in a conceptual whole, and the meaning of this whole is to be sought not in the preservation of contemporary society but in its transformation into the right kind of society. (Horkheimer, 2002a [1937]: 218)

While capital’s logic appears to map out social life, is not to be understood in economically determinist terms; that is, productive life is part of culture, everyday life and consciousness, and no element is effectively prior to the other. For the Frankfurt School, the relationship between the realms of culture and consciousness, and the economic rationality of commodity capitalism, was fundamentally one of tension, since they viewed capitalism as inimical to human flourishing and therefore irrational. Mass culture and the experience of everyday life are understood not simply as proof of the triumph of capitalism, but as expressive of the fundamental contradictions between what human society in late modernity is capable of, and the continuing social injustices on which the current economic and political organization depends. In this analysis, the increasingly industrialized cultural realm serves as a veil for this contradiction—popular culture as systematized and unquestioning, but divertingly so.

    Like Marx and Lukács, the Frankfurt School writers on whom the present chapter focuses adopt the concept of totality as a way of understanding the social world. They attempt to provide the ‘“big picture” that portrays the fundamental outlines of socio-economic development and the ways in which the vicissitudes of capitalism structure social life and can in turn be replaced by a socialist society’ (Kellner, 1989: 48). This did not mean that critical theory would deal only in abstractions or metaphysics. Quite the contrary, critical theory seeks to uncover the ‘universal in the particular’ (Bottomore, 2002: 23). What this means is that nothing is the way it is by accident. From the structure of organizations to the posters displayed in their corridors (Bertram, 2007: 8), from the nature of academic research to the hidden functions of the modern family, everything can be seen as characterized by its role (material or ideological) as part of the socio-cultural system of capitalism. Horkheimer’s analysis in ‘Authority and the Family’ is a case in point:

    The totality of relationships in the present age, the universal web of things, was strengthened and stabilized by one particular element, namely, authority, and the process of strengthening and stabilization went on essentially at the particular, concrete level of the family. (2002b: 128)

Critical theory argues that we should not take anything for granted. We should not assume that social and organizational realities are just neutral expressions of the proper functioning of society, we should not accept that ‘life’s-like-that’ (Adorno, 2005: 73). Indeed, the position of the theorist in relation to social and organizational structures is highlighted by Horkheimer’s distinction between ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’ (2002a [1937]). Here, the claims to objectivity of mainstream science (social and otherwise) come up against the situatedness of theorists and their theories within a social whole—a situatedness of which we tend not to be explicitly conscious. Institutions and systems of thought are not ‘naturally occurring’ phenomena, as ‘traditional theory’ might have it, rather, they are socially constructed, and the theorist should be aware of this.

THE CRITIQUE OF THE CONSUMER SOCIETY

As fascism descended on Germany during the 1930s, the sense of the individual as existing within a system of total (and barbaric) domination became ever more acute. Being a Jewish Marxist clearly placed one at great risk, and the key members of the Institute left Germany first for destinations across Europe, and then the US, where they continued to focus on the fate of the modern individual under capitalism. For Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse, even capitalism in its most ‘democratic’ form, as exemplified by the US, represented a ‘total system of production’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997: xii) where individual life is matched against, and programmed by, the needs of advanced capitalism. The Enlightenment (and in many senses Marxian) dream of a society rationally organized for the benefit of all, had been eclipsed, with reason itself increasingly operative only in terms of efficiency or science; both in the service of capital. The administration of society by an elite comprised of interlinked political, economic, and technocratic interests is not contested by the population as a whole, because this apparatus ‘provides for [them] as never before’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1944]: xiv) in terms of material comfort and psychological diversion. Given the ‘ideological curtain’ (1997 [1944]: xv) which veils this state of affairs, domination is not contested because it is not perceived or experienced as domination.

    The critical theorists argued that for the modern individual, society as it presently exists—comfortable for some, but replete with injustice and unhappiness for many—is taken as given, experienced and understood as the natural state of affairs. In fact, in an era where ‘the flood of detailed information and candy-floss entertainment simultaneously instructs and stultifies mankind’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1944]: xv), the domination of administered capitalism is experienced as the highest state of social and existential development—life, in the final instance, is as good as it gets. Here one can see continuity with Lukácsian concepts of false consciousness and reification. For the critical theorists, the rationality of the commodity form once again appears to frame individual consciousness itself: ‘If the standard structure of society is the exchange form, its rationality constitutes people: what they think they are, is secondary’ (Adorno, 1998: 248).

    Although Adorno and Horkheimer rarely referred to Marx’s analysis of alienated labour directly (Jay, 1996: 75), the theme of alienation more broadly suffuses critical theory (Burrell & Morgan, 1979: 298). In a world of increasingly total administration, any real sense of social connectedness is lost, and what sense of membership of a social whole exists is manufactured by capitalism itself. The primitive myths of the past—including religion—were, according to the critical theorists, increasingly irrelevant, but this already mediated sense of collective consciousness had been replaced by the idols of mass consumerism (Löwenthal, 1961) and by what they called the culture industry. Developing a focus on everyday life that was pioneered almost contemporaneously by other influential neo-Marxists such as Antonio Gramsci, critical theory draws analytical links between seemingly mundane cultural experiences and the economic and ideological structures of modern capitalism. Here, Adorno and Horkheimer are writing on the experience of listening to the radio:

    By circling them, by enveloping them as inherent in the musical phenomena—and turning them as listeners into participants, it contributes ideologically to the integration which modern society never tires of achieving in reality…It creates an illusion of immediacy in a totally mediated world, of proximity between strangers, the warmth of those who come to feel a chill of unmitigated struggle of all against all. (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1973: 56, cited in Bull, 2004: 254)

Discussion of the seemingly mundane, everyday experience can be transformed into analysis of the system of capitalist domination as a whole—the universal in the particular, once again.

    As with Lukács, there is a notable Weberian element in critical theory. Horkheimer and Adorno posit a ‘dialectic of enlightenment’ where an increasingly rational or, more accurately, ‘administered’ society is shot through with various forms of myth. While the modern individual exists inside an iron cage of bureaucracy and administration (Weber, 1993: 113), from family life to work in the organization, the sense of the heroic individual, of triumph of the will, is maintained through the mechanized asininity of popular culture. The preprogrammed reality of life in advanced capitalism continues to be obscured from view. And so one feels that ‘it could be you’ who holds the winning ticket to riches or fame (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1944]: 145). The Hollywood hero, the exhausted everyman who saves the day, reminds us that life is hard, ‘but just because of that so wonderful and so healthy’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1944]: 151).

    The apparently polar elements of life in modernity—work and leisure—are merely different, in fact not that different, after-images of ‘the huge economic machinery which has always sustained the masses, whether at work or at leisure, which is akin to work’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1944]: 127). The term ‘leisure industry’, now in common usage, takes on a retrospective irony here; the critical theorists argue that the distinction between work and leisure is illusory, since both are profit oriented, characterized by standardization, and require conformity in patterns of behaviour. Maintaining a focus on the interrelationships between work and production on the one hand, and consumption and leisure on the other, Marcuse argued that the economic success of the consumer society rested on the creation of false needs—primarily the need to consume the tawdry products on offer, no matter how unnecessary: ‘Most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have fun, to behave and consume in accordance with the advertisements, to love and hate what others love and hate, belong to this category of false needs’ (Marcuse, 1986 [1964]: 126). The issue of who decides which needs are true and which false has been a matter of debate (see Granter, 2009: 81), and ultimately it may be ‘still the dictum of the philosopher’ (Marcuse, 1986 [1964]: 126), but Marcuse and his colleagues would argue that ‘freedom from toil is preferable to toil, and an intelligent life is preferable to a stupid life’ (Marcuse, 1986 [1964]: 126). As such, needs which necessitate the suspension of one’s critical faculties, and are implicated in the commitment to work in order to consume, are false, since they are needs which ultimately serve the needs of capital rather than the needs of the individual: freedom, happiness, and self-expression.

    In the work organization, an increasingly mechanized and efficient system is given a veneer of sociality through ‘[t]‌he promotion of a friendly atmosphere as advised by management experts and adopted by every factory to increase output’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1944]: 151). In the world of the pseudo-individual we are all ‘special’ and ‘valued’; members of a team, yes, but special nonetheless. The sporting analogy is not lost on Adorno and Horkheimer (1997 [1944]: 165) who note the informality of the most modern and forward thinking workplaces; the sense of ‘good fellowship of the sporting community’ masking the reality of (at best) competition, and, more accurately, interchangeability and standardization.

    For Marcuse, the standardization of life in the work organization and society as a whole is masked not only by the more obvious myth-making of the culture industries, but by the degradation of language into little more than a series of buzz words; what Marcuse calls the ‘functionalization of language’ (Marcuse, 1986 [1964]: 86). Sentences and phrases are ‘abridged and condensed in such a way that no tension, no “space” is left between the parts of the sentence. This linguistic form militates against meaning’ (1986 [1964]: 86). Marcuse gives examples such as ‘harmless fallout’ and ‘clean bomb’—the contemporary equivalents to this might be ‘friendly fire’ or ‘smart bomb’. As these terms (the more (oxy)moronic the better) are repeated, the less meaning they have, and the more useful they are, serving the function of masking the tensions in, and often unsavoury nature of, reality more effectively. Marcuse also notes the tendency of this linguistic closing off to operate in the political sphere, and readers can choose their own contemporary examples from a range of phrases such as ‘tough choices’, ‘free market’, ‘in this together’, and ‘supporting people into employment’. In the context of the workplace one might add ‘put support structures in place’, ‘adding value’, or ‘passionate about’—phrases which, mantra-like, mean nothing, but signify a great deal, and must be repeated as part of working life’s ‘constant initiation rite’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1944]: 153).

    Although the discussion may appear to have strayed far from the writings of Marx himself, analyses such as these can be seen as an attempt to examine further his conviction that ‘the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas’ (Marx, 1970 [1845], cited in Garland & Harper, 2012: 414). In this respect, the work of the Frankfurt School is particularly effective as ideology critique. Faced with a one-dimensional society (Marcuse, 1986 [1964]) where that which is taken as that which should be, the critical theorists sought to understand how ideological domination had advanced to the point where ‘the deceived masses are today captivated by the myth of success even more than the successful are’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1997 [1964]: 134). It has already been noted that the realm of ideas, of consciousness and consumption, is always understood in the writings of the Frankfurt School in relation to the sphere of labour—as part of a totality of human relations. Marcuse emphasizes the ‘place of labour in the totality of human existence. In its broadest and most primordial sense labour is grounded in the mode of being human as historical being’ (Marcuse, 1973 [1933]: 29).

    Marcuse’s writing on work and labour is the most explicit and extensive among the critical theorists. In Eros and Civilization (1987), published in 1955, he focuses on the instinctual drives behind what has come to be known as the work ethic, which he conceptualized as the ‘performance principle’, and argues that although humans possess an instinctual, almost libidinal drive towards pleasure, this has been repressed by modern society’s apparent need for disciplined work. Influenced not only by Freud but also by Schiller’s aesthetics, and Fourier’s utopian musings on the nature of work in industrial society, Marcuse argues that technological advance and the automation of production has made it possible for work to take much less of an onerous position in people’s lives. We should aim, according to Marcuse, to make work into an activity more reminiscent of play than toil.

FREUD AND THE SEARCH FOR A CRITICAL STANDPOINT

In light of its title—a nod to Freud’s Civilization and its Discontents (1975 [1929])—the influence of Freud on Eros and Civilization is clear. Freud had argued that the rise of modern society was predicated on the repression of humans’ instincts for pleasure, since these were inimical to the principles of restraint, methodical work, and monogamous reproduction (Kellner, 1984: 157) which form the cornerstones of ‘civilized’ cultures. Adopting either a creative or a contradictory approach, depending on one’s viewpoint, Marcuse takes from Freud the concept of an instinctual dimension to human behaviour and ontology, but rejects Freud’s view that this dimension must be repressed. Marcuse argues that while circumstances of underdevelopment and material scarcity might make repression necessary, as Freud had discussed, under present conditions of socio-technical development, work processes, and our social relations more generally, could be transformed into an ‘aesthetic-erotic environment’ (Kellner, 1984: 161). Marcuse’s key work on Freud, like much of his later writing, has a decidedly utopian air—involving as it does both an appeal to the inner utopia of fantasy and untrammelled instinctual yearning, and a call for the total transformation of contemporary social and cultural norms and structures. In analytical terms, the use of Freud serves a more heuristic purpose, in that it allows the concept of domination to be better operationalized for the purposes of the wider Frankfurt critique. For Marcuse, domination may have its origins in the technical division of labour and the administration of society—something which can be analysed in Marxian and Weberian terms—but a Freudian social psychology could ‘explain the internalization of domination and provide insights that could lead to its subversion and diminution’ (Kellner, 1984: 166).

    Erich Fromm, an early member of the Frankfurt School until a parting of the ways in 1939, was known best for his for work on Freud. Fromm’s writing went through different stages and was related to various academic disputes with his former colleagues. Freud’s insights were also significant to the work of Adorno and Horkheimer. They were able to appeal to psychoanalytical concepts as providing firmer grounding for a sense of humankind’s essential nature than that contained in, for example, Marx’s anthropological discussions in the ‘Paris Manuscripts’ (1972). The Frankfurt School relationship to the concept of human essence was extremely complex, and in the case of Adorno and Horkheimer their efforts to pin it down were a central part of their own writing and correspondence, where their search for the foundations of the good and the true in human existence included speculations utilizing Freudian psychology. Their masterwork, Dialectic of Enlightenment (1997 [1944]) had characteristically pursued the dichotomy between internal and external nature, and like Marcuse, Adorno and Horkheimer focused on the particularly modern form of domination where ‘the reification of external nature and the reification of internal nature mutually entail one another’ (Whitebook, 1999: 289).

    For the Frankfurt School writers, the status of instinctual, internal nature as a basis for critique was never quite resolved. While they sought a truly rational standpoint, a counterpoint from which to criticize the instrumentalist pseudo-rationality of administered society, there was always an aura of uncertainty around the appeal to some sophisticated version of ‘human nature’. Their commitment to materialism never wavered, and so the economic base, the world of work and organizations, tended to be seen as the ordinate factor in social life. Appeals to inner nature seemingly contradict this approach, but it could be said that one of the strengths of critical theory was its attempt to add a ‘depth dimension’ that Marx—the master of the material—never supplied. In the end, a position of ‘negativity’ was the most comfortable one for Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse. In Marcuse’s work, this took the form of the ‘great refusal’, the total rejection of a cultural and social constellation where domination of both internal and external nature had become almost total itself. For Adorno, freedom could only ever be defined in negative terms, since it ‘always corresponded to specific forms of unfreedom’ (Macey, 2000: 4). Adorno’s ambition to reflect negative reality through the lens of critique, thereby revealing the possibilities for its transcendence, could never be fulfilled in any truly programmatic way, which partly explains his extensive use of the aphorism as a means of social and cultural critique. The search for freedom was destined to proceed not through Archimedean revelation, but through the theoretician’s ongoing and always transitory search for the ‘flash of light between the poles of something long past, something grown all but unrecognizable, and which some day might come to be’ (Adorno, 2007 [1966]: 229, cited in Wiggershaus, 1994: 607).

FROM CRITICAL THEORY TO CRITICAL MANAGEMENT STUDIES

In 1950 the Institute for Social Research had returned from New York to Frankfurt, and by the 1960s had become, under the stewardship of Horkheimer and Adorno, an important institution in the academic and public sphere of post-war West Germany. The critical theorists are often, of necessity, lumped together in accounts of their work, but intellectual biographies and discussions of their correspondence (see for example Claussen, 2008; Kirsch, 2009; Wheatland, 2009; Wiggershaus, 1994) show that they were immune neither to the financial precariousness of the academic career, nor to its familiar personal jealousies and disputes. The fact that Marcuse remained in the US is perhaps related to these factors. In the US, Marcuse’s broad but radical style of critique in works such as One Dimensional Man (originally published in 1964) appealed to a new generation of radicals who coalesced most visibly around the student movement. The work of Horkheimer and Adorno had also played a role in inspiring and providing analytical frameworks for protest and social movements, particularly in Germany.

    Marcuse made several high-profile appearances as the ‘celebrated mentor of the New Left’ (Wiggershaus, 1994: 615, 622) in Germany from 1967, but Horkheimer’s and particularly Adorno’s relationship with the student movement was more difficult. As universities across the Western world erupted in protest around issues such as the Vietnam War, civil rights, and academic freedom, the critical theorists who had returned to Frankfurt found themselves caught up in a number of misunderstandings, misreading, and institutional dilemmas. These culminated in Adorno calling the police in the mistaken belief that a group of students had ‘occupied’ rooms in the Institute in January 1969. On 6 August such matters were eclipsed by the death of Adorno while on holiday in Switzerland. As the decade ended, the radical tide of the 1960s began to recede—partly due to its success in gaining some institutional, cultural, and political changes, and partly, perhaps, due to an inevitable decline in momentum. As students became writers and academics themselves, the radical spirit of the late 1960s found new pathways for expression.

    It was apparent by the late 1970s that the latter part of the 1960s had been something of a high tide for counter-hegemonic activism, and that a ‘new sensibility’ had failed to emerge from the exuberance of the counterculture. More recently, some have even argued that rather than posing a threat to capitalism, the ‘new spirit’ of informality and rebellion ushered in by the 1960s has in fact served to re-energise the whole enterprise (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2007). Still, scholars of society and organization have continued to seek out critical perspectives. Appropriately enough, given the assertion of the Frankfurt Theorists that intellectuals themselves could serve as the vanguard for social change (Horkheimer, 2002a [1937]: 214), some in the field of organizational theory began to outline an analytical programme that shared the emancipatory ideals and commitment to adapting the insights of Marx, which had inspired the work of the Frankfurt School.

    Benson, in his 1977 piece ‘Organizations: A Dialectical View’, sought to steer organization studies away from positivist analyses (that is, traditional theory). Positivist approaches tend to take the status quo as given, rather than something in need of radical transformation (Benson, 1977: 1). Although the term has wider meanings both for the Frankfurt School and in the philosophy of the social sciences, it is the distinction between the non-critical and the critical which is important here. In Benson’s work, and elsewhere, central dimensions of critical theory were called into play, namely ‘social construction/production, totality, contradiction, praxis’ (Benson, 1977: 2). Organizations are seen, not in morphological terms as distinct from the social world as a whole, but as emerging from the same human interactions which Marx saw shaping the social structure. They are elements in the social totality where work and everyday life are inextricably connected. Thus, organizations cannot be analysed in isolation from the dynamic interplay of conflicts and contradictions which characterize wider social processes and phenomena. Organizations are affected by these same contradictions; be they class-based, between competing ethnic groups, or perhaps between ideological tendencies at the level of the state. State-funded health service organizations, for example, may be subject to the imperative of cost-cutting during periods of fiscal crisis, while at the same time being under ideological and cultural pressure to maintain their status as part of a socialized service, or at least be seen as such. These contradictions change over time, hence critical theory’s commitment to situating social analysis within an awareness of social change (Horkheimer, 2002a [1937]: 217). Benson’s final dimension, praxis—critical practice, in simpler terms—marks him off as one of a number of writers whose commitment goes beyond organizational analysis as an academic enterprise, and into the realm of emancipatory intent; we recall the words of Horkheimer (2002a [1937]: 229): ‘The issue, however, is not simply the theory of emancipation; it is the practice of it as well’.

    Burrell and Morgan’s Sociological Paradigms and Organizational Analysis, published in 1979, provided a critical survey of the intersections between social and organizational theory, and introduced many scholars to Frankfurt School critical theory in the process. By the mid-1980s, critical scholars of organization were increasingly explicit in their explorations of the potential of critical theory both in terms of methodological and epistemological frameworks, and of the Frankfurt School’s substantive critiques of work and organization under capitalism. Neimark and Tinker (1987) illustrate the use of Adorno’s theory of ‘identity thinking’ (Adorno, 2005: 74) in unmasking the ideological forces behind organizational behaviour, which also underlie much mainstream writing on organization and management. According to this theory, identity thinking incorrectly assumes that the object (the thing being studied) directly equates to its concept as understood by the prevailing modes of thought: ‘Identity thinking collapses the diverse characteristics, attributes and circumstances that make “real” phenomena unique into general definitions and unitary systems of concepts’ (Neimark & Tinker, 1987: 663).

    According to Neimark and Tinker, the complexity of organizational and social life is masked and conflicts, tensions, and power relations are left out of the picture. One example of identity thinking might be the unquestioningly positive attitude towards efficiency on the part of both managers themselves and mainstream theorists of organization (Neimark & Tinker, 1987: 666). While efficiency as a concept in its own right has many positive connotations, looked at critically it could be suggested that in capitalist societies ‘efficient’ actually means ‘profitable’, and is often associated (in reality if not rhetorically) with privatization, reductions in service quality to the already disadvantaged, staff cuts, work intensification, and outsourcing to parts of the world with lower wages and little history of labour organization. While efficiency is affirmed as the goal to be pursued, the costs to working conditions, safety, and social cohesion are simply excluded from the discussion; they ‘hide behind’ a concept which, all things being equal, is hard to argue with. Crucially, non-identity thinking, like all critical theory, argues that things are far from equal, and that the ways of presenting concepts which tend to be dominant and remain unquestioned, are the ways that best serve the interests of power.

    Referencing Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse, Shrivastava (1986) also depicts mainstream views of organizational behaviour as serving the interests of those who control organizations. While Neimark and Tinker focused on transaction cost theory, Shrivastava looks upon corporate strategy as a legitimating discourse for actions taken by the managers and executives who control organizations. Nodding towards the fact that much writing on strategy is heavily voluntaristic, Shrivastava argues that research and writing on the subject revolves around the ‘universalization of sectional interests’; that which is good for the corporation and its shareholders is good for society. It also tends to play down or deny contradictions and conflicts, and idealizes the goals of those already in power (again efficiency/profitability is an example), and finally naturalizes the status quo (Shrivastava, 1986: 367). Mainstream writing on management and organization is depicted in these accounts as counter to Horkheimer and Adorno’s assertions that we should never assume that knowledge is neutral, and that we should always place theories, indeed the theorist, in their actual social context.

    Alvesson, writing in 1985, was explicit in his view that critical organization theory was in the first instance ‘Frankfurt-inspired’ (1985: 117). In keeping with this perspective, the position of the individual in relation to the social structure remained a central concern, with organizations featuring as a focal point—the point where individuals come together as subjects whose organizational interactions are part of the dialectical process of creating the social structure in turn. Referring back to Benson’s four principles of dialectical analysis, Alvesson argues for a focus on the organization as the point at which social contradictions meet; something of a microcosm of the social totality—a site of special sociological interest, if you will. Alvesson’s critique centres on the organization as exemplar of the technological rationality that increasingly comes to dominate social life in late modernity. Taking his cue from the Frankfurt School, Alvesson sees this rationality as far from objective. Rather, it serves primarily the priorities of the economic elite, and is antithetical to the interests of workers in organizations, and indeed to society as a whole. As it attains the status of a dominant ideology, technological rationality freezes out the critical voices of the dispossessed, even as, in organizations in particular, it increases levels of exploitation and unhappiness.

    Technological rationality is above all economic in character, it is argued. This economic rationality (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992: 458) leads to an ever-increasing drive for organizational efficiency, whatever the cost to workers and society. In organizations, working life becomes more stressful, and health and family life suffer (Alvesson, 1987: 231). More widely, environmental concerns are relegated to the status of ‘externality’. As economic rationality encroaches on the previously socialized sector, those who rely on the welfare state, for example, are at increasing risk of harm. Take the case of Mid Staffordshire hospital in the English Midlands. In this instance, a drive to meet financial and other efficiency targets led managers to neglect the actual needs of patients, resulting in hundreds of unnecessary deaths (Commission for Healthcare Audit and Inspection, 2009). The list of organizations where a blind commitment to efficiency targets has led to social harm is of course, more extensive (see for example the discussion in Ordonez et al., 2009).

    Increasingly, critical scholars of organization have focused on organizational culture as a site where the contradictions between technological rationality and real human needs are managed. As capitalism evolved beyond the overtly hierarchical form of the high industrialism of the mid-twentieth century, so did managerial ideologies. Traditional conceptions of authority have given way (Alvesson, 1987: 190); in organizations, one now finds a sense of functional authority which can be legitimized as serving the wider needs of the organization while at the same time taking employees into account as valued ‘team members’. Dissent within organizations can be sublimated through creating a sense of worker autonomy, or if serious enough, couched as irrational and selfish in that it is counter to the interests, not to mention the ‘culture’, of the ‘team’.

    Many organizations now seek to characterize themselves, both internally and externally, as committed to employee development and voice, to ethical practices, and to being a ‘great place to work’—indeed, this line is both accepted and reinforced by much mainstream writing and research on organizations and management. Critical scholars of management and organization, however, maintain that the underlying logic of capitalism and organizations remains the same as ever. That being so, technocratic rationality continues to dominate, and the characterization of organizations as democratic communities of fulfilled individuals could be viewed as sophisticated image management at best, or propaganda at worst.

    Building on the work of scholars such as Burrell and Morgan, Alvesson, Benson, and others, as well as referring directly to the critical theory tradition, researchers continued throughout the 1990s to place corporate culture and ideology under the lens of critical analysis. By the last decade of the twentieth century, ‘critical management studies’ had begun to emerge as a field in its own right, with the publication of Critical Management Studies (Alvesson, 1992) and Making Sense of Management (Alvesson, 1996). The later publication of Studying Management Critically (Alvesson, 2003) served as a further milestone in the coalescence of scholars from a diversity of disciplinary areas, but all holding to the notion of organization studies as critical, rather than accepting, of the status quo.

    The first generation of the Frankfurt School were not the essential touchstone for all, with their most notable ‘inheritor’ Jürgen Habermas increasingly the reference point of choice. The influence of the original Frankfurt School thinkers on Habermas is a matter of record—Habermas was born in 1929, and his post-doctoral studies were undertaken at the Institute of Social Research in Frankfurt (1956–9) where he worked with Horkheimer and Adorno. Somewhat predictably perhaps, it is also a matter of some debate. Certainly, Habermas has always shared the emancipatory impulse, expressed through theoretical erudition, that is critical theory’s calling card, but in many respects Habermas’s work marks a departure from that of Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse. A departure, and, some would argue, an advance. Habermas proposes that the ‘first generation’ critical theorists, with their thoroughgoing critique of post-enlightenment pseudo-rationality, run the risk of undermining the possibility of critique tout court. How, he wondered, were ‘the first generation…able to step outside of the totality of repressive relations in order to be able to criticize those relations’ (Thompson, 2013: 4)? Habermas’s oeuvre has largely been dedicated to establishing foundations for a critical standpoint in a way that Adorno, Marcuse, and Horkheimer never quite managed. His concepts of ‘lifeworld and system’—outlined in volume two of The Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas, 1987)—offer a way of understanding the relationship between individual and organizational life which provides useful material to contemporary scholars of organization and society, and is complemented by his even more influential work on communicative rationality. Habermas’s work on ‘universal pragmatics’ is part of his attempt to outline strategies towards achieving a society based on rationally contested norms, with notions of unrestricted communication and ‘discourse ethics’ offering a framework for guiding this contestation. Habermas’s significance as an individual scholar is such that a proper consideration of his work is beyond the scope of the present chapter, but interested readers may refer to Rasche and Scherer’s piece in this volume as a sensible starting point (see Chapter 8).

    The legacy of the Frankfurt School has also become intertwined with that of Michel Foucault. In contrast to Habermas, Foucault would hardly be seen as working in the Frankfurt tradition; his position on the status of knowledge and the status of the subject are distinctive, and the relationship between productive forces and historical development is less explicitly expressed in his work. Still, some argue that his work owes much to both Marx (Marsden, 1993; Olsen, 2004) and the Frankfurt School, and Foucault himself noted this in a lecture in 1983 (McCarthy, 1990: 451). There is a shared focus on the fate of the individual under frameworks of meaning conditioned by post-Enlightenment ‘rationality’, in both Foucault and critical theory, and while the materialism of Marx is not always front and centre in Foucault’s work, its significance should not be dismissed entirely. Importantly, Foucault and the Frankfurt school shared an interest in social control. Although there are very significant differences in their handling of the subject, both suspect stated organizational and social aims such as ‘efficiency’ or ‘progress’ of masking the continued evolution of control and domination.

    The study of control and resistance is a key plank in the critical management studies project—although much work in the area has taken a Foucauldian turn, writers such as Fleming (2009) continue to rework the Frankfurt Critique in effective and innovative ways. In the era of the digital economy and its associations with youth and individuality, increasing numbers of companies seek to characterize themselves as democratic utopias by allowing employees to display clothing and behaviours that over the decades have attained a vague sense of rebelliousness—tattoos, colourful dyed hair, etc.—but in reality have long since slipped beyond even the realm of radical chic. Rebelliousness itself is welcomed, the figure of the maverick attains hero-like status in business literature, as long as maverick behaviour extends only so far as ‘creating an innovative way of improving the customer experience’, or the like. Drawing on the work of Marcuse, Adorno, and others, Fleming sees the corporation exercising a double move in relation to non-working life; seeking to defuse its potential oppositionality by co-optation, but also drawing in its truly creative and inspirational elements so that they can be commodified as quickly as possible. Fleming examines the phenomenon of ‘simulated authenticity’ in organizations. With the archetypal post-industrial workplace, the call centre, as his empirical reference point, Fleming depicts corporate exhortations to employees to ‘just be yourself’ as a multidirectional (and insidious) move by capital in pursuit of profit, rather than some eruption of corporate counterculture. Companies create a sense of freedom, informality, and individuality that may be positive to morale at some level, if only by masking the continued existence of hierarchy and inequality. One comes across UK digital media companies who attempt to create a sense of workplace democracy by allowing employees to vote on each other’s pay progression. And yet traditional ownership structures and ultimate directorial control impart a more familiar flavour, not to mention opacity, to proceedings. In these settings, happiness at work is seen as important, and one method of measuring levels of happiness in the organization is to have employees place a ball in one of two buckets as they leave work—one for ‘happy’ and one for ‘unhappy’ (Kjerulf, 2011).

    In the digital age then, it’s not difficult to stumble across examples of this sort of attempt to integrate individuality with corporate culture in the most productive ways possible. As online retailer Zappos’ website notes: ‘When you combine a little weirdness with making sure everyone is also having fun at work, it ends up being a win-win for everyone: Employees are more engaged in the work that they do, and the company as a whole becomes more innovative’. But weirdness is OK only up to a point: ‘We’re not looking for crazy or extreme weirdness though. We want just a touch of weirdness to make life more interesting and fun for everyone. We want the company to have a unique and memorable personality’ (Zappos, n.d.). Putting to one side the notion that a company can have a personality, one finds that in the new frontier of corporate freedom and authenticity, there are limits to both. Zappos is also part of the trend of companies encouraging happiness at work. This is to be encouraged partly through creating the sense of the company as ‘family’, an element of corporate culture examined by Casey (1995: 193):

    The family metaphor—that is, the bourgeois family—is the everyday shopfloor organizing principle. It is the family that ensures that everyday organizational procedures are adhered to, that authority is obeyed, and that people carry out their assigned tasks.

It is possible to see parallels with Horkheimer’s much earlier analysis in his ‘Authority and the Family’ (2002b [1949]), where the bourgeois family is posited as a key functional element in the development of modern systems of corporate and political authority.

    In the happy, familial yet dynamic and innovative new corporate culture, cynicism is seen as a weakness (Fleming, 2009: 30), the ghost at the feast, or rather, at the family dinner table. There are clear parallels here with Adorno’s ‘constant initiation rite’, and of Marcuse’s sense of language closing off the possibilities of critique. This evolving grammar of ersatz conviviality has an aesthetic and affectual dynamic akin to kitsch; ‘When the heart speaks, the mind finds it indecent to object. In the realm of kitsch, the dictatorship of the heart reigns supreme’ (Kundera, 1984, cited in Linstead, 2002: 665).

THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL IS DEAD: CRITICAL THEORY AND ITS DISCONTENTS

New corporate ideologies are far from total in their effectiveness; it may be more of a case of ‘seeing through and obeying’ (Bernstein, 1991: 12) than sincerely ‘buying in’. For some critics however, some of them on the political left, critical theory is simply too ready to place ordinary people in the role of dupe—a passive victim of cultural manipulation. Mica Nava, for example, argued that contrary to the apparently dismissive analyses of the Frankfurt School, people in the consumer society are as much active subjects as they are passive conformists (Nava, 1991: 157). In a similar vein, Bottomore, one of the Frankfurt School’s most strident critics, saw the concept of capitalism as a dominant ideology as overplayed, and argued that critical theory failed to take account of the ‘changing balance between acquiescence and dissent’ in society (Bottomore, 2002: 47). Bottomore has in mind the intermittent but significant struggles between the forces of capital and labour that were widespread in Europe from the Second World War, and which at times intersected with the development of mainstream political parties. This is perhaps related to the lack of empirical rigour with which the members of the Frankfurt School approached social analysis, according to Bottomore (2002: 39–41).

    Bottomore has argued that the Frankfurt School ignored not only history but ‘largely ignored economic analysis’ as well (2002: 73). More recently, Hassard et al., referencing Bottomore’s foregoing assertion in passing, claim that Adorno and Marcuse have been critical of theories which privilege ‘production over other forms of actions and interaction’ (Best, 1995: 72, cited in Hassard, Hogan, & Rawlinson, 2001: 354). While technically true in the sense that the Frankfurt School writers sought to emphasize the interconnectedness of different social spheres, this comment could be taken to imply that critical theorists play down the importance of work and production in their writings. The Frankfurt School have also been criticized for their neglect of class and class conflict (Bottomore, 2002: 75–6), which was seen by some as both as an unforgivable diversion from Marxist fundamentals and as out of step with the industrial and social conflicts of the 1970s and 1980s.

    It is beyond the scope of the current chapter to respond to these criticisms in detail, but it is possible to outline some possible counterpoints. In the case of the Frankfurt School’s characterization of a totally administered society of mass consumption, even sympathetic writers such as Kellner have conceded that their descriptions can sometimes come across as ‘monolithic and puritanical’ (1989: 159). As members of a bourgeois intellectual elite, Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse can themselves be situated in a social context that may explain some of their apparent intellectualism (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992: 438). Further, the fact that they were writing in the era of the gulag, Nazism, and McCarthyism (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992: 440) may explain some of their more hyperbolic characterizations. It is the overall aims of critical theory, however, which most clearly relate to their apparent overstatement of social and cultural control. Their descriptions of the administered society can be viewed as sharing the rhetorical drive, indeed purposes, of Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto. Just as the spectre haunting Europe (Marx & Engels, 1996 [1848]: 2) was used as a rhetorical device rather than a description of supernatural occurrences in London and Paris, so the Frankfurt diagnoses of one dimensionality should be seen more as a statement of political opposition based on prevailing tendencies in society than as a description of social life in its every instance. The critical theorists were mindful that since capitalism had succeeded in achieving a position of dominance in every realm of existence to some extent, an analysis that accounted for the full extent of this dominance would have the most critical force. This view is partially borne out by the fact that Marcuse in particular became a figurehead for radical movements across Europe and North America in the 1960s and 1970s. Indeed, Marcuse had seen the radical potential of various radical social groups in his lifetime, and so clearly did not see dissent and resistance as totally absent. For their part, Marcuse and his colleagues could note that the role of the philosopher had always been to subject reality to critical judgement—in whichever way that they saw fit (Marcuse, 1986 [1964]: 126).

    The claims that critical theory fails to ground itself in empirical research, particularly in terms of economics, is open to question. The essence of the criticism, as proposed in particular by Marxists such as Bottomore, is related to the notion that Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse rejected the Marxist idea that capitalism was intrinsically prone to periodic crises driven by its economic structure. As the opening quote of this chapter illustrates, this was not the case. Where the critical theorists did differ from more orthodox Marxian analyses was in their understanding of capital’s ability to manage and survive its crises. In the light of historical developments in the past 30 years, their more nuanced take on capitalism’s contradictions has fared rather better than those which saw the tide turning against the bourgeoisie, locked in battle with a radicalized working class. The Frankfurt School wished to distinguish their perspectives from the economic determinism of orthodox Marxism, which had come to dominate Soviet thinking, with less than positive historical repercussions.

    In more prosaic terms, Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse were not economists (although fellow Institute members such as Friedrich Pollock and Henryk Grossman were), and so worked within the fields (philosophy, sociology, literature, inter alia) in which they were trained and felt most able to express themselves. In terms of empirical research, even Bottomore gives an account of some of the Frankfurt School’s empirical enterprises, although he is quick to note (Bottomore, 2002: 20–1) that these did not always come to fruition. It should be accepted that the critical theorist’s ‘empirical’ programme was less extensive than their more theoretical work, although it could be argued that social theory hardly needs justification as a field alongside others, and within wider disciplines. One might go further and concur with Therborn, who argues that theory is ‘not a separate field or a sub-discipline, a form of research-free armchair thinking, but the guiding compass of empirical investigation’ (2007: 79). Much of the Frankfurt School’s work, although not empirical in the ‘scientific’ sense perhaps, was based on observations and experiences of everyday life in the societies about which they wrote. This distinction did cause friction with collaborators on some empirical projects. For example, Adorno’s unwillingness to accept the quantification of cultural data caused a dispute with eminent social scientist Paul Lazarsfeld in 1939 (Jay, 1996: 222–3). While Lazarsfeld, a fellow émigré and ‘Viennese empiricist’ (Claussen, 2008: 178) had had more time to adapt to the demands of project-based research in the service of government and industry (who called for ‘useable data’ rather than dialectical theory), Adorno spoke disdainfully of his attempts to live the life of a ‘research technician’ (Claussen, 2008: 184).

    The charge that critical theory fails to take account of political economy or the politics (indeed experience) of work and production is hard to sustain. Some commentators mistake the Frankfurt School’s dissatisfaction with Marxist orthodoxy, and their existential disdain for work in capitalist society, for a belief that work is not important as an analytical category. A spin through Horkheimer’s ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’ (often seen as the founding document of Critical Theory) would reveal this to be categorically false, as would a perusal of his ‘Authority and the Family’, which relates the modern family to the development of systems of production and exchange. Indeed, the Frankfurt commitment to work and labour has recently been discussed as a productive companion to labour process theory by Bradley King (2010: 870).

    Similarly, the fact that Adorno and Marcuse in particular observed an integration of the working class into the system of capitalist consumerism does not mean that the category of class was not essential to their analyses. Once again, a reading of the primary texts reveals that although the traditional working class has in empirical reality been successfully dismantled as a focus for political action, this speaks to the success of capital’s ideological machinery, rather than the disappearance of class itself:

    This makes it essential to scrutinize the concept of class closely enough for us to take hold of it and simultaneously change it. Take hold of it, because its basis, the division of society into exploiters and exploited, not only continues unabated, but is increasing in coercion and solidity. Change it, because the oppressed staff today, as predicted by the theory, constitute the overwhelming majority of mankind are unable to experience themselves as a class. (Adorno, 2003: 97)

History has borne out many of the theses of the critical theorists. Global capitalism appears more unassailable now than ever, despite the periodic economic crises which continue to highlight its contradictions. If everyday life in the mass society holds moments of resistance as well as compliance, they have yet to seriously threaten the status quo.

CONCLUSION

Although the Frankfurt School appear in critical organization studies texts less frequently than once they did, it is the case that they still offer useful critical perspectives in both epistemological and sociological terms. Scholars wishing to integrate critical theory into organization studies can draw on a great range of literature—from the primary works of Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse, to the early statements of intent from critical management studies and beyond. Certainly, critical theory is uniquely positioned to take account of the ways in which capitalism evolves, but this potential is currently underexplored.

    Perhaps the key development since the heyday of the Frankfurt School has been the rise of neo-liberalism as an ideologically, politically, and economically dominant variant of capitalism. One can find analyses of the its inherent contradictions, as well as an unmasking of its ideologies and actions as favouring the already powerful and privileged, across a number of fields, from the radical political geography of David Harvey (2007, 2010: 10), to the field of ‘financialization’ and writers such as Bellamy Foster and Magdoff (2009), Martin (2002), Kotz (2009), and others. Neo-liberalism and the rise of finance capital has been accompanied not only by growing poverty and social inequality, but by increased militarization and repression, all of which is anticipated in the Frankfurt critique (see the introductory section to this chapter). The rise of new forms of social control and repression has been charted by Nancy Fraser, who combines to great effect a Marxist inflected understanding of post-Fordist capitalism with a Foucauldian sense of how the needs of the system shape our everyday lives in increasingly invidious ways (Fraser, 2003).

    The hidden dynamics of neo-liberal capitalism are also explored by researchers looking at the intersections of political economy, neo-liberal ideologies, and human rights, including writers such as Naomi Klein (2008) and Watt and Zapeda (2012) whose extraordinary dissection of the effects of neo-liberalism on Mexican society takes ‘demystification’ to a frightening new level. Watt and Zapeda expose a ‘society of rackets’ so pervasive that it might surprise even the most cynical observer. In the UK, writers on social policy such as Alison Pollock (2005) and others have laid bare the ‘plot against the National Health Service’ (Player & Leys, 2011) as state and commercial interests converge to form a hidden circuit in the interests of private gain. Never have Horkheimer and Adorno’s aphoristic notions of ‘murky links’ and a ‘society of rackets’ been more pertinent, it could be argued. Schulte-Bockhold (2006) has drawn on the theory of rackets in his research on organized crime and politics, and there is scope for the further elaboration of what remains one of the Frankfurt School’s unfinished projects (Wiggershaus, 1994: 319).

    In the study of work and organization, many researchers take an epistemological standpoint which is in line with critical theory, although the intellectual reference points often show that the Frankfurt School do not have a monopoly on critical sociology. In their research on changes to the managerial labour process under the pressures of ever increasing drives for efficiency, Hassard et al. quote Mills’s claim that ‘one of the great tasks of social studies today [is] to describe the larger economic and political situation in terms of its meaning for the inner life and external career of the individual’ (Mills, 1953: xx, cited in Hassard, McCann, & Morris, 2009: 43). This task was taken particularly seriously by our critical theorists, and a wider reading of their work among already critically minded scholars of organization can only be encouraged.

    All of this scholarly work is certainly a form of critical social theory, clearly aimed at explaining how things ‘don’t just happen’. There is scope however, for a more extensive and explicit role for critical theory in the analysis of global neo-liberal hegemony and indeed across a range of issues, from public policy to working life. These critical social and organizational issues are being approached from the perspective of critical theory to some extent, and such perspectives may yet grow in profile and impact within the field of organization studies.

    For those who wish to gear their scholarship towards social justice and freedom, who believe the mechanics of domination are played out both in organizations and in so-called everyday life, and who in fact see little separation between the two in the final analysis, the attractions of critical theory are clear. They will find in critical theory an understanding of the world where the organization is not isolated but is part of a social whole, with all the ideological, economic, cultural, political, and historical conflicts that implies. In an era where organizational culture is something to be deliberately calibrated, monitored, and constructed, the analysis of the place of organizations in the ideological framework of advanced capitalism seems more necessary than ever.
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CHAPTER 24

BRITISH INDUSTRIAL SOCIOLOGY AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES: A DISTINCTIVE CONTRIBUTION1

STEPHEN ACKROYD

INTRODUCTION

BRITISH industrial sociology has been a fertile field of study for several decades of recent history. In some ways, however, the vigour and coherency of the ideas and the extent of the research output in this field are difficult to understand. The history of sociology in Britain is less long and less deep than in almost any other leading Western nation, and industrial sociology in particular was initiated only with the sponsorship of government after the Second World War. The rise of highly theoretical and critically engaged forms of study not very much later was not, therefore, to be expected. And yet this is precisely what happened. British industrial sociology especially in its contemporary form is nothing if not critical, and in a way that is more recognizable as European as opposed to Anglo-Saxon. It is the development of a synthetic but critically engaged perspective on work which is the principal contribution of British industrial sociology. Preserving and developing this is important in the face of the rising tide of positivist, Americanized, and managerialist organization studies. In this account, industrial sociology is treated as a separate subject from other adjacent areas of social science such as the sociology of organizations and management studies because of the differences of outlook of groups of researchers and authors in these adjacent fields which developed over time. The matter of the salient differences here is reprised in the conclusions to this chapter after the presentation of the main material.2

    This chapter begins with a review of British industrial sociology (BIS) in the period immediately following the Second World War and then, moving forwards in time, considers renewal and growth in the field until after the turn of the millennium. It is proposed that there were three important and successive waves of development within BIS, each with a different theoretical emphasis and each taking a more distanced and critical stance to its subject matter. The three major waves within BIS are identified as follows: early applied research (1945–65), the new sociology of industrial life (1960–90), and labour process theory (1980–). Each new wave of development had a larger membership than its predecessor, has undertaken more numerous research projects, and produced more research output in the form of articles and books. Also to be noted and considered here, is the continuous stream of anthropological research which had its beginnings at the time of the first wave of BIS and thereafter was a continuous presence in the field. Industrial anthropology constituted an ongoing stream of research that, for much of the time, was both small in scale and somewhat detached from the mainstream. It never gathered much momentum as an independent intellectual movement, although its exponents made crucial contributions in research method and provided key findings. By 1980 or so industrial anthropology had largely lost its distinctive disciplinary roots and had effectively merged with the labour process approach. Labour process theory has shown a distinctive pattern of growth. From its Marxist roots it developed as a theoretically informed approach to empirical research. More recently it has shown signs of concerted expansion into comparative studies and in making links with political economy.

    This chapter, then, is focused exclusively on industrial sociology (and what it became) and takes a particular approach to the development of this field. The approach examines the context of the creation of different contributions to BIS and, by this procedure, identifies some of the reasons why the subject has changed empirical direction and theoretical emphasis from time to time. The approach taken identifies key intellectual movements within BIS in which new work in the subject area became conceived and developed. Here as elsewhere, particular researchers (usually but not always working in specific centres of activity) had a disproportionate influence on the emerging field. Thus, there have been successive waves of development which, from time to time, led the intellectual community off in somewhat new directions. But these new directions were not random, nor were they U-turns or fundamental changes. Indeed, each new departure can be regarded as making sense within an overall trajectory of development of the field. BIS moved its empirical focus quite a bit with successive developments, but the concepts used to illuminate the subject matter were in many ways compatible. What is most obvious is movement in the attitude towards key audiences for the knowledge BIS was producing. In the period under review, BIS moved from sponsorship by the state and industry, through distancing and detachment from both corporations and government, and then ending with more or less critical engagement with them. Changes in the stance towards government and the corporate economy are, therefore, important to understanding key aspects of intellectual change.

    The presentation of BIS in the manner described does not continue much beyond the turn of the millennium. This is because the approach to the field began changing into something qualitatively new. There has been a decline of traditional industry, particularly engineering and manufacturing, and the rise of service work. Thus BIS has, of necessity, developed into a broad spectrum of different areas of research which the label industrial sociology does not describe very well. However, this broader subject matter is nonetheless united by a common set of research concerns and the unifying theoretical ideas largely provided by labour process theory (LPT). Today in the UK, research within the traditional territory of BIS is more often than not identified as LPT or the sociology of work as opposed to industrial sociology. However, understanding is moving forward quickly and today none of these old labels fit very well. Research in this area has not only broadened to include almost all types of work and employment, including managerial and professional work and work in the public sector and retail trades, but it is also moving outwards into comparative analysis and making links with economic sociology and studies of political economy. The emerging discipline is underpinned by a consistent realism in the approach to research, however. This has been a leitmotif of activity in this field from the beginning and remains strongly entrenched. (For an account of realism, see Fleetwood, Chapter 9, this volume, and Ackroyd, 2004). Realism is, of course, primarily a philosophical orientation in which the emergence of an objective science of social life and the cumulative growth of knowledge is thought possible. In common with much that went before it, LPT comprises a theoretically driven but empirically grounded research programme. These themes will be revisited in the conclusion to this chapter.

    An approach focusing on major waves of change will perhaps understate the variety of research being undertaken at any given time. By making judgements about sites of intellectual leadership, and focusing on these, the subject matter here is restricted to particular centres and even at times to particular research projects and publications. In other ways, however, the idea of surges of intellectual innovation is realistic: intellectual change actually does take this pattern, with the exponents of new ideas gathering a following, attracting resources, and undertaking new research projects, the dissemination of which often has a disproportionate influence on subsequent beliefs and practices.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF INDUSTRIAL SOCIOLOGY IN BRITAIN

Despite some impressive early work in sociology during the later nineteenth century by the polymath Herbert Spencer (Peel, 1971), sociology was underdeveloped in Britain until the second half of the twentieth century. By comparison with France, Germany, the US, and Italy, Britain lagged seriously behind in this field. A chair in sociology was endowed in the newly founded London School of Economics by 1908, but the subject had limited take-up almost everywhere in what was, at the time and until 1970 or so, a highly elitist university system. Early attempts to broaden the following of sociology as a discipline, and to set up a professional association, came to nothing. An enduring professional organization was not established until the 1950s (Banks, 1967). Even several decades after the Second World War, sociology, as distinct from other social sciences (especially economics and anthropology), was largely excluded from the two elite universities, and had limited presence elsewhere. Nevertheless, the period of post-war reconstruction was undertaken in a vigorously reforming political spirit. There was a widespread sense that the old social order, and especially the class basis of institutions, had to change.

    The election of the first majority Labour Government in a landslide in 1945 changed a great deal. Swathes of the economy were taken into public ownership and the core institutions of the welfare state were instituted. In the immediate post-war period also, there was seen to be the need for industrial reconstruction and it was in this context that support was given to the first British sociological projects in industry. Although sociology itself was hardly recognized as a subject in British universities at the time, in the post-war optimism social science was seen in some circles as relevant to national reconstruction. It is no accident that the first serious projects in industrial sociology investigated basic industries such as coal and steel and were undertaken with state sponsorship. At the beginning, then, it was conceived by some in government that the problems of British industry were social as much as technological and economic, and there was therefore an important potential contribution to be made. Here was the possibility of a relationship of sponsorship combined with consultancy between government, academia, and organized labour (Tiratsoo & Tomlinson, 1993). The possibilities for development here did not produce immediate results, although other aspects of this initial work continued during the long period of relative prosperity—the post-war boom—beginning in the 1950s. The circumstance of its beginning arguably did set in place an attitude of concern for the public good resulting from research that was never entirely abandoned by BIS thereafter.

    By 1960 or so a new and much more adequately theorized and broadly based industrial sociology emerged, called here ‘the new sociology of industrial life’. Its exponents adopted a broader frame of reference and with it a more detached stance towards government and its policies. This distancing was in spite of the enthusiastic endorsement, subsidy, and expansion of higher education by governments, which encouraged the growth of social science, especially in a range of new and vocationally oriented higher education institutions. In this environment the new sociology flourished, developing the range and quality of the research undertaken and fostering supporting scholarship. When the Labour Party returned to power in 1964, however, with its new agenda (of national planning and sponsorship for ‘national champions’ among British major companies), the industrial sociologists mostly ignored it, retaining a stance of detachment from industrial policy. However, their interests were in the implications for industrial attitudes for other social relations. They commented on the outlook of different groups of manual workers, and the implications of these for their political affiliations and voting intentions. There was, however, also developing within BIS at this time a small group of critics whose work did not fit comfortably within the new sociology, and whose work was already moving towards critical engagement as opposed to detachment. However, it was events at the end of the 1970s, in which there was the first serious recession of the post-war period combined with the outbreak of clashes between organized labour and employers, which were the backdrop to the statement and development of a new and more critical form of industrial sociology in Britain.

    The new and more critical form of BIS which appeared in the late 1970s and which developed over the next decades is usually identified as LPT. From modest beginnings this approach became first the fastest-growing and most influential area within BIS, then its very centre. As is discussed more fully in the section on LPT, the turbulent social and economic environment at the time had much to do with the stance this new school took. LPT developed remarkably as a largely unitary perspective and is today showing distinct signs of increasing growth.

From Sponsorship to Detachment: Early Applied Research (1946–60)

The starting point is a consideration of the early approaches to industrial sociology associated with the leading centres for the study of BIS at the time the first projects in this field were undertaken. These were the Liverpool University group and the Tavistock Institute group (Brown, 1965, 1967, 1992). These centres constituted the leading edge of BIS in the 1950s and the approach they developed reached its end point of influence by the early 1960s (Burns & Stalker, 1961). Assuming as they did that cooperation in industry could be fostered and made effective in fairly straightforward ways, these researchers saw themselves as contributing to applied industrial research. The research of the Liverpool University group was focused initially on industry local to Merseyside in various firms (Scott, 1952), but later included both steel (Scott et al., 1956) and coal (Scott et al., 1963). This group was led by sociologist W. H. Scott, and included several members as young researchers later to become distinguished sociologists in their own right: A. H. Halsey, Joe and Olive Banks, and Tom Lupton. It is noteworthy that none of these continued to work in the ways established in this initial research and only one of them, Tom Lupton, continued with research in industry.

    Although there was some ritual genuflection in the research produced by this group to Roethlisberger and Dixon (1939), neither the empirical focus of the Hawthorne studies nor the language of systems was developed very far. Although they repeatedly mentioned the importance of theory (e.g. in Scott, 1952 and 1960, as well as in research reports), explicit discussion of concepts is largely absent. The most compelling feature of the work when it is read today is the extent of the data collected and handled. Data were derived from multiple sources including extensive use of company sources, as well as information in scrupulously conducted sample surveys and from the results of direct observations. Such extensive research was possible because of generous funding from various sources including the DSIR (the forerunner of the Social Science Research Council or SSRC) and US money distributed through European redevelopment programmes. Liverpool sociology was probably unique at the time for having a high proportion of its staff engaged full-time on research, and this allowed for extensive data collection and analysis. It has to be said though that the exemplary character of data analysis is in marked contrast to the dearth of explicit conclusions drawn from the work, and the meagre proposals for organizational change based on them.

    In their steel industry research (undertaken at the Shotton complex of John Summers Ltd3 (Scott et al., 1956), the Liverpool researchers produced an account of the complex relationships in the industry. Scott’s team showed that the production process in steel making involved at its various stages many different classes of labour which were, however, all unionized. Some very small unions controlled the supply of highly skilled labour which was essential to the production process and which therefore had the capacity for being highly disruptive. The research team noted, among other things, that smooth and continuous production was achieved through cooperation, and especially through the informal relationships between ordinary employees. Thus the production process was not controlled (as was widely believed) by the industrial relations system or, for that matter, through the official management structure. In practice, the plant was variably functional, and it was seen to be a key management task to improve this. It was thought by the researchers that if informal cooperative relations were developed further with the aid of more participative management, resistance to changes in the production process could be overcome. Why there was a need to change working relations was, therefore, assumed to be clear enough, although exactly how it could be brought about was not set out very fully. The research group did say that the management, as the only group with the formal power to implement change, had to take responsibility here, although how they were to dismantle the existing arrangements and replace them with a much more effective but highly participative pattern of decision making was not fully specified.

    The work of the Tavistock Institute in London was, with some justification, widely respected, and its findings were taught as authoritative in some circles for many years. Beginning in industry in the 1930s and continuing with applied research for the Ministry of Defence during the war itself, the work of the Tavistock group was in many ways far in advance of other groups working at the time. However, for reasons that remain obscure, it largely failed to develop into a durable platform for ongoing industrial research work in Britain, although the approach was successfully exported to Scandinavia and (more partially) to the United States. It was the rather empirically thorough but theoretically prosaic work of the Liverpool group that may be more readily seen as the point of departure for new areas of research.

    The Tavistock researchers developed the notion of the workplace as an open socio-technical system. They saw the problem of a dysfunctional workplace as rooted in the tension between the requirements of technology (the technical system) and the character of established social relationships in the workplace (the social system). Taken together these formed what could be thought of as a socio-technical system, and the aim of research was to optimize the properties of this. Their most developed project using these ideas was undertaken in the newly nationalized mines, with the support of the National Coal Board (Trist and Bamforth, 1951). They argued that the interconnection of social and technical systems can be arranged in alternative ways and there is, therefore, a degree of ‘organizational choice’ that is often not realized by managers (Trist et al., 1963). Technology is assumed to achieve its optimum use by labour being allocated to it simply in ways that appear to be most technically efficient. On the other hand, there are distinctive social relations already embedded among the workforce which may conflict with the assumed requirements of the technical system. Here the parallels with the work of the Liverpool group are very clear. However, a main conclusion for this group was that a lack of congruity between social and technical aspects of operational systems is to be expected where technical change disrupts working patterns well established at earlier periods.

    In this approach, social and technical requirements should be made as far as possible congruent and mutually supportive. Although these researchers, like the Liverpool group, conducted research primarily through case studies with comparative elements, they had no problem of thinking about the places they studied as having general properties that characterize the whole of the industries of which they are part; in this and other ways they were realist in their approach to social processes and in research methodology. According to the Tavistock researchers, the problem of the coal mines was that strong social norms governing workplace and non-workplace relationships had been formed among miners in the epoch of ‘pillar and stall’ mining, which, in one form or another, had a long history in British coalfields. The norms and related behaviour from earlier times had become deeply embedded, but were massively disrupted by the new patterns of behaviour required by new technology introduced with modernization. This utilized what was called the ‘longwall’ method of coal getting (Trist & Bamforth, 1951). The solution to the problems arising was to seek out and adopt that pattern of manning of the new technology that offered least disruption to miners’ existing social expectations (Trist et al., 1963). It later became clear that there were much more deep-seated sources of social conflict in mining than the Tavistock researchers envisaged (Church & Outram, 1998; Kerr & Siegel, 1954) but the Tavistock work did have a direct pay-off in the form of suggestions about how to introduce new production methods in mining which had some success when applied.

    These early approaches to BIS have in common the idea that coal mines and steel works do not function as they are supposed to do. Informal relationships are very powerful and not only influence, but directly shape the effectiveness of production. Trade unions and their representational systems, whatever else they do, frequently do not reconcile the informal structures and the managerial ones within the organization, and anyway it is the task of management to devise realistic processes to do this. The idea that there are various systems of relations in workplaces which often are at cross purposes and need to be actively optimized are present in both these early approaches to BIS. In the Tavistock work the idea of systems is formally developed, of course. However, these approaches share the idea that systems of relations can be chronically suboptimal, and this situation is not likely to be improved without concerted management action which nonetheless recognizes pre-existing informal relationships.

From Detachment to Critical Engagement: The New Sociology of Industrial Life (1960–90)

An accurate assessment of the place of systems thinking in British sociology in general and industrial sociology in particular will show that this conception has been persistently weak in application. System was thought important because of its absence, rather than its presence. The argument for sociology at this time being essentially concerned with the functionality of systems is only to be kept alive by considering a great deal of American work and making this central to the analysis, as later analysts did, particularly organizational sociologists. To claim post-war sociology in Britain was functionalist, however, is to fail to observe the distinction between work completed in Britain and the US. As we have seen, the attachment of the early work in Britain to systems ideas was present but weak, and, in the new industrial sociology that now emerged, this attachment further diminished. In the new industrial sociology, there remained some idea that societies might become functional systems, but, as in the work of Durkheim, functionality was an ideal rather than the reality. For British sociologists, even more so, the problem of modern society (and the modern organizations) is precisely that, considered as systems, they are not particularly functional.

    What also distinguishes the new British sociology is that it was much more thoroughly theorized than hitherto. The most influential and most consistently drawn upon theorists were Marx, Weber, and Durkheim. The influential American theorist Talcott Parsons wrote his early theoretical work drawing on Pareto, Weber, and Durkheim (Parsons, 1937) with the emphasis firmly on a functionalist reading of Durkheim. By contrast with this, in the theory developed in the texts on social theory originated in Britain, such as those by Ralph Dahrendorf (1959) and John Rex (1961) the emphasis was firmly on Marx and Weber with Durkheim’s work featuring in a rather different way. For Parsons’s theory, Durkheim’s holism plays a pivotal role: it provides the theoretical container for the motivated action analysed by Pareto and Weber; for him the container ensures that motivated actions are constructively directed to social ends. For the British writers, by contrast, it is precisely because the motivated actions of groups (for example those embedded in classes) are strong, that the ability of the social whole to contain and to reconcile them is consistently in doubt. These emphases of British scholarship are remarkably persistent: the emphasis on the need for social integration as distinct from its realization recurs (Eldridge, 1973; Lockwood, 1964), and the importance of Marx and Weber—with Durkheim in the background as a reminder of the need for integration—persists as a key emphasis. It is these three theorists whose work features in influential works of theory for some considerable time (see for example Eldridge, 1973; Giddens, 1971, 1979). The extent to which class remained a potent basis for social conflict was a key issue debated among participants. For at least one researcher nurtured in this intellectual context, it remained at the time a live issue whether the working class in Britain could be considered a force for revolutionary change (Mann, 1971).

    The work of Max Weber was the single most important source of inspiration for the new industrial sociology. Marx’s work remained and his work is seriously considered, but mainly as a point of comparison with Weberian ideas about structure, in which status and party are added to class as structural features. Also, at the time there was an explosion of interest in what was called ‘the action frame of reference’, attributed to the influence of Weber in which a primary focus for investigation was the attitudes, outlook, and values of groups of actors (in industrial sociology, differently ‘oriented’ types of employees) whose ideas were then considered in relation to their structural location. Orientations were seen to be not entirely tied to structural location, and certainly not to class. Marx was held to be perceptive in his conception of classes but had left other dimensions of structure out of the account. Also, he was supposedly wedded to the idea of specific outcomes emerging from the tensions that classes (divided in terms of property ownership) generated. This was seen as a substantial error of Marx—of believing it possible to read off historical outcomes from his structural analysis. It was held to spring from his supposed historicism.4 Thus, the British intellectual project here was to: (i) amend the conceptualization of the social structural context bequeathed by Marxian ideas of class with concepts mainly drawn from Weber, and (ii) to collect evidence of distinctive characteristic outlooks and dispositions to act that were extant among different groups in the working and other classes. (This often came down to looking at particular industries or locations, any associated occupations, and position in the labour market.) Next, (iii) there is extended consideration of the meaning of the outlook of groups of workers in relation to known features of the social structure. These were the emphases of perhaps the best-known research project of the period—the so-called Affluent Worker studies (Goldthorpe et al., 1968, 1969). There is more than an echo here of the concerns of the Liverpool researchers in the desire to connect the social structure with behaviour without dealing too much or considering closely the organization as an intervening structure.

    The contributors to the research initiating this new sociology were located in some of the leading universities within the UK—initially in Cambridge (Goldthorpe, 1966; Goldthorpe & Lockwood, 1963) indicating that by this date, sociology was finally being accepted. Core members and followers of this group as it developed found locations in numerous of the elite higher education institutions in this country including Durham, Oxford, Essex, Warwick, Edinburgh, and the London School of Economics among others. Research output burgeoned in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It was little concerned to recognize and still less to make a contribution to improved organizational performance, or for that matter to contribute to debates about industrial policy. Thus, although not sharing all of the preoccupations of early BIS in some respects, it was theoretically grounded and wished to connect actions with structures. The Affluent Worker studies (Goldthorpe et al., 1968, 1969) which began an impressive empirical cycle for this approach to BIS, aimed to find out about the outlook (often called ‘orientations to work’) of the manual working class located outside traditional industrial locations towards society and politics (working class images of society). The question was: what was the actual connection between class location and real viewpoints of people so located? To what extent does the location affect outlook, and what are the consequences for social and political change? What, for example, were the actual voting intentions of the relatively affluent workers located outside traditional working class communities? What would the consequences of these intentions be?

    There then followed a raft of other studies—most funded by the SSRC5 (as the main government agency for funding research was then called). These followed the lead of the Affluent Worker—looking at the orientations of workers to work and associated working class images of society. Several of these projects were into declining industries. Brown led a team studying shipbuilding on the Tyne (Brown & Brannen, 1970) an industry already in decline; Moore researched the Durham miners (1974), perhaps the most backward of the British coalfields; and Martin and Fryer conducted research in a declining industry (linoleum) in Lancaster (Martin & Fryer, 1973). The firm in question was taken over and closed down simply to reduce capacity in the industry soon after the research was concluded. Michael Mann (1979) studied the attitudes of employees of Alfred Bird and Sons (by that time a wholly owned subsidiary of General Foods of the US) which was relocating. In short, leading edge, high-tech, and British companies were significantly under-represented in this research. This work usefully rounded out speculation about the social and political outlook and affiliations among the working class that now appeared much more diverse than the proposed theoretical views of class and class conflict would allow. Some of it gave valuable insights into the dynamics of social relations in particular locations. A symposium of researchers brought together with a grant from the SSRC to discuss the pooled results of this work was attended by most of those holding grants to study particular occupations. A collection of the papers was published (Bulmer, 1975). It contained many insightful research reports and brought findings together. The sorts of questions that were being addressed were: to what extent may the range of working class orientations now be arrayed and what are the consequences of comparing them? Certainly a typology of orientations to work could be constructed from the research record: a traditional (or proletarian) outlook was distinguished from a deferential one and a privatized (i.e. isolated and unaffiliated) one. Whether there was or could be in contemporary circumstances a radical worker, or, more likely, a readily radicalized worker was also discussed.

    The results of this work were in some ways not greatly surprising. The expectations of the researchers derived from their theoretical ideas were supported to some extent. Much of the research showed that the attachments to work were more complicated or difficult to decipher than the starting theory envisaged. However, this research, at its best, not only revealed complexity but also brought into focus some distinctive mechanisms connecting the attitudes and values of employees with their position in the workplace, the modifying effect of community and political affiliations, and the resulting patterns of behaviour. For example, some of the most thoroughly worked of all the research in the direct line of descent from the Affluent Worker is that of Howard Newby, who began by studying the attitudes and outlook of agricultural workers in East Anglia (1977) and then broadened his remit to study the agricultural sector as a whole (Newby, 1979; Newby et al., 1978). Newby’s work not only shows there is typically an attitude of deference to employers and other authority figures, but also shows how the worker, being highly dependent on the employer and isolated from others of similar status, has reconciled himself to a subservient condition. An expressed deferential attitude is however, not always deferential behaviour. In some ways it was simply ‘a lack of any overt rebelliousness’ (Newby, 1977: 414). The network of relations in traditional rural communities in which the employment relation is embedded reinforce the need for deference, but whether that deference will continue to be espoused depends on what Newby refers to as ‘the deferential relationship’ and the ‘deferential dialectic’. Here Newby is saying that even in the agricultural worker, whose lack of overt dissent is well known, might, in the ‘right’ circumstances, be expected to express rebellious attitudes or take direct action. The rise of highly capitalized ‘agribusiness’, the breakdown of the agriculturally based rural community, and the availability of alternative sources of income are combining to make this outcome more rather than less likely. Thus, worker attitudes and behaviour not only need to be located in an appropriate social structural context (which these researchers did well) but also understood in the relevant political-economic context and relational dynamics (which they often did less well).

    However, a new ‘generation’ of researchers soon reanimated this version of BIS. It soon entered its more varied mature phase. Its exponents were collectively more alert to the likelihood of conflict and the possibility of emergent group dynamics. In brief, the approach developed into a broad spectrum ‘sociology of industrial life’, as Eldridge expressed the matter (1973). In this new work there were at least two aspects to the approach: some form of analysis of social and economic structure was one, and considering aspects of workplace behaviour or industrial relations was the other. Some studies juxtaposed the changing class structure at one end of the scale and industrial behaviour at the other, with the question of the links between the one and the other being the subject of sustained analysis and through the consideration of research findings (Davis, 1979; Gallie, 1978). Others considered the nature of employment markets as an important intervening structure (Blackburn & Mann, 1979), but they looked at such markets not as a black box as an economist does, but with extended discussion of the research into orientations and findings on the experience of work as revealed by research. However, perhaps the most innovative work in this tradition makes a link between social structure and industrial relations. Alan Fox made a very effective link between social organization and research into industrial relations (Fox, 1971). John Eldridge came from the sociology of industrial relations to industrial sociology (1973) and deepened it, making clear the theoretical connections important to the field. However, only a few studies made any attempt to situate the empirical research conducted in companies in the context of the relevant social theory and the political economy of the country at the time, although there were some notable exceptions. Here we can cite the work of John Eldridge and colleagues. The first of these research-based monographs contextualizes and presents six company case studies featuring participative management and compares their findings (Cressey, Eldridge, & MacInnes, 1985). In the second study, which is more significant, the same team analyses the economic crisis of the late 1980s (Eldridge, Cressey, & MacInnes, 1991). To this work we shall return in context of the consideration of LPT.

The Anthropology of the Industrial Workplace (1955–80)

There is another tradition of ideas and research within BIS which was not integrated into either of the two approaches that have so far been considered. This can hardly be thought of as a wave of development: it was more a continuous current of activity, never having a huge following and not gathering much momentum at any time. Anthropology, unlike sociology, was well established in British universities. Anthropologists also studied their own society and some of this was an important source of fertilization for BIS. Research by anthropologists in Britain and domestic industry particularly was given a boost when the higher education system expanded in the 1960s and 1970s.

    The most noticeable impact of anthropology on BIS was in supporting the idea that worker behaviour has to be studied, as anthropologists traditionally have, mainly by sustained and direct observation. This research procedure combined in a valuable way with sociological ideas imported from Europe, which saw worker behaviour as for the most part, a highly rational adaptation to managerial control systems (Baldamus, 1951). By the late 1950s, Hilde Behrend (1957) had formulated the idea of the contested ‘effort bargain’ which she argued lay at the heart of the employment relationship. By the early 1960s this had been elaborated as the central idea in a body of theory concerning industrial administration by W. Baldamus (1961). About the same time some seminal anthropological research projects initiated in the 1950s were being completed and published. These projects also produced a similar finding that worker behaviour was largely rational. In this they rejected the finding of the American Hawthorne research. In separate projects, anthropologists Tom Lupton (1963) and Sheila Cunnison (1964) both discovered, through close observation of particular workgroups in industrial organizations, the extent of the adaptation of employees to piecework payment systems. A key finding of these investigations was of the economic rationality of the responses of workers to industrial management, and represented a drawing together of theory and research. The idea of the effort bargain later became important to several disciplines—including BIS and industrial relations studies.

    Early British industrial anthropology was mainly aimed at examining the social factors underpinning production norms, and the way that practical behaviour at work aimed at adjusting wage–effort exchanges in favour of employees. Using the findings from research undertaken at Liverpool, Lupton explicitly attacks the idea that such procedures can be construed as irrational, but stresses the importance of collective efforts in achieving this. In the machine shop he studied, workers colluded in the restriction of output to a strict quota, and effectively imposed production norms on all operatives. He found that some of the practices of work limitation had become customary throughout the plant. The various forms of work limitation were described by workers as ‘the fiddle’. He argues that the ‘fiddle’ worked, and was used knowledgeably as a means of regulation of the work environment (Lupton, 1963: 172). In her parallel study of two clothing firms, in which she produces some similar findings, Sheila Cunnison (1964) places a firm emphasis on the importance of factors external to the workplace in also shaping work behaviour, pointing to the intersection of domestic roles in the family and the community and work roles. She is aware of the limited employment prospects for women in the labour market and builds this into her analysis. The garment industry does provide work but the insecurity of employment in the sector, the seasonal and other fluctuations in the demand for products, are related to the predominance of women available for work in the industry, which inter alia prevents effective union organization from taking hold. Thus the extent of effective resistance and the nature of the industrial effort bargain is related to the capacity for formal as well as informal organization in different industries. In less than ten years there was sufficient evidence to begin to see the existence of an industrial subculture connecting the range of industrial workplaces (Turner, 1971).

    During the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s there were many research projects that expanded the range of industrial anthropology both empirically and theoretically. Thus, throughout these decades we see research of this kind being undertaken in a wide range of industries and incorporating an increasingly wide range of behaviour. To the realization that non-compliance was a permanent feature of informal work organization, was added the understanding that it was not restricted to soldiering or the sphere of the wage–effort bargain, but that there was a whole range of related practices as well. Noteworthy contributions here among many were: Ditton (1977), bakery workers and salesmen; Mars (1973), hotel workers and (1982a), dock workers; and Analoui (1992), bar staff. Anthropological studies developed into much broader studies of worker misbehaviour, including criminality. Studies of deviancy in industrial settings in the late 1970s and 1980s produced accounts of the under-life of institutions, and in particular the discovery of the use of time indiscipline, pilferage and theft, and sabotage and destructiveness. Increasingly the workplace became just one site for such studies, and the approach generated important insights into the way in which a shadow economy existed in which workers appropriated products as proxies for wages and developed other covert reward systems. By the 1980s, work summarizing the range of this research was also starting, most notably by Mars (1982b) and Henry (1987). Our understanding of work behaviour was clearly enhanced by detailed studies of particular work situations which demonstrated that such things as pilferage (managerially acknowledged theft), time wasting of various kinds, and non-destructive forms of sabotage were, in different sites, behaviour integral to the working of modern firms.

    The tradition of research described here continues, but not usually in the form of studies in workplace anthropology. These days this type of work takes a variety of forms, and is usually identified as ethnography or qualitative case study work. It has also become a favoured method of study (usually undertaken among others) in labour process studies as discussed in the next section—see, for example, Pollert (1981), women factory workers; Collinson (1992), male lorry assemblers. Perhaps the most celebrated of research projects in this tradition is Huw Beynon’s Working for Ford (1973). Beynon, a one-time student at Liverpool, also produced work with contributors to the sociology of working life (Beynon & Blackburn, 1972). However, his own work, and that with Theo Nichols (Nichols & Beynon, 1977), has a different character. This work may also seen as an early contributor to the labour process approach within BIS, to which we now turn.

Enter LPT: From Critical Engagement to Radical Criticism (1980 Onwards)

What happened next was the emergence of a more radical approach to industrial behaviour in the form of LPT. At the heart of this was a reconceptualization of the employment relationship drawing on Marxian ideas of work as a labour process in which value is extracted from work. It rapidly grew from there both theoretically—initiating an extended debate about just how far Marxian ideas should be applied in the study of work—and empirically, prompting extensive reconsideration of existing research. It also brought into being many new projects. The socio-economic context helps to explain the enthusiasm for this neo-Marxian strand in BIS and the rapidity with which it was developed.

    The beginning of the 1980s is often seen as an important economic and political turning point. It is easy simply to identify the change of government in 1979, and with it the adoption of a much more aggressive stance in economic policy and industrial relations, as the main cause of change. There is some truth in this, but this and some proximal causes—such as the actions of the near-Eastern oil cartel’s sharp increases in oil prices, which helped to precipitate the worst recession since the Second World War at the end of the 1970s—overlay more fundamental movements. The steady decline in profitability of the British manufacturing industry in the post-war period is a key indicator of fundamental change in the structure of the British economy. Among other things this produced the contraction of domestic manufacturing and the increasing procurement of manufactured goods from abroad, most notably Japan and then China. Industrial reorganization led by major corporations in the UK’s highly concentrated economy finally produced, in the 1970s, a precipitous reduction in industrial employment. The combination of rising unemployment, galloping inflation initiated by oil price rises, and the widespread failure of wages to keep pace with prices for those in work, inevitably led to industrial militancy and sharp confrontations between management and labour. In this context, the idea of there being growing cadres of highly paid industrial workers, as was implied by the work of earlier industrial sociologists, was seen to be, at best, questionable.

    The work which, more than any other single source, focused attention on a different way of analysing workplace relations, and provided the foundations for LPT, was Braverman’s Labor and Monopoly Capital (1974). The book combines concepts and observations—historical and personal—in a way that was found easy to grasp and which many found compelling. Braverman’s work is not encumbered with many arcane concepts in the manner of much Marxian theory (and as in some hands LPT soon also became). Braverman, then, presented a fresh and a cogent argument drawing on some of Marx’s basic ideas. He shows that work can be effectively analysed as a labour process, in which value is realized and extracted from work. Although industrial work today is deeply embedded in the modern corporation, Braverman showed it has not changed its basic character. The modern corporation and its associated management systems is a machine for extracting value from work. A recurrent tendency, Braverman argued, is for the labour process to entail the deskilling of workers by deconstructing and simplifying complex tasks so that the work could be done, as a matter of routine, by unskilled labour (Taylorism, as he shows, does this). However, the basic message from Braverman (which did extend to the consideration of white collar work and retail services) was seen to be reinforced by other work appearing about this time, looking at industry in Britain. As suggested earlier, there was already present a Marxisant group of industrial sociologists whose work also constituted a more radical approach to contemporary work (Beynon, 1973; Nichols & Armstrong, 1976; Nichols & Beynon, 1977) than the new sociology would typically include. A contribution by Friedman (1977) added historical and comparative analysis to the mix. Against the background of Braverman, all this work took on greater significance.

    The work of British scholars such as Beynon, Armstrong, and Nichols, combined with further selective borrowings from other American literature appearing at the time—in particular that by Michael Burawoy (1979) and Richard Edwards (1979)—established a solid foundation for LPT. Hence, in the 1980s work done under the auspices of LPT expanded rapidly. LPT became a social and intellectual movement. Despite continued theoretical debate, and extended discussions of Marxian ideas, LPT gave rise to (and provided a shelter for) an extraordinary amount of original research and scholarship in the 1980s and 1990s. In this new approach within BIS, attention was once more focused on work. The organization of work as a labour process made it a mechanism for the production and extraction of surplus value and, in turn, a key contributor to capital accumulation. In this approach, indeed, any wage/work bargain was, again fundamentally and inevitably, an unequal bargain. The notion of an effort/reward bargain suggests, as does much orthodox economic analysis, a formal equality of the parties to it. This is rightly rejected in principle by LPT analysts. The origin of the concept of the effort bargain or wage–work exchange, as we have already seen, was not the product of this approach. On the whole LPT analysts retained this idea; however, they reconstructed it and gave it new conceptual depth. On this foundation, research efforts were initiated in a wide range of areas developing from the known labour process to the less well-known details of management systems and practices in a wide variety of contexts. It is sometimes implied that LPT was simply a resurgence of Marxian ideas. It is certainly true that some of the scholars attracted to it saw LPT as an opportunity to develop and apply Marx’s ideas, but most wished to adapt and amend Marx as well as adding in other concepts. For this growing group (principally of young researchers) LPT provided an opportunity to conduct original research in a way that was appropriate to the real economy which was manifestly undergoing huge transformations at the time.

    During the 1980s LPT became recognized as the epicentre of development in the social science of work. There was a remarkable dynamism in the development of the perspective. There are some stereotyped views of LPT as it was at this time, which will not bear close examination. One is that standard studies of different kinds in manufacturing industry were churned out relentlessly. Studies of different manufacturing sites were produced (Thompson & Bannon, 1985), and these continued to be made over the next two decades (Collinson, 1992), but they did not take a standard pattern. There was also much innovation in these studies from the beginning, as researchers explored new aspects and dimensions of the industrial labour process. In the early 1980s, for example, there was a rush of studies undertaken by women looking at the gendered character of the labour process. Using LPT combined with feminist-inspired analysis of gender relations, researchers such as Cavendish (Women on the Line, 1982); Pollert (Girls, Wives and Factory Lives, 1981); Westwood (All Day, Every Day, 1984); and Cockburn (Brothers, 1983) used LPT to reveal the reality of working life from the point of view of women workers. These studies are a remarkable development over the best studies of the nature of female work already accomplished, offering revealing insights into the mechanisms involved in gendered work. They constitute benchmarks against which further studies would be measured. Another development was the extension of labour process analysis to middle-class work and occupations: engineers and technical workers (Smith, 1987, 1990); and managers (Armstrong, 1987) and professionals (Armstrong, 1989; Smith, Knights, & Willmott, 1991). In a remarkable series of articles beginning in the 1980s, Peter Armstrong developed insights into the work of managers and professionals in relation to the labour process and the jurisdictional negotiation between professional groups in industry. There was also the beginning of large-scale research looking comparatively at different industries (Edwards & Scullion, 1982). Edwards himself made the valuable contribution of a related historical and theoretical study of conflict at work (Edwards, 1986).

    A case can be made that both in the 1980s and later, LPT was overconcerned with manufacturing when reorganization was proceeding apace and the scale of employment was shrinking dramatically. On the other hand, as we shall see, the research undertaken was informed by recognition of change, and new forms of work were also being studied from this perspective. Also easily exaggerated is the extent of the consideration given to orthodox Marxian theory and the attachment of exponents of LPT to this. There were intense discussions of theory, of course, including especially how far commitment to labour process ideas brought along with them commitment to other propositions in Marxian canon, particularly the polarization of the classes and the inevitability of class conflict. The majority of those interested in LPT were unconvinced of anything but the validity of the insights into the analysis of work in capitalism. Even here the conceptual core widely accepted by adherents to LPT was actually quite limited (Thompson, 1983). The central ideas of LPT were thereafter articulated and rearticulated at intervals (Thompson, 1990; Thompson & Smith, 2001), but it would be an error to see this as more than the helpful systematization of guidelines for LPT analysis. There was not doctrinaire attachment to the use of the core concepts of LPT, and for many the idea of the labour process was simply a reference point and a place to begin the study of examples of work. As has already been suggested, Weberian and other ideas were increasingly used in addition to the core analysis of the labour and valorization processes.

    At the end of the 1980s, LPT was becoming increasingly influential. By the early 1990s LPT was established as a field of research of sufficient breadth to be the basis for routine research or ‘normal science’ (Ackroyd, 2009), and was the single most important approach to the social science of work in Britain. But it should not be overlooked that LPT was the active centre of an active field, and many other types of work were continuing. The achievement of centrality, however, greatly aided by the introduction of an annual conference and sponsored publications. The conference was first held in 1983, and rapidly became a leading British research forum—in which the results of social science research applied to work and organizations was routinely discussed. The Labour Process Conference (later the international conference or ILPC) also gave its support to a great range of empirical research, and in the process rapidly lost its attachment to manufacturing. By the middle of the 1990s the number of books that had been produced in the Critical Perspectives on Work book series edited by leading figures in LPT, many of them collections of papers arising from the ILPC, and reporting on a huge range of work, was approaching double figures. This is not to mention other work of broadly similar approach not published under ILPC auspices (Esland & Salaman, 1980; Salaman & Thompson, 1980; Wood, 1989). These published collections were thus the tip of a very substantial iceberg.

    At no time did LPT sweep away all before it, however, or suppress differences of emphasis within the field of BIS more generally. There was still vitality in what has been called here ‘the sociology of working life’ and some significant work was achieved using it. For example, John Eldridge, teaming up with others also interested in combining sociology with industrial relations, researched and wrote about change in a sample of British companies, drawing, inter alia, upon Durkheimian ideas, while recognizing but distancing himself from the ‘Marxist’ labour process analysis (Cressey et al., 1985: 162). In a later book Eldridge (again with colleagues) considers the economic crisis of the late 1980s within a similar frame (Eldridge et al., 1991). In its synthetic attributes and willingness to address broad issues, this interesting and important research was in some respects ahead of current LPT. In this sort of formulation, the sociology of industrial life had become broader in reference, policy relevant, and more radical. The affinities with this work and some versions of LPT are obvious. However, in some ways much more significant is the fact that there were other differences within the research community that were not declining but increasing. Tension was increasing over the question of whether there was the need to broaden the scope of the discipline philosophically and theoretically as well as to examine a broader range of industries and types of work. Factions within LPT argued to include a wide range of new ideas including post-structuralist and postmodernist approaches to the analysis of work and organizational change. While complete theoretical agreement is seldom the basis of vigorous intellectual movements in social science, and tension between ideas is often a source of vitality and renewal, there comes a point at which controversy is so deep it is no longer constitutive or helpful. A field must then break apart or otherwise develop as a multidisciplinary field. We shall return to this issue in the conclusion to the chapter.

    In the 1990s and after the turn of the millennium, studies from within LPT improved their empirical range and in the process began to develop more systemic accounts of economic change. The scope of LPT was expanded to include work in retailing, information technology, creative industries, and financial services within the paradigm. A wide range of types of work—see, for example, Thompson and Warhurst (1998); Warhurst et al. (2004); Barratt (2006); Bolton and Houlihan (2009); Thompson and Smith (2010); Grugulis and Bozkurt (2011); McCann, Morris, and Hassard (2008)—were pulled within the range of LPT. Thus for practitioners of LPT the extent to which these developments necessitated completely new sets of ideas to analyse them adequately, as was asserted by some critics, was greatly overstated. For LPT researchers these kinds of developments clearly posed intellectual problems, but they were not insoluble within the conceptual framework and with the addition of careful research. Indeed, given continued governmental and managerial policies of aggressive deindustrialization, and the rise in importance of such sectors such as retailing and telesales, where only impoverished jobs and anti-unionism were to be found, suggested to many the urgent need to develop a broader interpretation of LPT which could account for the development of capitalism in different locations. There had been for some time the broadening of the scope of LPT to include, much more routinely, considerations of comparative analysis and political economy (Edwards & Elger, 1999; Elger & Burham, 2001; Pun and Smith, 2007; Smith & Meiksen, 1995). To many it was far from clear that developing the conceptual diversity of BIS and LPT would have improved the capacity of the discipline to deal with issues like the overall trajectory of socio-economic change. These issues were increasingly on the agenda of LPT/BIS after the turn of the millennium (Thompson, 2003).

    After 1990 or so there was a noticeable tendency of some participants—still ostensibly within LPT—to introduce new concepts into their research and increasingly to distance themselves from any commitment to the remaining general Marxian concepts in LPT. Most LPT practitioners themselves had long abandoned any doctrinaire attachment to Marxism, but did wish to see questions concerning the long-term trajectory of change within capitalism to be considered within a common general explanatory framework. In short, the broadest theoretical problems of capitalist development and political economy were, in the opinion of many, to remain key parts of the intellectual project of BIS. Controversy had long been endemic within the BIS community. Indeed, if the present analysis is correct, for a long time disagreement had helped to stimulate the research being undertaken and discussed. Thus, why current controversy might lead to permanent rupture was not readily apparent. But it is true that contributors divided more and more sharply over the extent of the conceptual retooling and reordering of LPT that would be necessary. There were also some fundamental meta-theoretical and philosophical differences which were basic problems (Willmott, 1990). Those that were especially acute concerned what kind of knowledge was possible (could any objectivity be possible?) and desirable (should the findings of social science be policy relevant, and if so in what ways?). In the end it was philosophical differences here that proved decisive, and were the reasons for a parting of the ways between LPT/BIS, and the development of what became known as critical management studies (CMS). It is interesting to note that this secession was labelled as, at least in part, a shift in empirical focus—from labour to management. This partially masks the inconvenient truth that BIS/LPT and CMS constitute very different conceptions of the social knowledge its purposes.

CONCLUSIONS: THE CHARACTER AND CONTRIBUTION OF BIS

In the foregoing account of the development of BIS the differences between schools of thought have been emphasized in order to make a clear account of the developments within the field. If, however, a step back is taken from examining the details to look at each stage in relation to the others it is possible to see much continuity between them. The principal sources of continuity are as follows: firstly, there is recognition of conflict (although not necessarily class conflict) in the generation of change and in understanding responses to change. Second, these different approaches indicate increasing emphasis on the need for theory to drive research and for theory to become more inclusive as research findings accumulate. Third, the accounts offered feature the interaction of the viewpoints of groups and structural location, although they differ somewhat in their conceptualization of these. Finally, there is growing recognition of the need to evaluate findings in the context of comparative analysis and a more general political economy. In sum, it is worth noting that the features referred to here are all recognizably attributes of philosophical realism as it is understood today. Exponents of BIS—whether understanding themselves as within LPT or not—tend to be objectivist and realist, thinking that the results of research can be relatively objective and cumulative, with the work of many researchers contributing to the growth of knowledge. Viewed in this way, the successive contributions to BIS can also be thought of as progressively broadening of scope of the discipline and, as research continues, producing an increasing depth of knowledge.

    This is a very distinctive pattern of development and may be contrasted with what is seen in adjacent fields of study. Rather than an objectivist outlook and assumptions of cumulative knowledge within a dominant paradigm, what can be called ‘multiperspective’ disciplines are created in adjacent fields. CMS seceded from BIS for, among other things, the subject’s perceived lack of diversity and for its failure to accept a range of perspectives within it. Thus CMS, unlike much BIS and LPT, takes a multiperspective approach to its chosen subjects, holding that a variety of different theories about and approaches to the same subject are simultaneously viable. In this approach there is an inherent relativism at odds with the implicit realism of much of BIS. Nevertheless, among exponents of CMS this implication has been recognized and embraced. For example, from the time of the first writing aiming to establish CMS as a separate area of study (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992) conceptual diversity was insisted upon. Ten years on, in the introduction to the second edition of a foundational text for CMS, it is reaffirmed that: ‘CMS continues to be an inclusive, pluralistic movement…. it reaches from non-orthodox labour process, through varieties of critical theory to deconstructionism…’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 2003: 11). CMS is not the first subdiscipline in this general area to move in the direction of multiperspectivism in this sort of way.

    Organizational sociology is another field substantively overlapping with industrial sociology which has similarly embraced a multiperspective approach, and it began to do so at an even earlier date. Organizational sociology as a distinct subject area was first established in Britain in 1970 or so, when the first textbook with this title appeared (Silverman, 1970) and the first serious research (Pugh & Hickson, 1976) began to be published. Then, recognizing there were distinct differences existing in the approaches to the field, and also being unwilling to assert the superiority of any, some leading opinion settled on the view that this area of study was (and is) necessarily fragmented into irreconcilable paradigms (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). And of course, once the idea is admitted that there are different positions within a field that must be taken seriously, it is difficult to stop a process of progressive unbundling. In the end it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that is drawn in the humanities, that there are as many viable approaches to the same subject matter as there are distinctive styles or metaphors (Morgan, 1986). In this form, as a multidisciplinary subject, there is little doubt that British organizational sociology influenced the shape of organization studies in Europe. However, it is not part of the remit of this chapter to discuss organizational sociology and still less its contribution to the European (and indeed by now emerging global) discipline of organization studies. But comparing BIS with other fields is useful as a way of graphically demonstrating key differences of outlook and organization among disciplines operating in the same general area.

    It has been argued here that BIS is in the processes of maturing into a broad spectrum of areas of research which are nonetheless successfully united by a common theoretical approach. Within this, LPT remains the most important tradition of theory and research. However, for the work done in this field to be taken as securely founded, and to be potentially the basis for formulating realistic industrial policies, it would be helpful if it could also develop a historically rich and theoretically compelling account of the processes of development found for the economy. It seems likely that such developments are best made by linking work done in LPT-based studies of industrial behaviour and organization with work being conducted in comparative analysis of business systems, economic sociology, and political economy. Accordingly some tentative steps in these directions are already being taken. An integrated approach to the social organization of capitalist industrialism along these lines, despite current moves, is of course still lacking. There remain large gaps in our existing understanding of key areas of this field. Yet the potential for an integrated subject built on the foundations of past work—in Britain and elsewhere—is clearly there. It was stated at the beginning of this chapter that its critical and evaluative stance is the important legacy of BIS, and this is reaffirmed. The recent developments now tentatively outlined can only make this more secure and more effective. In short, the model for this developing discipline is not the humanities, it is a social science more like economics. Economics has its orthodoxies and its heterodoxies, but its qualities as a discipline on which policy can be founded are widely taken for granted.

    Such a discipline is much needed. This is because it is clear to many today that events like the recent financial crisis of the 2008 are the first serious symptoms of a much more significant process of change in the economy and following that in the social structure. What these structural changes are is now becoming clear, but the more significant point to note is that we do not know how to evaluate them. A broadly based social science discipline with claims to objectivity is a much-needed counterbalance to economics and politics as a basis for decision making. Globalization, it now seems clear, is actually based upon a new international division of labour involving the decline of manufacturing capitalism in the West (and with it the disappearance of our hitherto distinctive class structure and institutional landscape). In its place we see the rise of a new kind of social structure and institutional infrastructure associated with finance capitalism. This is based on finance and financialized commerce and has a quite different organizational topography. The huge, transformative changes in capitalism we are currently experiencing are more far reaching than anything seen before, probably since the rise of Fordism in the early twentieth century, and comprehending them is posing severe challenges. These changes need not necessarily escape our intellectual capacity to encompass them, however, nor our capacity to develop intelligent policies with which to respond to the associated economic crises. On the other hand, we do need further sustained research and reflection to consolidate our understanding of key processes and to develop appropriate policies.

NOTES

    1. The author would like to thank Glenn Morgan for his careful reading of the manuscript and endless patience at various stages. Paul Thompson, Paul duGay, and Stephanie Tailby are thanked for their insightful and helpful comments on earlier drafts.

    2. The omission of any discussion of the sociology of organizations from this essay until a late stage may perhaps be questioned, as industry and organizations substantively overlap. However, the subject of organizational sociology emerged in the UK later than BIS. It became and remained as a separate subject area especially at the frontier of research. BIS obviously does consider organizations and has an account of them. Nevertheless, organizational sociology (later organization theory and organization studies) did not look at organizations in the same way as industrial sociology. In its origins organizational sociology was holist and functionalist. The study of organizations did not really begin in Britain until the 1970s, when the first significant textbook (Silverman, 1970) and research was published (Pugh & Hickson, 1976). The subject was then developed under different theoretical auspices (contingency theory) from work in BIS. While there were critical strands within this new field they were among many voices. Indeed, the subject area soon became recognized as deeply fragmented (Burrell &Morgan, 1979) in a way that BIS was not. The sociology of occupations was much less actively developed than either organizational sociology or BIS. The most active areas were research into management and the professions. In the approach to these areas there was much less difference of theoretical outlook with BIS (Johnson, 1972).

    3. Steel was nationalized in a different way from the mines and the railways, government simply buying the majority of the major iron and steel companies’ stock and leaving the firms otherwise largely undisturbed. It was therefore easy for the conservative government to denationalize most of the industry again when they returned to power in 1951. However, the process took more than ten years.

    4. In this and in other ways, including the perceived importance of taking very seriously the views of individuals, it is also possible to detect the unfortunate influence of Karl Popper (specifically his espousal of methodological individualism and positivism).

    5. As indicated earlier, SSRC stands for the Social Science Research Council, a government-funded body set up to make research grants for academic research projects. It was later renamed the Economic and Social Research Council—many think for ideological reasons.
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CHAPTER 25

ANTHONY GIDDENS AND STRUCTURATION THEORY

ALISTAIR MUTCH

ANTHONY Giddens is one of the most widely cited social theorists in organization studies, but the focus in this chapter is on only a small part of his voluminous output. This is his structuration theory, which has had a major influence on significant approaches such as the new institutionalism and practice-based approaches to the study of organizations. However, closer examination of that use suggests that Giddens’s ideas are often mediated through intervening discussions. In particular, as Jones and Karsten (2008: 144) note, the ideas are often taken up ‘with little reference to the original ideas’. This often leads to contradictions between what is sought from the ideas and the original formulations, particularly when it comes to the nature of structures. Contrary to what might be expected from the very phrase, structuration theory actually has a very weak conceptualization of structure; as Jones and Karsten again observe, ‘If what is being sought is a theory that takes structure seriously, then there would seem better candidates available that do not bring with them structuration’s theoretical overhead’ (2008: 147). Accordingly, this chapter returns to the original formulation of structuration in 1984, seeking to place it in the broader intellectual and political context in which Giddens presented his ideas (Giddens, 1984). It also seeks to place structuration in the broader context of Giddens’s overall work. Following this presentation, we consider some of the criticisms within social theory, with particular focus on two that have challenged the conceptualization of structures. The strongest of the two, that of Margaret Archer (1995), presents an alternative perspective drawing on critical realism; the gentler critique, that of Rob Stones (2005), seeks to rescue elements of Giddens’s insights in his alternative formulation of ‘strong structuration’. Following this discussion, we then turn to some of the ways in which structuration theory has been used in the study of organizations, with particular emphasis on three areas in which it has been influential: strategy as practice; the study of routines; and information systems (IS) research. This discussion then enables us to draw up a balance sheet of Giddens’s enduring contribution to the study of organizations.

STRUCTURATION IN CONTEXT

The development of structuration theory needs to be set in the context of broader intellectual trends. Giddens’s early work sought to present some of the classic thinkers in social theory and rescue what he saw as their enduring strengths from subsequent accretions. In Central Problems of Social Theory, he outlined the contributions of Marx, Durkheim and Weber (Giddens, 1979). As well as rescuing social theory from the functionalism that was the legacy of Talcott Parsons (and which constituted the orthodoxy in the 1960s), he sought to provide an alternative to the significant intellectual prestige that attached to Marxism in the United Kingdom in the 1960s. This revival of a humanist Marxism had occurred in the wake of the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956. This saw a mass exodus from the Communist Party and the growth of new intellectual currents, especially around the journal New Left Review. This brought a renewed interest in currents within Western Marxism, which took two main forms. One was an adherence to the structuralist ideas of Althusser, resulting in works within sociology such as Carter’s (1979) historical sociology of farm life in north-east Scotland. The other, much more rooted in the powerful British Marxist school of historical inquiry, issued in a trenchant challenge to structuralist ideas from, above all, E. P. Thompson (1968, 1978). Placing stress on the key category of class as a process of emergence from struggle, rather than a reified category of social analysis, Thompson’s work was widely influential. As Giddens glosses it, ‘human beings act purposively and knowledgeably but without being able either to foresee or to control the consequences of what they do’; this focus on practical consciousness and activity is a powerful influence on later practice-based approaches to organizational life (Giddens, 1984: 217–18).

    While recognizing the enduring value of some of Marx’s categories, Giddens subjected them, especially in their structuralist guise, to critique in his Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism (1981). In parallel he had engaged with the currents in sociology represented by symbolic interactionism, especially the work of Goffman and Garfinkel. This led him to a much more phenomenologically informed approach to sociology, one centrally concerned with meaning making activities. This was to issue in structuration theory, presented in full in 1984’s The Constitution of Society. The overall project of this was to develop a theory of social action which overcame the dualistic thinking represented by the focus on structure and agency. What Giddens was particularly concerned with was how actors made sense of the world in which they found themselves. This was informed by a strong sense of actors as reflexive, capable beings, as opposed to the ‘cultural dopes’ which seemed to ensue from strong forms of structuralism. ‘Human agents,’ he argues, ‘always know what they are doing on the level of discursive consciousness under some description’ (Giddens, 1984: 26). This might not necessarily be based on propositional knowledge, but rather take the form of ‘practical consciousness’, in which actors know ‘the rules and the tactics whereby daily social life is constituted and reconstituted across time and space’ (Giddens, 1984: 90). Given this anthropology, the focus is then on how such practical consciousness is formed.

    One key distinction is between structures of domination, signification, and legitimation. Domination refers to power, which includes control over allocative resources, or control over the material, and authoritative resources, which refers to control over people. Signification is to do with meaning, the symbols that encode meanings and so shape perceptions. Legitimation is to do with the norms that govern social action. Giddens often refers to actors drawing upon rules and resources, rules referring to signification and legitimation, resources to domination. These are analytical categories and so will be present and interrelated in any concrete social situation. They are also, for Giddens, mediated through what he terms ‘modalities’. So, for example, structures of signification are mediated through interpretive schemes which articulate particular constellations of symbols and so frame what is available for (or perceived to be available for) social action.

    What is distinctive about Giddens’s approach is his use of the neologism ‘structuration’. It is difficult at times to tease out a clear definition of this process from the extensive discussion. In many ways, an attempt to do so is doomed to failure, as it abstracts from a very rich discussion, but the problem with not so doing is, as we will see, the use of the term in ways which are far from Giddens’s formulations. His summary definition clearly depends on the acceptance of his notion of the duality of structure. Here structure is conceptualized ‘as the medium and outcome of the conduct it recursively organizes’ (Giddens, 1984: 377). Here the focus is again on action as ‘the structural properties of social systems do not exist outside of action’ (Giddens, 1984: 377). Structuration is then ‘the structuring of social relations across time and space, in virtue of the duality of structure’ (Giddens, 1984: 376). In more detail, structuration is concerned with the ‘conditions governing the continuity or transmutation of structures, and therefore the reproduction of social systems’ (Giddens, 1984: 25). We have, then, a very strong emphasis on action, with the concern being how structures are implicated in practice through different modalities, as indicated in his diagrammatic exposition of the duality of structure (Giddens, 1984: 29) (see Table 25.1).


Table 25.1 Structures and Modalities in Structuration Theory (adapted from Giddens, 1984: 29)

[image: image]



    This discussion of structures as rules and resources raises a central tension in Giddens’s work, which is to do with the definition and nature of structures. While at times he refers to structures as resources, which suggests that they might take enduring and material form (as in, for example, technologies, buildings, and other material resources), at other times he speaks of structures as memory traces which are instantiated when they are drawn upon in action. It is this rather weaker sense of structure—‘structure exists only as memory traces, the organic basis of human knowledgeability, and as instantiated in action’—which gives rise to accusations of voluntarism (Giddens, 1984: 377).

It is indeed these elements which appear to endure in the later works, especially those in which Giddens looked at the nature of modernity (Giddens, 1990, 1991). Here the emphasis is on the way in which the constitution of modernity emphasizes the need to reflect on change. Indeed, this is built into the nature of modernity in which ‘social practices are constantly examined and reformed in the light of incoming information about those very practices, thus constitutively altering their character’ (Giddens, 1990: 38). These characteristics mean that there is a ‘presumption of wholesale reflexivity—which of course includes reflection upon the nature of reflection itself’ (Giddens, 1990: 38). Adherence to this position is a consequence of Giddens’s commitment to the knowledgeable agent, which at times seems to have a rather elastic conception of reflexivity. For example, conceding that habitual frames of reference may filter information about a changing world, he still insists that

    avoidance of dissonance forms part of the protective cocoon which helps maintain ontological security. For even the most prejudiced or narrow-minded person, the regularised contact with mediated information inherent in day-to-day life today is a positive appropriation: a mode of interpreting information within the routines of daily life. (Giddens, 1991: 188)

This argument brings him close to changes in the world of work organizations, but this is a limited engagement. Against the deskilling hypothesis most closely associated with Braverman, he argues that ‘Everyday skill and knowledgeability thus stands in dialectical connection to the expropriating effects of abstract systems, continually influencing and reshaping the very impact of such systems on day-to-day existence’ (Giddens, 1991: 138). No evidence is presented to support such claims, which might seem to represent a rather shallow engagement with the world of work organizations, but this is a feature to which we will return.

    Having noted that the focus on agential reflexivity is a strong carry-over from structuration theory, it is important to note that Giddens’s focus moved after The Constitution of Society to other areas of activity in which structuration theory plays little part. These examples of what Stones (2005) terms ‘non-reductionist sociology’ tackle questions such as the nature of identity in late modernity. Giddens himself provides few detailed methodological injunctions, but he does suggest that for practical analysis we need to employ what he terms ‘methodological bracketing’. That is, in looking through a structurationist lens we can either engage in an analysis of ‘strategic conduct’—that is, how, given broader structures, agents perceive and respond to them—or we can bracket out such detailed considerations to focus on an institutional analysis, where institutions are the enduring patterns of modalities across time and space. Giddens’s own later works tend towards this latter form of analysis, while many of the analyses that draw upon him for guidance have by contrast tended to focus on the exercise of agency. As Stones (2005) points out, Giddens has generally not engaged in either defence or development of his structurationist insights. In the next section we consider some important responses in the domain of social theory.

CRITICISM

Early criticism of structuration theory came, not altogether unsurprisingly, from the camp of Marxism. In Callinicos’s ‘contemporary critique’ the problem was firmly identified as the commitment to the knowledgeable agent. His ‘preference for a philosophical invocation of subjects’ capacity to resist,’ argued Callinicos, ‘rather than for a historical examination of the variable conditions of action is indicative of his privileging of the pole of agency as against that of structure in the theory of structuration’ (Callinicos, 1985: 140). For such critics, structuration theory represented not a step forward but a slighting of the influence of enduring structures in favour of an emphasis on reflexive agency. Such criticisms led to Callinicos (1987), for example, engaging with the nature of agency in a reformulated Marxism (which also presented a more nuanced and positive discussion of Giddens). But more in the mainstream of social theory were two critics whose arguments warrant further discussion. On the one hand is Margaret Archer (1995), whose own development of her ‘morphogenetic’ approach to the study of society involved a sustained critique of what she termed Giddens’s ‘central conflationism’. On the other is Rob Stones (2005), who wishes to preserve what he sees as Giddens’s positive contributions in his ‘strong structuration’ theory. Both draw (as does Callinicos in later work) on aspects of the philosophical tradition of critical realism, so some brief observations on that are in order first.

    In his formulation of critical realism as dealing with a world independent of our knowledge of it, but dependent on our theories for provisional and corrigible knowledge of it, Roy Bhaskar (1979) drew upon Giddens for the formulation of his ‘transformational model of social action’ (TMSA), a formulation which remains of some influence. (Note that Giddens in turn uses the notion of position-practices from Bhaskar favourably (Giddens, 1984: 83).) The important point here is that critical realism positions itself as a philosophical underlabourer for substantive theorizing about the world, helping to gain clarity about ontology and epistemology. Despite common usage, there is in fact no substantive critical realist theory of any aspect of the world. Rather, there are theories of greater or lesser range which are informed by the concepts that critical realism offers. It follows that there can be considerable debate about these mid-range theories among theorists who share similar ontological commitments. Thus, while Archer, for example, uses critical realism to help develop her arguments about the ontological status of structures, it is the adequate formulation of these concepts, rather than any adherence to a philosophical tradition, which is at issue.

    This is important in recognizing that Archer’s critique of Giddens is founded on two aspects of her larger project. One is that many of the insights developed in her morphogenetic approach were shaped before her engagement with critical realism, particularly as deployed in her extensive work on the Social Origins of Educational Systems (Archer, 1979). The second is that her engagement with critical realism, to help her develop the conceptual clarity she found lacking in other approaches, also led her to be critical of the formulation of the TMSA. She distinguished between three approaches to the central problem of the relationship between structure and agency (Archer, 1995). In structuralist traditions, social action tended to be treated as an epiphenomenon of structures, in which action could simply be ‘read off’ existing structures. This denial of agency she termed ‘downwards conflation’. The counter was the tendency she associated with traditions like symbolic interactionism of abstracting social action from its context in ‘upwards conflationism’, where structures were a by-product of social interaction. Giddens’s attempt to negotiate his way through these two extremes only resulted, she argued, in the conflation of the two elements. The consequence was that, rather than privileging agency, as Callinicos argued, Giddens gave no indication of how one might analyse the relationship between the two elements. What Archer argued for was the need to examine such relationships over time. To do this she posed a much stronger conceptualization of structures.

    A similar concern with the status of structures is shared by Stones (2005). He draws on much of the work in critical realism more generally—notably the work of Andrew Sayer (1992, 2000)—so this is not the cause of his disagreements with Archer. Rather, he feels that, while her strictures on the treatment of structures are fair, that she exaggerates her critique and fails to note the positive aspects of structuration theory. He suggests that there is indeed need for a stronger conception of structures than Giddens supplies, referring here to the macro and enduring features of social life. However, within these he stresses the value of structuration as a mid-range theory, capable of (and needing to) interact with other theories which explain change at a grander scale. His stress is on what he terms internal structures, and in particular on what he terms ‘general-dispositional structures’. Drawing on, among other ideas, Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’, these are transposable and generalizable schemas which condition how actors perceive the world. They interact with what are termed ‘conjuncturally-specific internal structures’, which are those schema associated with particular position-practices (a term favoured by Stones over concepts such as ‘role’ to emphasize the bundle of practices associated with and conditioned by particular practices). The interaction of the two sets of internal structures, one acquired over time and relatively enduring, the other varying with the position of the actor, shape perceptions of the context into which the actor is thrown. Thus, Stones argues for the development of a much stronger conception of structures than Giddens allows, but retains his focus on the knowledgeable agent. Arguably, though, his notion of internal structures gives a much stronger sense of how agents will draw upon internalized resources to shape their action. This leads Stones to a quadripartite conceptualization of structuration: external structures, internal structures, active agency, and outcomes of action (Stones, 2005: 189).

    Stones uses general-dispositional structures as interchangeable with Bourdieu’s habitus, which would represent the major point of departure between his version of structuration theory and Archer’s morphogenesis. She has consistently doubted the value of habitus, arguing that it is too restrictive. She has developed her own ideas with a focus on reflexivity, arguing for a number of modes of this related to the form of the internal conversation (Archer, 2000, 2003, 2007). This is a rich set of ideas, which are too complex to examine in detail here. In an ironic way, they can be seen as leading to a focus on the knowledgeable, reflexive agent which, while developed in a much more sophisticated fashion, has parallels with Giddens in his later work. There is considerable debate among those sharing very similar ontological commitments about the role of habit and the socially constructed use of language, which mean that this area could be a productive one for further examination (Archer, 2010). I will return to this in the concluding comments, for there are interesting implications for the study of contemporary work organizations. However, recognizing differences of emphases between the two, it is clear from the work of both Archer and Stones (and one could also adduce the work of Layder (1990) here) that Giddens’s conceptualization of structure as memory traces fails to convince. It is this aspect that Jones and Karsten (2008) draw our attention to and needs to be retained as we move to consider the reception of structuration theory in organization studies.

STRUCTURATION THEORY IN ORGANIZATION STUDIES

This section considers some general use of structuration theory in organization studies, in which we see that the conception of structures and their recursive interaction with agency is much closer to the positions espoused by Archer and Stones. We then look at three specific domains in which structuration theory has been particularly widely drawn upon. The first is the domain of strategy as practice, where Giddens’s focus on practice has been deployed in a fashion which also uses as its exemplars work in the other two domains. The second of these is the work on routines which I combine with a discussion of usage in the new institutionalism in organizational analysis, where structuration theory is often used as a term referring to the emergence of structure in organizational fields—a usage, it is argued, far from Giddens’s formulations. A more faithful use of structuration is found in the third domain, IS, and in particular in the work of Wanda Orlikowski. Her ultimately unsuccessful efforts to formulate a theory of the adoption of technology based on structuration theory and her abandonment of this in favour of ideas drawn from actor-network theory and other theories points to some problems with structuration theory as a guide to organizational analysis.

    An early use of structuration theory was provided by Andrew Pettigrew (1985) in his sprawling history of the development and reception of organizational development in the British chemical company ICI. What is of great value in this work is its attention to the unfolding of events over time, but the discussion of structuration theory is limited and the application unconvincing. Pettigrew argued for what he termed ‘contextualism’, suggesting that previous work on organizational change ‘virtually ignored […] the conditioning and enabling influence of the social and economic environment surrounding the organisation’ (Pettigrew, 1985: 18). While critics focused on the degree to which Pettigrew himself took these factors into account in his analysis, the influence of structuration theory seemed slight. Indeed, it was the stronger sense of structures as objective constraints that we have seen in Archer and Stones that seems to inform the discussion. The same could be said for the use of structuration theory by Barley and Tolbert in their discussion of the relationship between institutions and action. Here they explicitly reference the critiques of Giddens noted above:

    Because Giddens argues that institutions exist only insofar as they are instantiated in everyday activity, critics have charged that he ‘conflates’ structure with action […]. Conflation concerns the problem of reducing structure to action (or vice versa) and the difficulty of documenting the existence of an institution apart from activity. Unless institutions and actions are analytically as well as phenomenologically distinct, it is difficult to understand how one can be said to affect the other. Although the critics of structuration theory have aimed their critique at problems they believe to be inherent to the theory’s logic and, for this reason, have sometimes argued for re-establishing the separation between structure and action that Giddens sought to transcend […] we submit that the worth of the critique actually lies in the epistemological rather than the ontological issues that it raises. (Barley & Tolbert, 1997: 99)

However, they persist with structuration theory to argue for the need to examine repeated cycles of interaction between institution and action. Here, they note that Giddens’s ‘models are only implicitly temporal, since he usually treats duration as a background assumption rather than a focus of attention’ (Barley & Tolbert, 1997: 100). What is unclear then, is just what structuration theory has provided, apart from a general orientation on process. There is no drawing on, for example, the three modalities. What is significant, is that they draw on Pettigrew to argue that ‘Researchers who wish to study changes in institutions that govern the actions of collectives may therefore need to resort to historical and archival data’ (Barley & Tolbert, 1997: 105). This is a point to which we will return, but these two pieces of work are exemplars of the use of structuration theory in a form which operates with a much stronger sense of both history and the temporally emergent nature of structures than is found in the original formulation.

    These concerns with the perceived misinterpretation of what structuration meant were raised at an early stage by both Hugh Willmott and Richard Whittington. Willmott (1981) was concerned that use of structuration theory to discuss organizational structure was to abstract this from broader societal forces. In his own development of the ideas he suggested that they enabled analysts to make sense of the contradictory positioning of managers, although his later work was to drop Giddens in favour of ideas drawn from post-structuralism (Willmott, 1987). Whittington, however, has persisted in pressing the claims of structuration theory and it is worth considering his approach in a little more detail.

STRATEGY AS PRACTICE

Drawing not only on Giddens, but recognizing the force of some of the early critiques from critical realism that we noted in the preceding sections, Whittington (1992) proposed that structuration theory was well equipped to handle the positioning of managers at the intersection between a number of competing institutional orders (an argument drawn upon in Stones’ reassessment of structuration theory). He has returned to this theme in more recent work to press the value of structuration theory in the domain known as ‘strategy as practice’ (Whittington, 2010). Proponents of this approach, among whom Whittington has been prominent, have pressed the need to explore what strategists actually do in practice. This focus draws on a number of theories of practice, such as that outlined by Bourdieu. But Whittington has argued that a return to Giddens makes sense because of his focus on practice. He points out that most of those who have used Giddens have focused on micro-activity, in line with the dominant focus of the field. In Giddens’s terms, they have examined strategic conduct. This is a perfectly legitimate move, given Giddens’s advocacy of methodologically bracketing out broader concerns, but Whittington argues that this is to ignore the focus of Giddens on institutional analysis. This form of broader analysis is what he finds to be lacking in the domain of strategy as practice, but he suggest that structuration theory is well suited to such explorations.

    In advocating this return to Giddens he explicitly rules out a detailed consideration of the more ontological concerns raised by Archer and Stones, choosing instead to focus on practical applications. Here, he is particularly concerned to argue that structuration theory is well suited to situations in which middle managers can exercise a degree of choice. As he observes, ‘Structuration theory has real purchase where circumstances are plural and fluid, where firms enjoy oligopolistic powers of discretion or where middle managers or others are confident and knowledgeable enough to exploit their powers’. He contrasts this to what he terms ‘the more fatalistic theoretical rivals such as Bourdieu and Bhaskar’ (Whittington, 2010: 124). He sees their ‘harder’ conceptualizations of structures as more resistant to change as emphasizing stability and continuity. The failure here to consider the later focus of authors in this tradition such as Archer on forms of reflexivity challenges this conclusion, and this is a point we will return to in the concluding comments. What is also interesting about his advocacy of structuration theory is the way he sees it being used in two pieces of research that he sees as exemplars: that of Feldman on routines and Orlikowski on IS. The next section considers the way in which Feldman uses Giddens, as it indicates some problems with the way in which Giddens’s work is perceived.

ROUTINES

In an important series of articles, Martha Feldman and Brian Pentland have advanced the case for seeing organizational routines as ‘generative systems’ (Feldman, 2000; Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Pentland & Feldman, 2005; Pentland & Feldman, 2008). Their work has stressed the potential for change that lies within organizational routines, drawing attention to the fact that routines have to be performed and that the variations and connections inherent in such performances give the possibility of change. I will argue that this downplaying of the repetitive nature of routines is linked to the view of agency that is based on Giddens. A key focus in their various articles is the stress on agency. Routines are not just abstract sets of instructions; they are performed. This means that they are ‘not only effortful but also emergent accomplishments. They are often works in progress rather than finished products’ (Feldman, 2000: 613). Given this perspective, those who perform the routines, it is argued, are not blind rule followers but active selectors from a menu of possibilities ‘from which organizational members enact particular performances’ (Feldman, 2000: 612). These aspects of action are then related to a key distinction, which is that between the ‘ostensive’ and the ‘performative’ aspects of routines. The ostensive aspects of the routine are the ‘abstract idea of the routine’, while the performative relates to ‘the actual performances of the routine by specific people, at specific times, in specific places’ (Feldman & Pentland, 2003: 95). This distinction between ostensive and performative is drawn from the work of Latour, specifically from a short essay on the nature of power (Latour, 1986). It is important to make this point, for Latour is operating here with a ‘flat’ ontology, compared to other analysts, Giddens included, who operate with an ontology of depth. By that I mean that Latour operates with an ontology in which all is folded into practice. He rejects the agency–structure relationship, preferring instead to talk of longer and shorter networks. This means that it is not possible to map his terms on to the structure–agency distinction that Giddens uses. The effect of trying to do so is to enhance the action orientation that is supplied by Giddens. Clearly, Feldman and Pentland seek to hold on to the notion of patterned activity in their seeking to impose the structure–agency conceptualization on to this focus on situated action, but Giddens suits their emphasis on agential flexibility and innovation within the repertoire offered by routines, hence leading to the latter as a source of change as well as of stability. This is an interesting example of the way in which Giddens’s work is used as a general shorthand for the relationship between structure and agency in which the practical effect is to leave the emphasis on action.

    It is arguable, therefore, that this is not only a thin engagement with Giddens but also that it emphasizes even more strongly certain aspects of his work, notably the focus on agency. It is possible to find other debatable appropriations of Giddens in other influential accounts, especially those provided by those working in the new institutionalist tradition of organizational analysis. This is a broad and influential approach to the cultural shaping of organizational life. In broad terms it argues against the impoverished view of organizational life supplied by rational actor models drawn from economic theory, in which organizing is seen as a functional and technical response to market pressures. Drawing on alternative approaches within economics as well as sociological traditions, the focus in this body of work has been on the shaping of organizations by ‘non-rational’ factors. In this endeavour Giddens has been much cited, but often in a way that departs from his original formulations.

    For example, DiMaggio, drawing on Bourdieu, posits the formation and governance of organizational fields as a location in which broader societal logics are mediated and shape the options available to organizations. As Scott puts it:

    Giddens (1979, 1984) defines the concept of structuration quite broadly to refer to the recursive interdependence or [sic] social structures and activities. The verb form is intended to remind us that structures only exist to the extent that ongoing activities produce and reproduce them. In applying the concept to organizational fields, DiMaggio and Powell (1983: 148) employ the term structuration more narrowly to refer to the degree of interaction and the nature of the interorganizational structure that arises at the field level. (Scott, 2008: 190)

Following this, Scott goes on to develop a section headed ‘structuration, destructuration and restructuration’. This relates to processes of the deinstitutionalization of practices, but Scott introduces it as ‘Using Giddens’s language, institutionalists have focused attention on structuration processes, but have neglected processes leading to destructuration and restructuration’ (Scott, 2008: 196). However important the processes of institutionalization and deinstitutionalization may be in their own right, this seems to be at a considerable distance from how we have seen Giddens develop the notion of structuration. Once again, the notion of structure that is deployed here, and the ways it relates to action, seems closer to that advocated by Archer or Stones. We will look in more detail at the ways in which a return to the original formulation might prove productive for institutionalist approaches in the concluding comments. First, however, we consider another important engagement with Giddens in the domain of IS and the work of Wanda Orlikowski.

INFORMATION SYSTEMS

We have noted that the work of Orlikowski is a key citation for Whittington (2010); this is to her 2000 article, whereas Scott draws on her 1992 formulation. However, there is considerable difference between the two contributions that merits closer scrutiny. Structuration theory has been an influential perspective within the domain of IS. In some cases, such as the development of so-called ‘adaptive structuration theory’, the appropriation of Giddens has both born little similarity to his own ideas and has proved to be a dead end. In other cases, notably in the work of Geoff Walsham (1993), structuration theory has been one perspective among many deployed to try to integrate social and organizational factors into the consideration of technology. By contrast to these uses, what marks Orlikowski’s work is its attempt to be faithful to Giddens’s formulations. In this attempt at fidelity we see some of the problems, so the arguments as she presents them are worth rehearsing. They turn on the status of structures and the debate over whether such structures can be ‘inscribed’ into technology and thereby endure.

    In her early formulation in 1992 Orlikowski distinguished between the role of technology, that is, how it was applied in organizations, and the scope of its definition, that is, to its distinctive properties. At this stage she held to the need to consider the particular properties of technology; it was with the role of technology that she turned to structuration theory for assistance on the grounds that Giddens’s structuration theory was a processual approach concerned with ‘the reciprocal interaction of human actors and structural features of organizations’ (Orlikowski, 1992: 404). Of course, it would be fair to argue that Giddens is little concerned with the detail of organization, developing his theory on the terrain of social theory. There is already a danger here of a confusion over the nature of structures. What Orlikowski is keen to stress is the knowledgeability of actors as a central part of structuration theory. This seems a fair reading of Giddens, but the account that is then given of the interaction of agents and structures seems one, as we have seen, more akin to that developed by Archer than that of Giddens:

    Through the regular action of knowledgeable and reflexive actors, patterns of interactions become established as standardized practices in organizations, e.g., ways of manufacturing a product, coordinating a meeting, or evaluating an employee. Over time, habitual use of such practices eventually becomes institutionalized, forming the structural properties of organizations. These structural or institutionalized properties (structure) are drawn on by humans in their ongoing interactions (agency), even as such use, in turn, reinforces the institutionalized properties. (Orlikowski, 1992: 404)

What this does is to underplay the formulation of structures in Giddens’s work as memory traces instantiated in action, a formulation which was to suggest to some other observers the difficulty of applying Giddens’s formulations to technology use (Jones, 1999). The initial formulation suggests the notion of structures as emergent properties that informs the much stronger sense of structures that we find in Archer. However, what is carried over is the relative lack of specification of these structures beyond the organization. Thus there is only one reference to such broader structures when, in formulating the structurational approach, we have a reference, after an extensive list of organizational structures, to ‘environmental pressures such as government regulation, competitive forces, vendor strategies, professional norms, state of knowledge about technology, and socio-economic conditions’ (Orlikowski, 1992: 409). This seems highly significant in the light of the later downplaying of such factors.

    What, however, drew the attention of critics was the adherence to the notion of material properties, a stance some saw as being at odds with Giddens. In her reformulation of her approach in 2000 she sought to distance herself from the notion of material properties. This distancing took two forms. In connection with the artefact itself, the argument was that assumptions that material features became stabilized after a period of design and development are ‘inappropriate in the context of the dynamically reconfigurable, user-programmable, and highly internetworked technologies being developed and used today’ (Orlikowski, 2000: 406). However, of more importance is the shift in the notion of the way in which structures and technology are related. The earlier position had been that structures were in some sense embodied in technologies, but the contradiction between this and Giddens’s conception of structures was squarely faced. ‘Seeing structures as embodied in artifacts,’ argues Orlikowski, ‘thus ascribes a material existence to structures which Giddens explicitly denies’ (2000: 406).

    The consequence of this move is that Orlikowski’s formulations are now firmly in the camp of agency. ‘Technology structures’ are now nothing to do with either the material properties of artefacts or with wider structures (whether of organization or society), but they are now about ‘technology-in-use’. These are ‘virtual, emerging from people’s repeated and situated interaction with particular technologies’ (Orlikowski, 2000: 407). By this move structures have shrunk in scope from organizations to those rules and resources governing local practices. There is a nod to wider structures, but these shrink into the background as they are ‘bracketed’ (Orlikowski, 2000: 410). The problem is, as will see, that such bracketing renders them all but invisible in practice. This shift then puts the focus on radically tailorable tools and the transformational nature of agency. As she concludes, citing Giddens, ‘a practice lens thus allows us to deepen the focus on human agency and recognize “the essentially transformational character of all human action, even in its most utterly routinized forms”’ (Orlikowski, 2000: 425).

    Orlikowski’s struggles with structuration are significant both within her own discipline and for what they tell us about the theory more generally. Within IS the ideas are significant as other authors draw on them and the conceptualization of structuration theory contained in them rather than returning to the originals. As Jones and Karsten (2008: 144) note, ‘Giddens’ ideas are generally treated more as a starting point than as a source of specific guidance. Here, structuration is seen as a language for describing the social forces influencing technologies and their use, and a source of concepts for understanding the processes involved’. What is more, Orlikowski’s thinking has now changed so that rather than denying the importance of the material properties of technology they have now, in the form of her development of the notion of ‘sociomateriality’, shot to the fore (Orlikowski, 2010). While structuration theory may still be cited in this domain, it is in a rather loose form which is used to nod to the wider context and to a commitment to a notion of structure that, as we have seen with institutionalist thinking, is far from Giddens’s formulations. For example, in Brown and Duguid’s (2001: 208) paper on knowing we have the following statement: ‘As structuration theory (Giddens 1984) applied to the firm (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Yates & Orlikowski, 1992) might suggest, communities of practice will become ubiquitous sources of knowledge driving organizational change’. In what sense structuration ‘might suggest’ this is not clear, nor is the point developed further. Similarly, in the exploration of post-implementation behaviour by Jasperson et al. (2005: 534) we have the contention (citing both Giddens and Orlikowski) that 

    structuration theory suggests that human agents (i.e., individual users, peers, experts, and managers) initiate interventions to modify technology structures (i.e., applied feature sets of implemented IT applications) and organizational structures (i.e., task structures, work processes, social structures) as both objective and subjective aspects of social reality (Jasperson et al., 2005: 534).

Again, without further development it is hard to see why this suggestion is particular to structuration theory, or how it differs from other accounts.

    The wider implications are that structuration theory has difficulties with the widespread impact of technology in organizations, particularly information and communication technology, as it suggests a focus on structures as resources, resources in this case embedded in technological form rather than as memory traces.

CONCLUSION

A number of common themes emerge from this discussion. One is that references to Giddens are often second-hand and neglect crucial aspects of his formulations. This may reflect wider pressures towards publication, but it means that aspects of his work are neglected. As we have observed, most of the use has been to support a focus on the exercise of agency in local situations. As Whittington (2010) notes, this is to neglect the potential for investigations which are broader in scope, investigations which are needed to contextualize the rich accounts of local practice. Noting the concerns of those who suggest that Giddens’s original formulations tend to lead in this direction because of their conceptualization of structures, it might be valuable for those who wish to pursue a Giddensian agenda to pay some attention to Stones’ strong structuration theory. Informed as it is by Whittington’s work on managerial agency, its stronger focus on structures seems to fit better with the actual, as opposed to espoused, forms of structurationist analysis.

    Stones’ focus on the notion of internal structures would also fit the focus on culture and cognition that marks much of the new institutionalism. Here, it would be helpful not to use structuration to refer to the structuring of organizational fields and return, by contrast, to the emphasis on power that appears in Giddens. Rather than seeing power in the context of regulation, it would be more productive to see power as suffusing all aspects of life. In particular, it would be useful to consider the influence of power in establishing the classifications that shape the framings available to actors. Some work in new institutionalism, such as that on financial markets, has this focus (Lounsbury & Rao, 2004). It is supported by work in social studies of science, where Bowker (2000) points to the political nature of classificatory schema. In all this, there is an echo of the work of the anthropologist Mary Douglas (1987). Her work on classifications and power had a considerable influence on the sociologist of education Basil Bernstein. His work is little cited, but it provides a counter to the focus of many analyses on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. As well as providing little purchase on change, this concept can be critiqued for its lack of operationalization. As Bernstein observed:

    Habitus is described in terms of what it gives rise to, and brings, or does not bring about. It is described in terms of the external underlying analogies it regulates. But it is not described with reference to the particular ordering principles or strategies, which give rise to the formation of a particular habitus. The formation of the internal structure of the particular habitus, the mode of its specific acquisition, which gives it its specificity, is not described. How it comes to be is not part of the description, only what it does. (Bernstein, 1996: 136)

His work (Bernstein, 1990: 3) was designed to provide ‘grammars’ for habitus and would be worth revisiting, especially as notions of habitus run counter to the focus on agential knowledgeability, which is one of the attractive aspects of Giddens’s work that finds favour with Whittington. Here, there is perhaps an unexpected convergence between the agendas of Archer and Giddens. While realist critics (e.g. Layder, 1990: 148) were concerned about Giddens’s tendency to exaggerate reflexivity, Archer’s more recent work on the internal conversation has been concerned to relate modes of reflexivity to changes in broader social structures. This has particular relevance to the nature of contemporary organizations, especially given the focus on organizational learning, knowledge management, and the deployment of ICT-enabled systems (Mutch, 2010a). Mention of this latter reminds us, however, of the neglect of the material in many organizational analyses. It is here that Orlikowski’s espousal and then rejection of the work of Giddens is significant. A broadly sympathetic critique of Giddens’s conceptualization of structures drew attention to the importance of the material. Considering Giddens’s idea that resources are virtual as being untenable, Sewell argued that ‘it is…hard to see how such material resources can be considered as “virtual”, since material things by definition exist in space and time’ (Sewell, 2005: 133). The challenge here is to integrate consideration of the material properties of such resources with a relational conceptualization of their place in the interplay of structure and agency.

    Approaches drawn from critical realism arguably can enable us to get a better purchase on the relationship between material properties of the technologies deployed in organizations and broader structures (Mutch, 2010b). In particular, material resources tend to solidify and make durable aspects of human life. This has always been the case with the built environment, but the widespread use of ICT-enabled systems tends to the freezing of particular organizational arrangements in software in such a fashion that they shape and constrain future rounds of social interaction. This is not to argue that such arrangements cannot be overthrown, but to recognize that this might not be feasible given resource constraints. Equally, it is not to argue that organizational actors might not have a range of perceptions of such applications, but that some courses of action might have much higher opportunity costs than others. So, for example, the widely used enterprise systems that are the heart of the operations of many major multinational organizations operate with tightly defined ‘position-practices’ where only those with a defined role in the system can exercise certain functions (Boudreau & Robey, 2005). Such constraints, experienced as such in the initial implementation, then become the taken-for-granted context of organizational action. The degree of such constraints then needs to be placed in the context of broader structures, as some actors might possess countervailing resources which enable them to circumvent such restrictions (Wagner, Newell, & Piccoli, 2010).

    Finally, the importance of time in organizational analyses comes to the fore in considering the interaction of structure and agency. History was important to Giddens; indeed, his 1984 book closes with a discussion of the differences between history and sociology. He concludes that there are none of substance, but a need to explore the interaction of agency and structure over time and space. We may disagree about precisely how to conceptualize this relationship, but one might question how far this injunction has influenced the study of organizations, where history continues to be relatively neglected. Sewell (2005) has provided an interesting discussion of these connections on the terrain of social history. As a practising historian who is also deeply engaged with social theory he has sought, in a way which is unusual, to build bridges between the two domains. In this, he has wrestled with structuration theory, arguing, as we have seen, that the notion of structure as memory traces is inadequate for use in historical investigations. His efforts to reformulate structuration theory have in turn contributed to Archer’s critique. As we have seen at a number of points in this chapter, those who use structuration are often operating with the much stronger conceptualization of structures as relatively enduring constraints on action that we find in Archer and others operating in the broad tradition of critical realism. This work has had a modest but growing impact on organization theory and is worthy of further investigation. However, more work needs to be done to incorporate many of the aspects of social practice that we have examined here. While Sewell’s notion of the relationship between structure and situated practice is closer to the approaches essayed by Archer and Stones, his focus on the importance of semiotic practices echoes calls by Fairclough et al. (2002) to incorporate consideration of semiosis into critical realist accounts. Such connections mean that there is continuing merit in a critical engagement with Giddens’s structuration theory, with the possibility of enriching the analysis of organizations (Elder-Vass, 2010).
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CHAPTER 26

ENGENDERING THE ORGANIZATIONAL: FEMINIST THEORIZING AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES

MARTA B. CALÁS AND LINDA SMIRCICH

FEMINIST theorizing was among the critical perspectives appearing in organization and management studies in the 1980s and early 1990s, a period of considerable epistemological pluralism and ferment (Clegg, Hardy, & Nord, 1996). At this time, postmodern critiques more generally were challenging modernist assumptions about the nature and purpose of knowledge production, and scholars debated the forms such knowledge should take. This critical impulse, sometimes with a feminist edge, was manifested in organization studies and, to varying degrees, in other business school disciplines including marketing, accounting, and economics (e.g. Bristor & Fisher, 1993; Calvert & Ramsey, 1992; Ferber & Nelson, 1993; Lehman, 1992; Martin, 1990; Mumby & Putnam, 1992; Reiter, 1995).

    Our own work, articulating feminist approaches to organization studies, was very much a part of these conditions. A special issue on theory building in the Academy of Management Review (1992) we co-edited with Gareth Morgan, announced feminist theorizing as among the ‘new intellectual currents’ within organization and management studies. This special issue was preceded by a conference we organized, funded by the U.S. National Science Foundation, to examine the ethics and values of organization studies using feminist perspectives (Smircich, Calás, & Keele, 1988). Meanwhile, inspired by the post-structuralist ‘fashions’ of the late 1980s in the US, we published a feminist ‘deconstruction’ of leadership as textual productions of key organizational theorists (Calás & Smircich, 1991), and, at about the same time, a chapter on revising and rewriting the organization theory ‘record’ from feminist perspectives for a volume devoted to Rethinking Organization (Calás & Smircich, 1992). The fact that all this was happening concurrently in the Anglo-American organization studies domain almost convinced us that the institutional and epistemological context we inhabited was experiencing a fundamental change, and feminist theorizing was very much part of it. But was it really?

    At the end of that 1992 chapter we wrote in the reflective mode we had learned:

    we want to avow the ambivalence with which we have produced [this chapter]. We supposed we should have been happy. We were invited to attend a conference, be amongst people whose work we respect and to write a chapter for this volume. But we’re skeptical. After all, although this book is staged for the purpose of re-thinking organizational analysis and pointing to new directions for research its form is also […] help[ing] to sustain the circumstances it is supposedly rethinking […] we have come to occupy ‘the women’s position’ which was written for us before we came into this text. We were asked to fill the space on women and organizations for the conference and the book and so we did. (Calás & Smircich, 1992: 248)

Today, after having done much more feminist theory and organization studies work, including several handbook chapters—this one among them—we could still write very similar words. While feminist theorizing in organization studies is no longer a new intellectual current, it still occupies a separate status within the field as does the study of gender more generally. We note, for instance, that while most chapters of the current handbook are about important contemporary social theorists whose ideas impact organization studies, there seems to be no important contemporary feminist-qua-feminist thinker to include among them. Why is that?

    And yet, wouldn’t such an inclusion be contradictory to feminist expectations? Following Stanley and Wise (2000), one could question how disciplinary norms of a ‘star system’ affect what counts as Theory, including in feminist theorizing.

    The story of feminist theorizing as social theorizing is thus illustrative of its paradoxical position as both a member and critic of various knowledge domains. Since the late 1960s contemporary feminist theorizing has been prolific, constantly evolving, and self-questioning. As an intellectual movement fundamentally attuned to conditions of the time, it addresses contemporary social problems with a continued focus on issues of social inequality and subordination. Today ‘gender(ing)’, rather than ‘women’, has become the preferred theoretical framing, but this is a complicated and plural framing, where ‘gender’ is multiply inflected with other social categorizations: class, race, sexuality, and so on. At the same time, its institutionalization as an academic domain with its origins as ‘women’s studies’—no matter how interdisciplinary—has proven problematic. It has created a ‘womanspace’ which continues to reiterate the (marginal) position of the field of feminist theorizing as that of a ‘special interest group’ rather than as an important contributor to contesting and redressing conventional knowledge in each disciplinary ‘home’.

    A key insight of feminist theorizing is that knowledge, as much as any (other) social institution, is gendered. Keeping such an insight in mind would be central for rethinking normative notions of knowledge in the disciplines, including the ‘star system’ as part of the ‘great man’ tradition in the realm of knowledge production. Ironically, the association of gender with ‘women’—as if men were un-gendered—and their ‘special social status’ (notwithstanding the fact that women are more than half of humanity) is a constant reminder of the intertwined relationship between who produces knowledge and what counts as knowledge. It is in this broader context that encounters between organization studies and feminist theorizing must be understood.

    Over the years scholars in organization studies have been building on the conceptual innovations of feminist theorizing using various feminist epistemological approaches to contribute alternative understandings of familiar topics. In many instances they engage with concerns where gender is readily apparent—such as when they research sex differences (Ely & Padavic, 2007), emotions (Meyerson, 1998), and work/family issues (e.g. Martin, 1990; Runté & Mills, 2004). In many other instances they make visible the gendered premises and practices behind topics conventionally represented as gender neutral, along with offering alternate conceptions of, for example, careers (Marshall, 1989), collaboration (Gray, 1994), the stakeholder concept (Wicks, Gilbert, & Freeman, 1994), organization structuring (Maier, 1999; Martin & Knopoff, 1995), work (Fletcher, 1998; Fondas, 1997), technology (Wajcman, 2004), organizational citizenship behaviour (Kark & Waismel-Manor, 2005), workplace resistance (Thomas & Davies, 2005), social networks (Benschop, 2009), the knowledge society (Walby, 2011), scholarly writing practices (Phillips, Pullen, and Rhodes, 2014), and so on.

    However, very few works, particularly in the US, emphasize the gendered nature of organization studies as a disciplinary domain more generally, including its institutional conditions (for an exception see Martin, 1994). Therefore topics may change ‘in theory’, but the processes maintaining the norms of knowledge in the field remain almost untouched or worse. Thus in organization studies, in the US particularly, we tend to see selective appropriation from contemporary feminist theorizing, a kind of ‘pick and choose’ feminism that is amenable to positivist (non-critical) conventions.

    These general reflections serve as a background for the rest of this chapter, which aims to convey how feminist theorizing has contributed to organization studies and to evaluate its prospect for continuing to do so. Next, in a brief section, we locate feminist theorizing in the context of contemporary social theory. We offer a reminder of ‘first wave’ feminism, classical feminism in social theory, and its often forgotten legacy for present-day feminist concerns in theory and methodology. We then highlight the place of ‘second wave’ feminism in contemporary social theory. Following this, the next section focuses on ‘second wave’ feminisms in an extended discussion of five key contemporary feminist theoretical tendencies and their influences in organization studies. This is the core of the chapter, for it is this literature that has had the main impact on organization studies and on contemporary social theory. The final section, titled ‘After Theory’, addresses emerging tendencies as feminism further engages with globalization, neo-liberalism, and new materialisms. Understanding these tendencies, we argue, is relevant for the future of organization studies as a domain of theory and practice. In particular it is key for those of us who still believe it is possible to contribute to emancipatory social change through a scholarly project in organization studies.

LOCATING FEMINIST THEORY(IZING) IN/AS SOCIAL THEORY

Where does feminist theory stand as social theory? Feminism has been and is both a political project and an intellectual one—offering critical analyses of the ways social life is organized, as well as alternative visions and possibilities. Feminism is an ongoing movement for social justice and equality. It is also a theory development project, manifested today in a plurality of feminist perspectives, where a central focus is gender and gender relations. Others would define it more formally as impacting the core of social theory when it confronts ‘epistemological and methodological questions raised by women’s experiences and interests’ (Gerhard, 2004: 127).

    However, clarifications are necessary in terms of what constitutes social theory. As presented by Ritzer and Smart (2001), contributions to contemporary social theory come from several disciplines, including sociology, political economy, philosophy, psychoanalysis, and linguistics, as well as from theoretical developments in cultural studies and feminism. But looking back, these authors also note that social theory is a discursive formation with no fixed unity. Rather, ‘it is dynamic, subject to reconstitution in the light of new interpretative moves, retrieval of forgotten or marginalized thinkers and works, innovations and novel syntheses, changing relationships to cognate formations [other disciplines] and in response to social transformation’ (Ritzer & Smart, 2001: 2). Importantly, these authors note the advent of social theory during the nineteenth century when intellectuals were developing new forms of social analysis as they tried to make sense of the emergence of modern social life. Social theory thus predates the institutionalization of sociology as a discipline but becomes part of it. It is also the product of Western intellectual traditions, in particular in universities in Europe and in the US, and it still takes on different inflections according to these traditions. Yet, what persists from its inception—and thus of necessity defines the dynamic nature of social theory—is its focus on asking fundamental questions about a changing social world and on developing appropriate analyses of those transformed conditions and of living in such a world.

    Under these premises feminist theorizing has always been social theorizing. Yet this has become even clearer as contemporary social theory has reconsidered how early feminist theorizing coincided with the inception of social theory while being ignored or devalued. We also note that in the ‘classics’ version of this handbook (Adler, 2009) there was no feminist theory chapter. Thus we think it is important to correct the record, as contemporary social theorists are doing, and offer a brief acknowledgement of what in the US was termed ‘first wave’ feminism, and its drive for social change (see also Calás & Smircich, 2006).

Correcting the Record: Remembering the First Wave

Early feminist thought was evident in the writings of political theorists in England such as Wollstonecraft (1792), H. T. Mill (1851), and J. S. Mill (1869) who argued that women’s exclusion from public life made them into non-persons. Their ideas were rooted in the liberal political traditions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where visions of persons and society were supported by two key assumptions: normative dualism (mind/body dualism) with rationality conceived as mental capacity separated from embodiment; and abstract individualism, where human action is conceived in abstraction from any social circumstances (Jaggar, 1983). Assumptions of material scarcity supported a notion of the ‘just’ society as one where autonomous individuals could secure a share of the available resources under a system of rights. All this applied to propertied white males, and excluded women and slaves. In these periods, women were unable to vote or own property in their own names. Further, as a home-centred form of economic production transitioned to an industrial economy, they became increasingly economically dependent and isolated. Such conditions thus gave rise to women’s struggle for political rights.

    The women’s rights movement of the nineteenth century overlapped with the abolitionist movement, but in their intent these movements were reformist rather than revolutionary. Supported by liberal political thought, the white male was the paradigm of human nature; thus, the concern was to demonstrate that women and non-whites should not be excluded from public life since they too were fully human. In this regard, attaining universal suffrage as a basic human right was an important social movement between 1830 and 1930. This period also saw the appearance of female social analysts in Europe and the US, including among others Jenny D’Héricourt in France, Harriet Martineau in England, Marianne Weber in Germany, and Jane Addams, Anna Julia Cooper, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman in the US.

    In fact, recent scholarship has shown that during the nineteenth century several women scholars were making methodological and theoretical contributions of their own to social theory. For example, Harriet Martineau and Jenny D’Héricourt addressed the exclusion of women as ‘social subjects’ in the theories of their contemporaries, including Comte and Proudhon who are now seen as ‘founding fathers’ of sociology (Arni & Müller, 2004). Both Martineau and D’Héricourt argued that these theories naturalized the public sphere as a male province and the private sphere as a female province based on assumptions of gender differences. But these assumptions were unwarranted. In their views, the assumed differences were likely socialized through education and gender politics, which legitimized patriarchal relationships of domination and subordination. They claimed that in so far as these were socialized differences, social theories should not assume the ontological priority of gender differences. Rather, causes for their persistence required empirical examination.

    More generally, Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley (2001) identify 1830–1930 as the period during which mainstream sociology was actively created. They note that several of the women social theorists mentioned were publicly visible and making important contributions known to their male contemporaries, yet their theoretical contributions were erased from the record of classical sociology until the late 1980s when feminist historiography started to rediscover their scholarship. The deletion of these women from classical social theory is seen as the result of a politics of gender and a politics of knowledge: first, a patriarchal culture during the period denied women authority and recognition as serious participants in the discourse of knowledge production; second, and not unrelated, sociologists (mostly men) came to a consensus that the legitimacy of the field itself hinged on defining the role of the sociologist as committed to objectivity instead of advocacy, therefore limiting the importance of critical social thought.

    Meanwhile, rediscoveries of these women’s writings show they comprise ‘a coherent tradition of classical feminist sociological thought’ (Lengermann & Niebrugge-Brantley, 2001: 129). As critical theorists, their central problematic was describing, analysing, and critiquing socially produced pain, and exploring conditions for ameliorating it. Key to such efforts was understanding the ways society is pervaded by structures and processes of domination. In these works the human individual is a social actor existing in relation to social processes, while the role of social structure should be to nourish and empower individuals to use their human capacities to think and to will. Embodiment, including gender, race, class, age, and health, is also clearly portrayed in these writings, as existing social arrangements are questioned as a major cause of socially produced debilitation and exhaustion which thwarts human capacities. Furthermore, the significance of ideas for producing or limiting possibilities for positive social change is acknowledged. Historically sedimented structures of domination, and uneven social change, are sources of distorted ideas contributing to the reproduction of social structures inimical to human happiness when people act against their own well-being through such ideas.

    As social theorists, these women saw their role as reducing distorted thinking by creating ideas helpful in the production of social change towards the good society. Accordingly, their theorizing focused on adding impetus to changes already in motion—for instance: racial and gender power struggles and women’s movements for political rights, putting pressure on the state for social reform, and even radical transformation of social relationships such as the notion of the heterosexual household. Methodologically, these works affirmed women’s standpoints as epistemologically valid; constructed theory in relationship to personal and situated experiences and the generalized understandings of these experiences. As well, their theoretical accounts were grounded in the details and texture of people’s daily lives. These texts are reflexive, letting readers understand the theorist’s social location, her responses to the situations she analyses, and the responses of her subjects to these analyses.

    This recognition of earlier feminist contributors to social theory, reclaiming their often excluded position in the history of modern sociology’s disciplinary knowledge, is also part of a larger project of twentieth-century ‘second wave’ feminist theorizing (e.g. Marshall & Witz, 2004), which we discuss next. The legacy of first wave feminist social theory is clearly identifiable in several theoretical innovations of the second wave.

Revising and Rewriting: The Second Wave

Second wave feminist theorizing has been an epistemological project from its inception, and simultaneously an institutional and emancipatory one, emphasizing social change. This theorizing has contributed not only critiques of the classical canon of sociology, but also critiques of contemporary social theory for blindness to its own gendered assumptions and the complicity of these assumptions with dominant institutional arrangements excluding women. Asking the question ‘who does knowledge?’ highlighted social theorizing as a masculinist enterprise accounting for the absence of women in the academy, linking this absence to existing assumptions supporting much social theory. Second wave feminist analyses thus focused on correcting this situation, as a matter of historical record and as a critical contemporary project addressing the continued production of social theory.

    This critical impulse, from the early 1970s onwards, was not unique to feminist critiques of dominant knowledge. The context in which it was occurring was one of social dissent, connecting the emergence of social movements—anti-war, anti-racism, anticolonialism, feminism—with critical revisionist activities in disciplinary domains. The streets and the university were not too separate at that point. However, four specific occurrences may have opened the space for feminist social theorizing during this period. First, one can observe the emergence of feminist theoretical perspectives as part of re-evaluations of Marxist and Freudian insights in various strands of social theory, in particular those critical of the dominance of functionalism in sociology at the time (Holmwood, 1996; Kellner, 1989). Second, the Kuhnian impact in the sociology of knowledge included a move away from positivism and towards interpretivism, in particular through Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) arguments about ‘the social construction of reality’ (Outhwaite, 1987). In this regard, Simone de Beauvoir’s well-known dictum ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’ (1988 [1953]: 295) must have acquired particular resonance.

    Concurrently, questions about the nature of social reality appeared in philosophy of science, coalescing into arguments where epistemology could not deny its social location (e.g. Latour & Woolgar, 1979). Finally, protest about the exclusion of women from social life, and in particular their devaluation as social actors with their own voices—the core of feminist activism in the late 1960s and 1970s—led to women’s studies being established as an academic programme in universities as early as 1970 (e.g. Scott, 2008). These programmes were connected to changes brought about by social movements—such as Afro-American and Latino Studies—emphasizing the need to revise the historical record of conventional disciplines which made invisible, or worse denied the achievements of, other-than-white Anglo-Saxon middle-class men. These programmes emphasized the need to create new knowledge from the perspectives and experiences of social groups whose voices had gone unrecognized.

    Yet, as noted, feminist theorizing was often in a contradictory position: the separate space of women’s studies provided—in principle—a safe place for contesting the epistemological grounds of, among others, normative social theory. However, as a separate space from any disciplinary core, it reiterated the fundamental problem feminist theorizing aimed to redress. A basic assumption behind much classical and even some contemporary social theory was precisely that women were not sufficiently rational actors—too close to nature—to be able to produce objective knowledge. Traditionally, women were disqualified as knowledge producers because what counted as theory had been already defined as a disembodied activity of ‘the mind’ oriented towards finding universal rules of social control over nature. Thus, in some ways, the space of women’s studies was akin to reproducing the private sphere for women’s ‘handiwork’, while ‘real’ social theory, or for that matter ‘real’ organization studies, was produced in the disciplinary core—a ‘public’ domain outside of the purview of women. Nonetheless, mindful of these conditions, feminist work proceeded accordingly. For instance, McCormack insisted that ‘the justification for feminist scholarship must rest not on a special domain (women) or a special kind of empathy (sexual affinity) but on a set of principles of inquiry: a feminist philosophy of science’ (1981: 3). Sandra Harding’s scholarship was an early response to this request. A key starting point in these efforts was to examine how the canon—of any discipline—is produced (Harding & Hintikka, 1983); the next step was to produce an alternative to such knowledge (Harding, 1986).

    In social theory, feminist theorists follow different analytical approaches to critically engage with the assumed gender neutrality of the classical canon as well as of contemporary social theory (Adkins, 2005; Chafetz, 1997). As detailed by Marshall and Witz (2004), their various strategies include asking explicitly what classical theorists had to say about women and showing how these theories either omitted women or presented images of women which mostly revealed men’s normative vision about women’s place in society. The canon has also been revised by historicizing the theorists’ contributions not as universal theories but as embedded in the interests and politics of their time. As well, some have engaged in discursive analyses to interrogate how masculinity operates in the actual writing of the social.

    For instance, regarding the canon, the works of Marx (Hartmann, 1981; MacKinnon, 1989), Weber (Bologh, 1990), Durkheim (Lehmann, 1995), Freud (Benjamin, 1998), among others, have been subject to critical re-evaluation. Similarly, feminist social theorists have analysed gendered aspects in the works of contemporary theorists including Habermas and other critical theory figures (Fraser, 1985), Bourdieu (Lovell, 2000; Mottier, 2002), and the reflexive modernity in the works of Giddens, Urry, Lash, Beck, and others (Adkins, 2004; Mulinari & Sandell, 2009; Skeggs, 2002).

    As mentioned, some of these critical strategies—supported by diverse feminist theoretical perspectives—have been used to revise the theoretical record of organization studies, re-evaluating as gendered prior conceptualizations in the field which seemed to be gender neutral. As important, feminist theorizing has supported the development of new analytical approaches in organization studies with gender as the informing frame. Yet we present our discussion with a caveat: we also show that some feminist theorizing has been co-opted in organization studies, ‘tamed’ so as to reiterate the norms of the field, thus blunting its critical epistemological contributions.

ORGANIZATION STUDIES ENCOUNTERS FEMINIST THEORIZING

In this section we discuss five theoretical tendencies in feminist theorizing—liberal, radical, psychoanalytic, socialist, and post-structuralist/postmodern—which have contributed to highlighting, analysing, and sometimes changing gendered aspects of organization studies scholarship. These theories are organized into three sets, each representing a particular focus on the relationship between conceptions of gender and desirable social change. For each set we briefly discuss main proponents, major arguments, as well as central concerns and contributions. Each is prefaced by a key question which, as we see it, addresses the focal problem guiding feminist theorizing within that set. Presenting these sets in historical sequence is not an arbitrary choice. The history of contemporary feminist thought is the product of debates and conversations, not a linear progression. However, understanding how and why such debates and conversations happened over time is as important as understanding the theorizing that emerged from them and its intended impact on social change.

    A crucial distinction among feminist theories is how gender is conceptualized. As these conceptions change, scholars address different issues and frame different research questions, using differing vocabularies to articulate them. Thus, each set represents an epistemological shift, both in how gender is understood and in how knowledge is then envisioned towards desirable social change. How and why has ‘gender’ changed? What difference do these changes make?

    Answers to these questions will become clearer as we illustrate changes in organization studies literatures, where conceptualizations of gender are represented in works ranging from concerns with women and their access to organizations, to concerns about the gendering of organization processes and practices, and further to concerns about the very stability of such categories as ‘gender’, ‘masculinity’, ‘femininity’, and ‘organization’ (Calás & Smircich, 2006). More generally, as befits the dynamism of social theory, our discussions demonstrate that gender continues to be a term ‘in the making’ (Scott, 1986) and is often contested (e.g. Ahmed, 2000; Butler, 2004; Hawkesworth, 1997), reflecting the vibrancy of feminist theorizing and its continued contemporary relevance, including for organizational issues.

Between Liberalism and Radicalism: From the Street to the Academy

Key Question: Who is the Social Subject?

The two feminist theoretical tendencies in this set, liberal and radical, are heirs of the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s, but also of the long lineage of first wave feminism. The key question they address emerges from women’s lack of representation in the public domain, and the various ways women were outside the realm of the ‘social’ other than as dependent members and unimportant except in the domestic sphere. In this set gender is equivalent to women: could they claim equality to men in the public domain? Women’s sameness or difference (to men) in terms of their capabilities soon became the object of attention and research. How would the social/the organizational change under these premises?

    Liberal feminism is historically important, as it galvanized a social movement altering multiple domains of society. For many in the general public, liberal feminism still is what desirable feminism (if any at all) would amount to. The book by Facebook executive Sheryl Sandberg advising women to Lean In (2013) is a recent weak incarnation. However, from the perspective of contemporary feminist theorizing liberal feminism is seen as necessary but not at all sufficient as a platform for further transformation of society.

    With its roots in liberal political theory, liberal feminist theorizing voices the key themes of ‘women’s rights’, ‘equality’, and ‘equity’. These were the initial rallying cries of the second wave women’s movement beginning in the 1960s as women pushed for equal access and equal representation in the public sphere, to move closer towards a society where individuals, women and men, could engage on a level playing field. That notions of the ‘ideal humanity’ and ‘ideal society’ to which women aspired to be equal were modelled after Eurocentric, elite, masculinist ideals was not usually acknowledged. However, during the 1980s and 1990s feminists moved beyond arguments stressing women’s equal capabilities, the sameness argument, to claiming that women’s difference from men was indeed valuable for changing the social order. As Betty Friedan famously argued, ‘there has to be a concept of equality that takes into account that women are the ones who have the babies’ (Friedan, in Tong, 1998: 30). Expanding the concept of equality to accommodate difference repositioned the goals of liberal feminism from equality with men to gender justice (Evans, 1995; Tong, 1998).

    The earliest theories of liberal feminism were concerned with inequality between ‘the sexes’, i.e. between two categories of persons (males and females) denoted by biological characteristics. Later, theorizing made a distinction between biologically based ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ as a product of socialization and experience. Conventionally liberal feminism focused on women’s and men’s socialization into sex/gender roles and how these would then account for women’s different experiences and their unequal social position. Yet in the 1970s these arguments were contested. In particular, black feminists questioned which ‘women’s experiences’ were constitutive of gender? They showed that liberal feminism, as manifested in the second wave American women’s movement, represented only the interests of white, middle class, heterosexual women under the guise of representing all women. They specified that it was impossible to address issues of gender justice without taking race into account, for together gender and race constituted particular forms of oppression and discrimination (Combahee River Collective, 1977; Dill, 1983; hooks, 1981; Hull, Scott, & Smith 1982; Joseph & Lewis, 1981).

    Another, but related, critique arose at this time regarding the idea of ‘sex role’ (Connell, 1987; Ferree, Khan, & Morimoto 2007: Lopata & Thorne, 1978). The general critique is directed towards social psychological understandings of ‘sex/gender roles’, a terminology masking issues of power and inequality. These critiques are related as well to critiques of functionalist sociology. The notion of role is called into question because it focuses more on individuals’ socialization than on social structure, and deflects attention away from historical, economic, and political questions. Its universalism tends to offer normative definitions of masculinity and femininity without accounting for historical and cultural variations, and other differences such as race and class.

    Radical feminism developed in the 1960s and 1970s, and while a different theoretical tendency in its own right it is probably the best-known critique of liberal feminism. Meanwhile, in the popular imagination it tends to be seen as the negative side of feminism. Radical feminism takes the subordination of women as its fundamental problematic and views gender as a system of male domination, a fundamental organizing principle of patriarchal society, at the root of all other systems of oppression (Jaggar, 1983).

    With influences from the New Left social movements, radical feminism was ‘radical’ because it was ‘women centred’, envisioning a new social order through a female counter culture where women are not subordinated to men. It focused on the interconnections of sexuality and power relations (Weedon, 1997) and proposed alternative womenspaces, often separatist, social, political, economic, and cultural arrangements outside of patriarchy based on women’s experiences and knowledge as different from men’s (Echols, 1983; Eisenstein, 1983). These arrangements would challenge the values of a male-dominated culture. Thus transformation of legal and political structures and of social and cultural institutions, such as the family, the church, the academy, and even language was necessary (Koedt, Levine, & Rapone, 1973).

    For some radical feminists the notion of ‘femininity’, including women’s reproductive and sexual roles, was seen as the centre of women’s oppression (Firestone, 1970; Millett, 1970; Rubin, 1976). Others emphasized the importance of values often associated with women such as absence of hierarchy, nature, the body, peace, connection, emotion, and so on, while rejecting values often associated with men, such as autonomy, domination, war, and rationality (Daly, 1978; Rich, 1979). This latter group—often dubbed ‘cultural feminists’—re-evaluated the traditional and oppressive association of woman with nature and emotionality in contrast to man with culture and rationality.

    In general, radical feminism has been criticized as naïve in its expectations for changing dominant social conditions through a separatist women’s culture, and essentialist in its articulation of women’s different and positive values as inherent to sex and sexuality.

Influences: Liberal and Radical Feminist Theorizing in Organization Studies

Women in Management and Liberal Feminism

The second wave women’s movement and associated legislative and cultural changes brought heightened aspirations and increased opportunities for women in many Western nations. With greater presence and influence of women in the economy and the academy, researchers in organization studies directed their attention to a new focus of study, ‘the woman manager’. Researchers, many of them women, turned to investigating the conditions women confronted in the workplace, launching what is now the field of gender in organizations (e.g. Bartol, 1978; Bartol & Butterfield, 1976; Hennig & Jardim, 1977; Morrison, White, & Van Velsor, 1987; Schein, 1973). From the early 1970s to the present day, this research, much of it conducted by those affiliated with the Women in Management division of the US Academy of Management (more recently renamed as Gender and Diversity in Organizations) continues to be motivated by knowledge of women’s disadvantage in organizations, exploring issues related to their status including their under-representation at higher levels (Calás, Smircich, & Holvino, 2014).

    It is important to make some further observations about characteristic features of this voluminous literature where liberal feminism is an enduring but loose and uneven influence.

    First, organizations and management as institutions of liberal political and economic systems are assumed to be by definition sex/gender neutral, where individuals have equal access in so far as they are equally meritorious. Assuring the good functioning of a meritocratic system within these neutral institutions is the central aim. A well-functioning system would not produce systemic inequality and thus everyone should have equal opportunities, but these would be addressed one person at a time. The pursuit of equity (i.e. maintaining a just institutional system for the exercise of all people’s individual rights) is a consistent goal, rather than the elimination of inequality (i.e. acknowledging fundamental problems in the premises supporting the institutions which disadvantage particular groups). This individualistic pursuit of equity and inattention to inequality leads to several other premises distancing the women in management research from the interests of liberal feminism.

    Much of the gender research done in business schools in the US is informed by social psychological approaches tending to locate the problem of women’s inequality in flawed cognitive judgement processes, including overreliance on outdated stereotypes and their association with normative gender roles—i.e. the ‘think manager, think male’ association is at fault (e.g. Schein, 2007). Meanwhile, this literature fails to fully attend to the organizational mechanisms linking beliefs held by individuals to unequal workplace outcomes (Reskin, 2005; Stainback, Tomaskovic-Devey, & Skaggs, 2010). Instead, suggested remedies imply that solutions to inequality can be found inside the heads of people rather than in reforming structures. In fact, in these approaches ‘the organization’ often remains in the background. By contrast, liberal feminism would not hesitate to talk about structural reform of conditions which block unequal treatment.

    Despite the importance and influence of Kanter’s (1977) sociological work, and its frequent appearance as a citation of choice, sociological-based research examining structural inequalities in organizations is not usual in the US women in management literature. Insofar as it is mindful of women’s inequality in organizations the conduct of this research draws inspiration from liberal feminism, yet in framing its research questions and discussions the focus is often on women’s ‘difference’ rather than inequality (e.g. Ely & Padavic, 2007). To this day, authors of this research seem committed to ideals of sex/gender equality, but in the concluding sections of their texts they often locate the responsibility for change with individual women who are responsible for ‘self-monitoring’ or must engage in other ‘impression management’ tactics to navigate hostile circumstances (e.g. Brescoll, 2012; Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Phelan, 2008)—rather than calling for a reformation of the organizational system. Unfortunately, organization scholars in business schools in the US may be concerned about appearing ‘too political’, risking violating norms of ‘objectivist’ research if they go outside their chosen individualistic approaches.

    Not surprisingly, highly favoured topics such as the glass ceiling and leadership gives this literature an elitist cast which tends to ignore lower organizational levels where most women are found. For example, there was little interest in noticing which women could afford to opt out of the workplace in favour of staying home with the children (e.g. Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005). The focus on career advancement of elite organizational women conceals the work–family struggles of the majority of working women (Boushey, 2008).

    Altogether, women in management research mostly documents the persistence of sex segregation in organizations, trying to explain its endurance and the problems it causes through measurable individualistic constructs, assuming the organizational system is a fundamentally just system. Seldom questioned is whether hierarchical organizational and management practices (i.e. normal ‘meritocratic’ practices) may be producers/reproducers, rather than neutral contexts, of such happenings.

    What would happen if the under-representation of women in organizations is no longer seen as an issue about attaining minority representation but about the exclusion and/or segregation from economic and social parity of half of the human race? From this perspective, what would be different if the issues were rethought by asking, why do men continue to be over-represented in positions of organizational power, and reap most of their benefits? The women in management literature is not poised to answer these questions, but other literatures, discussed later as well as in the following subsection, may have some answers.

Alternative Organizations and Radical Feminism

Different from the women in management literature’s loose association with liberal feminism, there is an organizational literature originally framed under radical feminist premises and with a separatist intent to create womenspaces valuing women’s differences. Originally researched as organizational sociology, this literature is seldom acknowledged as part of management scholarship in the US (for some exceptions see Ashcraft, 2001; and Calás, Smircich, & Bourne, 2009). What accounts for its absence in management texts?

    Rejecting male forms of power, including those inherent in standard modes of organizing such as bureaucracies, radical feminists sought to organize in ways consistent with feminist values (Joreen, 1973; Koen, 1984). Their typically small organizations emphasized community, equality, and participation (Brown, 1992; Ferree & Martin, 1995) and often included consciousness-raising groups as forums for the collective analysis of women’s oppression.

    Numerous case studies have detailed feminist organizational practices as well as their struggles dealing with the contradictions arising from attempting to actualize equality in the face of differences of class, race, sexuality, education, skills, dependents, and financial resources (e.g. Balka, 1997; Cholmeley, 1991; Ferree & Martin, 1995; Hyde, 1992; Iannello, 1992; Leidner, 1991; Morgen, 1994; Riger, 1994; Zilber, 2002). Over time sociological research has also shown the precariousness of these organizations as originally imagined and documented their transformation and the co-optation of their ideals. For instance, several of these organizations have developed organizational forms combining traditional bureaucracy with various feminist values (e.g. Thomas, 1999), while other feminist modes of values-based organizing have been co-opted as part of marketing efforts of major for-profit organizations (Thomas & Zimmerman, 2007).

    Although alternative organizations and institutions created by radical feminists, (e.g. bookshops, women’s health centres, banks, battered women’s shelters, rape crisis centres, auto repair and carpentry shops, women’s festivals) are rarely the subjects of analysis within organization studies, they certainly could be considered excellent examples of entrepreneurship. Yet, their association with anti-patriarchal (and anti-capitalism in some cases) values are considered—even if unspoken—as antagonistic to business school values. Ironically, as we will see in the next set, some radical feminist premises about ‘women’s values’ were to become instrumentally incorporated into the gender in management literature.

Between the Couch and the Revolution: More Voices, More Theories

Key Question: How is the Social Gendered?

The two feminist theoretical tendencies in this set, psychoanalytic and socialist, change the focus from women’s equality as matters of rights and recognition, either through their sameness or their differences from men, and move to questions about the gendered aspects of social structuring and processes. Here gender is no longer about women only; rather, the focus is centred on relationships among members of society and the ways their differential positioning in these relationships produces hierarchical structures. What explains systematic inequality and subordination by gender (and/or race)? In this set the aim of theorizing is understanding and changing the social reproduction of such structures. How would the social/organizational change under these premises?

    Psychoanalytic feminism, and psychoanalytic approaches more generally, are used in social theory to conceptualize relations between social structures and the psychological development of individuals. Feminist approaches, in particular, focus on humans developing as sexual beings, understanding gendered subjectivity as precarious and fluid, and connected to unconscious identifications with primary caregivers and the family.

    Psychoanalytic feminism emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s (e.g. Millett, 1970). At the time, Freud’s theories of sexuality, and their application to women’s problems in psychoanalytic practice, became objects of critique by both liberal and radical feminists. For instance, Friedan (1974) criticized Freud’s biological determinism, which depicted women as defective men and encouraged their passivity, while Firestone (1970) argued that women’s passivity was recreated in the therapeutic encounter, encouraging women to fit into the patriarchal order represented by the nuclear family.

    During the 1970s psychoanalytic feminist theorizing went beyond correcting the misogynist biases of Freudian psychoanalysis to forge the basis of a female-centred psychoanalytic interpretation (Alsop, Fitzsimons, & Lennon, 2002; Mitchell, 1974; Tong, 1998). Theorists built on the groundwork established during the 1920s and 1930s by European feminist psychoanalysts such as Karen Horney and Melanie Klein, who engaged directly with Freud’s views of femininity at the time (e.g. Garrison, 1981).

    Three well-known examples of psychoanalytic feminist scholarship addressing the social reproduction of patriarchal systems are Dinnerstein (1977), Chodorow (1978), and Benjamin (1988, 1998). Dinnerstein focused on the pre-Oedipal stage, and the relations between mother and child following Klein’s (1948) object relations theory. She argues that children learn to blame the women/mother for all that goes wrong in life because of early encounters with mothers as the basic source of their pain and pleasure. Meanwhile, Chodorow, inspired by Winnicott’s (1975) approach to object relations theory, emphasized that exclusive female mothering produces asymmetric gender roles. Under this system boys see their mothers as different from themselves, as ‘other’, and eventually, during the Oedipal stage, cease to identify with them. While girls distance themselves from their mothers during the Oedipal stage—mostly a test of the possibility of a separate identity symbolized by the father—the separation is never complete. For this reason, women find their most solid emotional relations with other women, despite the fact that most girls develop into heterosexual women. Girls tend to have an overdeveloped capacity for relatedness in contrast to boys, but a balance can be attained when girls and boys are brought up experiencing both their parents as loving and autonomous beings. Thus, changes in parenting arrangements are a way towards a less male-dominated society.

    Benjamin parallels Chodorow in that the gender system locates the mother as a devalued regressive figure and the father as progressive and agential, but differs in her explanation for the reproduction of this system as well as the solution for transforming it. Her solution addresses primarily changes in identity formation of both parents and children. To this effect she develops the notion of ‘identificatory love’ as a pre-Oedipal stage when children try to establish a sense of separation from, as well as attachment to, those who parent them. In her arguments Benjamin claims that identificatory love is systematically denied in modern society because children—whether boys or girls—cannot identify with the mother since she is devalued. For social change to occur, first a socially and sexually autonomous mother and a more empathic caring father is necessary. The ensuing family relations may foster children with more fluid sexual identification.

    Another theoretical tendency within these approaches is gender-cultural feminism, which captures insights from radical cultural feminism on its valuation of women’s differences and insights from developmental aspects of psychoanalytic feminism. Rather than emphasizing psychosexual development, gender-cultural feminism focuses on psychomoral development, arguing that

    boys and girls grow up into men and women with gender-specific values and virtues that (1) reflect the importance of separateness in men’s lives and of connectedness in women’s lives and (2) serve to empower men and disempower women in a patriarchal society. (Tong, 1998: 154)

The best-known arguments in this tradition are developed in what is known as ‘ethics of care’, with Gilligan (1982) and Noddings (1984) as major proponents. Gilligan’s In a Different Voice challenges the masculinist epistemological bases of traditional psychological research as, for instance, in Freud’s contention that women did not develop a strong sense of justice. Her studies of women’s solutions to moral dilemmas challenged Kohlberg’s universalistic moral development scale by pointing out that it had been designed and normed through men’s method of moral reasoning. Gilligan argued, and demonstrated empirically, that women and men have different concepts of justice and morality, both reasonable and well developed. She described ‘male’ morality as an ethics of justice, while ‘female’ morality supports an ethics of care. Noddings (1984) further emphasized a feminine ethics of care, positing it as not just different, but also better than a masculine ethics of justice.

    Charges of essentialism, whether social or biological, have often been levelled at psychoanalytic and, in particular, at gender-cultural feminism, but both strands reject the biological determinism embedded in traditional psychoanalytic interpretations of gender and sexuality. Rather, they consider specific social arrangements (e.g. the patriarchal family) as leading to distinctions in male and female psychological development which disempower women. Thus psychological development can be changed by altering the structural conditions producing women’s systemic subordination (Flax, 1990; Tong, 1998).

    Socialist feminist theorizing is concerned with analysing the ongoing reproduction of sex/gender inequality by exposing relationships between patriarchy and capitalism. It is a confluence of Marxist, radical, and psychoanalytic feminism (Ferguson, 1998; Hartmann, 1981; Holmstrom, 2002; Mitchell, 1974). During the late 1960s and the 1970s Marxist feminists, concerned with women’s double oppression of both class and sex, added gender to the analytical interests of Marxism to correct for its inattention to gender dynamics, highlighting that although a hierarchy exists among men through a system of class, men as a group dominate and control women as a group through a system of gender. As such, gender inequality persists and will not change without fundamental structural changes (Delphy, 1984; Jaggar, 1983; Lorber, 1994).

    The origins of this condition are traced to the transition from agrarian to industrial modes of production creating a separation between workplace and home: the public/private spheres divide. Accordingly, this separation subsequently produced and naturalized a gendered structure persisting to today where women and men work in different jobs, in different industries, and at different organization levels (Alpern, 1993; Crompton, 1999; Crompton & Sanderson, 1990). The unequal and persistent sex-based patterns in employment, observable across multiple industries and situations, are referred to variously as the gendered division of labour, the sexual division of labour, the sex structuring of organizations, and occupational sex segregation (Acker & Van Houten, 1974; Game & Pringle, 1984; Reskin, 2000; Reskin & Roos, 1990). However, similar patterns are also observed within the family structure, making the notion of a private/public divide suspect insofar as the ‘private sphere’ of the family is also interpenetrated by capitalist patriarchy. According to this view, the sexual division of labour is a basic characteristic of capitalist society (Jaggar, 1983), which affects men as well as women.

    Thus, here gender is theorized dynamically in processual and material ways. More than a socially constructed binary identity, gender is seen as ‘a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and […] a primary way of signifying relationships of power’ (Scott, 1986: 1067). Lorber, in the inaugural issue of Gender and Society, states further that ‘[t]‌he social production of gender in individuals reproduces the gendered societal structure; as individuals act genderly they are constructing gender, the social order, and the systems of dominance and subordination’ (Lorber, 1987, 3).

    In this regard, West and Zimmerman (1987) developed an enormously influential ethnomethodological account of ‘doing gender’, focusing on how gender is produced and reproduced through social interactions. Deutsch (2007) notes that this formulation helped to denaturalize what appears as natural gender differences by emphasizing how these ‘differences’ must be continually reconstructed to appear natural, therefore showing how gender is produced in actual relational practices.

    Crucially, socialist feminist theorists are concerned with epistemological issues: not only what is to be known but also how knowledge is constituted and for what purposes. Theoretical and methodological innovations stressing the situated nature of knowledge, such as standpoint theory (e.g. Code, 1998; Harding, 2004a, 2004b; Hartsock, 1983; Smith, 1979), institutional ethnography (Smith, 1987), and analyses of intersectionalities (e.g. Collins, 1986, Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) stand out among these. The latter, developed by non-white feminists, is an analytical approach affirming the importance of understanding relationships among multiple categories of oppression and subordination—not only gender—emphasizing their simultaneity and fluidity, and thus going beyond their mere intersections. The focus is on what is produced simultaneously at these intersections (i.e. gendering, racing, classing, sexualizing, etc.), unveiling how power clusters around them, and how other forms of oppression may appear.

    Socialist feminist theoretical tendencies are also implicated in what Hearn (2004) calls critical studies of men, a range of studies critically addressing men in the context of gendered power relations. Many would associate this view with notions of masculinity and, in particular, hegemonic masculinity, widely used in the gender literature (e.g. Connell, 1987, 1995, 2005; Hearn, 1996; Nye, 2005).

    In short, socialist feminists consider gender(ing) a process embedded in power relations and specific historical and material conditions permeating societies. These processes include practices of masculinity and femininity as well as identity formation in the intersections of gender, race, class, sexuality, and other categories of social subordination. Work organizations and the family are important sites for analysing the ongoing reproduction of these inequalities and exposing relationships between patriarchy and capitalism as people ‘do gender’ in everyday life. Socialist feminist theorizing articulates micro-practices and macro-structures realizing the relational practices of gendering in which all people are implicated.

    Established as important social theorizing in the 1980s, ideas within socialist feminist theorizing have continued to develop, gaining renewed traction more recently through critiques of neo-liberal globalization and its gendered aspects (e.g. Acker, 2004, 2006a; Holmstrom, 2002) and in transnational feminist perspectives to be discussed later. Meanwhile, feminist encounters with postmodern and post-structuralist arguments, discussed as our third set of contemporary feminist theorizing, were important critics of socialist feminism during the 1990s, when discursive analyses took centre stage.

Influences: Psychoanalytic and Socialist Feminist Theorizing in Organization Studies

Psychoanalytic Feminism and Women’s Ways of Managing

Early uncritical applications of psychoanalytic theory to women in management research focused on feminine character traits to explain women’s subordinate economic status (e.g. Horner, 1972). More recently, other popularized organizational scholarship has instrumentally deployed ‘women’s difference’ arguments from gender-cultural and radical cultural feminism in combination with arguments from liberal ‘difference’ feminisms. In the process much of the critical feminist edge has been lost.

    An early example, Hennig and Jardim’s (1977) The Managerial Woman, connected Freudian psychoanalytic analyses of socialization experiences of males and females, and their differing resolutions of the Oedipal complex, with their subsequent managerial behaviour. In this argument, most women are socialized to be passive, to see themselves as victims rather than agents, and lack men’s drive for mastery. The successful women managers they studied, it was argued, had atypical relationships with their fathers. Thus, most women fall short in the corporate culture because the rules, norms, and ethos of modern business reflect the male developmental experience (Blum & Smith, 1988: 531). For women to succeed they must change themselves but, unlike the women in management literature inspired by liberal feminism which emphasized self-monitoring and impression management tactics, this literature sees psychosexual development as both a personal and a societal issue, with cultural and historical roots (e.g. Lowe, Mills, & Mullen, 2002).

    Other organizational research combined ‘women’s difference’ arguments, including psychoanalytic (e.g. Chodorow, 1978) and psychomoral (e.g. Gilligan, 1982), to contend that women’s different voices should not be seen as a problem, but as beneficial for both organizations and women themselves. This style of argument, often crossing over into the popular press, blunts and depoliticizes the feminist edge of the original sources. With no recognition of the problem of essentialism, and mostly ignoring the developmental problematics articulated in the sources from which they draw, these works have claimed, for instance, that women’s unique sex-role socialization, and different character traits, including an ethics of care, are not deficiencies, but advantages for corporate effectiveness (Freeman, 1990; Helgesen, 1990; Liedtka, 1999; Mavin, 2001; Rosener, 1990, 1995). Women’s interpersonal abilities, their ‘interactive leadership styles’ (Rosener, 1990), along with their penchant for organizing in circular and web-like structures (Helgesen, 1990), were identified as well suited to conditions in the present-day information economy, making women a non-traditional but increasingly valuable and skilful resource for global competition (Jelinek & Adler, 1988; Peters, 1990).

    An example of how these ideas have evolved in recent management literature, further detaching elements of the original work from their feminist mooring, is Lawrence and Maitlis (2012). The authors discuss how an ethic of care might be enacted in organizations, enumerating what they see as narrative caring practices and arguing for their usefulness within a work-team context. The authors identify presumed effects of caring practices—feelings of agency, hope, and resilience. However, the positive effects of such practices are proposed for generic team members—as if team members were abstract individuals without gender, race, or age. The matter of gender, so central to the formulation of the ethic of care, disappears—absent as a part of the authors’ framework or as a factor in team relations. Although feminist theory serves as the article’s justification for a normative position in favour of care, ultimately the connection to Gilligan’s epistemological critique of universalistic theories of morality and moral development, and her attention to gender relations, are lost.

    To clarify, our observations are certainly not about the value of caring for one another, but rather about organization studies scholars (in the US) being ‘selective feminists’, practicing a kind of ‘pick and choose’ feminism, amenable to furthering the ideology of equality and gender neutrality of organizations while concealing the roots of organizational inequality and injustices.

    To be sure, problems with such appropriations in the literature were articulated early on. For example, some questioned whether ‘the focus on the female advantage actually “advantages” females’ (Fletcher, 1994: 74) or further entrenches gender stereotypes (Rutherford, 2001). We ourselves called attention to the dangers inherent in the instrumental positioning of women’s supposedly ‘essential’ qualities for coming to the rescue of corporations (Calás & Smircich, 1993, 2004):

    On those occasions there is a tendency to obscure the need for fundamental change which would alter the established balance of power—with a surface change that maintains that same balance while creating the appearance of a radical rethinking of what is. Women have been used for this purpose on more than one occasion. (Calás & Smircich, 1993: 74)

These dynamics are clearly illustrated in recent research documenting a perverse dynamic where women (because of their special advantages?) are over-represented in high-risk, precarious leadership positions (Ryan & Haslam, 2007; Ryan et al., 2011). In such situations women confront a ‘glass cliff’ for ‘[i]‌f and when […] failure occurs, it is then women (rather than men) who must face the consequences and are singled out for criticism and blame’ (Ryan & Haslam, 2007: 550). Thus a ‘think crisis, think female’ mentality represents a ‘second wave of discrimination’ (Ryan & Haslam, 2007: 550) where in times of apparent crisis women’s perceived ‘advantages’ position them to ‘take the fall’.

Socialist Feminist Theorizing and the Gendering of the Organizational.

Socialist feminism, with its emphasis on power relations and historical and material conditions, has had very productive connections to organization studies. It is well known in the US within organizational sociology, but much less noted in organization and management research conducted within US business schools. By contrast, work of this kind is abundant in management and organization studies in Europe, Australia, and New Zealand.

    A substantial body of scholarship now exists on the ‘gendered organization’ (Acker, 1990, 1992) and on ‘gendering practices in organizations’ (Gherardi, 1994; Martin, 2003, 2006) in the field now named as ‘gendered organizations’ (Martin & Collinson, 2002). Here, organizations are seen as ‘gender factories’ (Williams, 2010) or ‘inequality regimes’ (Acker, 2006b)—interconnecting organizational processes that produce and maintain racialized and gendered class relations. This work furthers understanding of sex/gender as relationally produced.

    The contrast of this literature with the women in management literature is sharp. Instead of asking the typical women in management question, of whether women’s differences make a difference in organizations, another question is asked: how is it possible that gender differences have become an explanation for sex/gender-based inequality in organizations? As expressed by Wajcman (1998: 159–60), ‘(t)he point is not that women are different, but that gender difference is the basis for the unequal distribution of power and resources’. Thus, questions to be addressed within this scholarship are: how is difference ‘done’ and maintained, and to what effect (e.g. West & Fenstermaker, 1995)? And what ongoing practices produce and sustain organizations as gendered (e.g. Martin, 2003, 2006)?

    This now amply recognized repositioning of the question of women’s differences in organization studies was paraphrased more recently by Ely and Padavic when they wrote:

    We have suggested that understanding how gender affects people’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviours at work requires shifting the object of study from sex differences to the features of organizations that constitute men and women as similar and different. In this view, sex difference is simply a signal of historical, cultural, and organizational processes in need of explanation. (Ely & Padavic, 2007: 1138)

Thus, in these theoretical approaches gender differences—and attributions made about them—are not a simple matter of perceptions when people face each other in organizations; rather, organizations are already structured as gendered (and racialized and classed) as people enter them—for they (people and organizations) are part and parcel of a social system based on historical hierarchical differentiation by sex, class, and race (Acker, 2006a; Anderson, 1996). These arguments are further articulated in notions of intersectionality. Here, analyses of intersections and the simultaneity of gender, race, class, sexuality, and other categories in the production of social inequality increases understanding of the complexity of hierarchical differentiation in organizations (e.g. Acker, 2012; Bradley, Forson, & Healy, 2011; Holvino, 2010; Tatli & Özbilgin, 2012).

    Joan Acker’s earlier work (1990, 1992) brought these ideas squarely into organization studies by articulating the interrelation of gendered processes and practices with a gender substructure of organization. Her work continues to serve as a theoretical foundation for much contemporary ‘gendered organization’ scholarship, stimulating a great amount of empirical research (Sayce, 2012). Together, studies taking a ‘gendered organization perspective’ illuminate how changing organizations is much more than a matter of bringing in more female/other bodies The focus of analyses then becomes the practices and relationships reinscribing the structures of domination.

    Kornberger et al. (2010) illustrate this type of work. Using data from a field study of managers in a major international accounting firm they explore the effects of a flexible work initiative created to enhance the promotion and retention of accomplished women at senior organizational levels. While the initiative was oriented towards challenging the status quo, paradoxically—or so it seemed—it actually strengthened gender barriers. How was this possible? The authors find that being a member of the initiative was regarded as not taking one’s career seriously, or serving the client well; it was taken as a signal of a part-time commitment to work. Thus, eliminating structures of domination and their reproduction in organizations cannot be accomplished by management dictum and good intentions—such as in the initiative studied in this case. Rather, such interventions require understanding the historical roots of the situation which is reproduced in the larger society and co-produced in the everyday formal and informal processes and practices of organizations.

    As conceptualized by Acker, persistent structuring of organizations along gender lines is reproduced in a number of ways. One is through ordinary, daily procedures and decisions that segregate, manage, control, and construct hierarchies in which gender, class, and race are involved. For instance, the ‘vicious circles of job segregation’ are played out in recruiting and promoting practices (e.g. Holgersson, 2013; Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Holgersson’s study focused on top management recruitment in Sweden and examined how ‘homosociality’ (Kanter, 1977) is done such that the result is a preference for hiring certain men while excluding women. According to this article, preference for recruiting men is an unreflexive practice (Martin, 2006) for in Sweden men are aware of women’s disadvantaged situation in organizations and claim to be pro-equality, yet the outcomes of ordinary recruitment practices show otherwise.

    Gender structuring persists through wage-setting practices and job evaluation schemes with embedded gender assumptions, resulting in the undervaluing of the interpersonal dimensions of work, such as nurturing, listening, and empathizing. ‘Caring work’ is ‘women’s work’ (e.g. Folbre, 2001) and often ‘women’s work’ is associated with lower paid work (e.g. Batnitzky, McDowell, & Dyer, 2009). For example, Husso and Hirvonen’s (2012) study of Finnish social and health care workers argues that the expectations towards men and women in the reorganized field of care work are different, especially in the case of their emotional involvement in care practices. In particular, women face contradictory expectations of being intensely involved in emotion work on the one hand and in the efficient performance of tasks on the other.

    Meanwhile, an interesting aspect of this gendering process occurs when men enter ‘women’s jobs’ (e.g. Simpson, 2011) and women enter ‘men’s jobs’ (Miller, 2004). Simpson’s study notes that in the context of nursing care, the entry of men creates some dissonance with established female-dominated gender hierarchies and ‘feminine’ ways of working. Studying levels of gender reflexivity in both women and men nurses, Simpson observed that while some male nurses resisted stereotypical gendered norms which assign men to heavier physical work, others were conscious of adopting traditional masculinity, such as through deploying the tone of their voice instrumentally to further their authority on the job. In contrast, Miller’s study of women engineers in the oil industry details the ‘dense cultural web of masculinities’ created through everyday interactions, the values and beliefs of engineering as occupation, and the powerful symbols of the frontier myth (2004: 47). Her study described an organizational culture that is both gendered and associated with several masculine discourses. Women developed coping strategies within this context but their efforts had a double-edged quality, for when achieving some measure of individual gain they concurrently reiterated the powerfully masculine culture of the organization and the industry as a whole.

    Several other processes of work structuring along gender lines have been studied, including the gendering of part-time and flexible work. Flexible work if associated with women’s work, as shown in Kornberger et al. (2010), reproduces stereotypical gendered characterizations for those jobs as part-time work. Further, the increasing numbers of women in actual part-time jobs as societies restructure their economies and work opportunities change, increases the proportion of women in the lower levels of the organization and concurrently feminizes these jobs as lower paid work. A recent EU report on effects of job restructuring in the knowledge society focuses on changing patterns of gender and ethnic segregation and power relations in the workplace, and offers a good window into these processes (Dahlmann, Huws, & Stratigaki, 2009).

    Gendering, racializing, and sexualizing of organizations also occurs through symbols, images, and ideologies that legitimate inequalities and differences, including intersections of race and gender in the labour market (Browne & Misra, 2003). Symbolic processes are also associated with work activities leading to gendered jobs. In a well-known example, Gherardi (1994) argued that ‘doing gender’ at work produces organizational cultures and cultural rules governing what is fair in relations between the sexes. She observed that cross-gendered situations are managed through a two-stage ritual: ceremonial work pays homage to the symbolic gender order, and remedial work repairs the inequalities inherent in gender differences which actually restores the symbolic gender order when it has broken down. By studying the ambiguity of gender symbols Gherardi proposed approaches to change gender relations in organizations.

    Gender structuring, embodiment, and embeddedness are also produced through social interactions that enact dominance and submission. For instance, Bryant and Jaworski (2011) studied skills shortages in the Australian mining and food and beverage processing industries framed through Acker’s concept of inequality regimes. They examined gendered and classed bodies in relation to place in interviews with human resources (HR) personnel and found that HR managers’ conception of ‘skills’ and ‘shortages’ are not neutral. For instance, HR managers in the mining industries attribute the lack of women as associated with personal (women’s) individual career choices, leaving gendered occupational segregation in that industry unproblematized. Meanwhile, in the food and beverage industries, traditional understandings of an ideal (i.e. stereotypical male or female) worker continue to exist. Thus the majority of sites in this sample fail to readily recruit those workers not fitting a presumed ‘natural’ worker ideal, thus reproducing gender segregation.

    Identity-making processes—for example, the choice of appropriate work, use of language, style of clothing, and the presentation of self as a gendered member of an organization—also contribute to structuring along gendered lines. In a study of the gender of retail as an occupation, Pettinger (2005) documents several of these processes. For instance, the gender of retail work and the gendering of the domain of retail come together in the aesthetic labour demands made of workers, which are gendered differently for men and women. Focusing on women workers who need to have the feminized skills of makeup, hair, and self-presentation, the article noted how these processes are both constraining and liberating.

    Differences in the flow of ordinary talk, such as in interruptions, turn-taking, and setting the topic of discussion can recreate gender inequality (West & Zimmerman, 1987). More recently in a symposium on these ideas, Kitzinger (2009), a lesbian-feminist activist and scholar, emphasizes the importance of studying naturally occurring language and communication processes as they relate to ‘doing heteronormativity’. She advocates conversation analysis (CA) as a methodology for examining ‘micro’ oppressions, enacted through everyday interactions and constituting commonplace experiences of oppression and the social structure that perpetuates them. As she states, ‘A CA analysis exposes one of the mundane ways in which people—without deliberate intent and in the course of other actions entirely—reproduce a world that socially excludes or marginalizes nonheterosexuals’ (Kitzinger, 2009: 96–7).

    Researchers’ attentions are also being drawn to ‘men’ as a social category, with examination of masculinities, management, and organization (e.g. Collinson & Hearn, 1994, 1996; Hearn, 2004). Interest in these aspects of gendering organizations has increased over the years with no shortage of examples. Many of the writings have enhanced understanding of the complexity of these processes theoretically and empirically (e.g. Martin, 2001; Murgia & Poggio, 2009) and connected them to processes of conducting field research (e.g. Blomberg, 2009).

    For instance, Martin (2001) further differentiated between individual men ‘doing masculinities’ and collectivities of men ‘mobilizing masculinity’—where two or more men concertedly bring masculinity(ies) into play. This distinction is important for exploring the social consequences for women of men’s relational work with men and for patterns that come to constitute organizational cultures. Women, as well as men, are active participants in the reproduction of masculinity in organizations. Following these insights Blomberg’s (2009) study focused on the gender regime in the world of finance where the processes he observed among brokers and analysts were less about subordinating women than about changing status relationships among categories of men.

    Finally, all of these processes maintaining the persistent structuring of organizations along gender lines are supported and sustained by, as well as constitutive of, the gendered substructure of organizations (Acker, 2012), including the practices related to the ‘extra-organizational reproduction of members’ (Acker, 1994: 118). Women are the ‘hidden providers’ in the economy (Stoller, 1993: 153), for the physical and social reproduction of employees happens outside the workplace and is done primarily, but not always by women (e.g. Brandth & Kvande, 2002), most of it as unpaid work (Folbre, 1994; Gibson, 1992). In short, ‘doing’ organization and management, whether practicing or theorizing organization, implies ‘doing gender’ (West & Zimmerman, 1987).

Between Deconstruction and Embodiment: Writing Otherness

Key Questions: How is Knowledge Gendered, and Who/What is the Subject of Feminism?

Feminist post-structuralist and postmodern approaches in feminist theorizing appeared during the 1980s, becoming better articulated, as well as contested, during the 1990s. Their influence continues with reformulated notions in conversation with contemporary concerns in philosophy and social theory, such as ‘new materialisms’, including further questioning of the ontological status of the body and the subject, and debating further implications for agency and politics. In this section we focus on original postmodern/post-structuralist influences on, and debates within, feminism, principally in the US. In our concluding section, we will refer to more contemporary reformulations as these have not yet influenced organization studies to a significant degree.

    The appearance of postmodern/post-structuralist arguments in feminist theorizing is part of the ‘linguistic turn’ in the humanities and the social sciences which addressed the instability of language as a representational form for the construction of knowledge. Language is malleable insofar as it exists as a system of differences between signs, independent from that which it attempts to represent. Thus, the possibility of universal and generalizable knowledge based on fixed and stable language, which grounded most modern epistemologies, was called into question.

    Heeding to these same arguments, we need to clarify why we are writing ‘postmodern/post-structural’ together, but with a slash. In so doing we are signifying the impossibility of separating the terms without creating another binary argument where, for instance, the postmodern is understood as an epochal moment of social transition while the post-structural is understood as an intellectual movement (of French origin?). As we hope our discussion will illustrate, making independent claims for each of these terms would limit understanding of the intertwined social conditions that gave rise to them, as well as the different receptions and reconfigurations they acquired in different places and contexts. As such, our discussion of postmodern/post-structuralist feminist theorizing primarily in the US is one of those places and contexts, and so is the story we tell about them. But at some points we separate these terms to signify that they were differentiated in other contexts and places.

    Several newer approaches to theorizing gender appeared under the influence of postmodern/post-structuralist theoretical arguments. As critiques of modernity, these arguments problematized universal claims to knowledge resting on constructs such as the notion of ‘experience’, i.e. as in ‘women’s experience’ or from ‘women’s standpoint’, where some feminist theoretical perspectives had rested their epistemological claims for understanding the social subordination of women. These critiques would call into question which women’s experiences (e.g. of which race, class, sexuality, or nationality) were used to represent seemingly all women. As well, these critiques would underscore how feminist theorizing up to that point still reiterated a binary oppositional logic and dualism between men and women, even those, such as socialist feminism, that emphasized the socially constructed and relational nature of the gender construct. More generally, these critiques addressed investing ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ with a certain stability as analytical categories, noting that subjectivity and identity are constructed linguistically, historically, and politically, and are therefore flexible and multiple. How would the social/organizational change under these premises?

    The reception of postmodern/post-structuralist approaches in feminist theorizing was not particularly smooth. Some feminist theorists expressed ambivalence towards these approaches, considering it risky for women to abandon modern projects concerning knowing the ‘good’, the ‘true’, and the ‘beautiful’, as initiated in Enlightenment thought, for women had rarely had the opportunity to contribute to those theorizations (Nicholson, 1990). Others claimed that postmodern relativism denied core values that would otherwise legitimate theories of knowledge (e.g. Harding, 1991) and morality (e.g. Benhabib, 1984) based on women’s standpoints and needs. Further, concerns were voiced that feminist politics was not yet strong enough to withstand a decentred politics without a clear subject (e.g. the subordination of women) that would hold them together. Yet advocates asserted that by recognizing the heterogeneity within the apparently unitary category ‘gender’, political engagement was possible to the extent that women were willing to make up ‘a patchwork of overlapping alliances, not one circumscribable by an essential definition’ (Fraser & Nicholson, 1988: 394).

    Various theoretical contributions emerged from these latter debates. For example, Alcoff (1988) proposed the notion of ‘positionality’ for locating ‘woman’ as a relative identity, both flexible and agential. Ferguson (1993: 183) considered the possibility of mobile subjectivities ‘prepared to accept the partiality of any set of solutions to public problems and the necessity of continued political struggle’, while Haraway (1985) developed the cyborg imagery to indicate that we all are already plural within our conception of a unitary human. Affinity rather than identity politics was thus made possible.

    Generally, ‘postmodern feminism’ comprises a collection of eclectic approaches, drawing from diverse sources but sharing concerns regarding the consequences of the postmodern incredulity towards metanarratives (i.e. grand universal theorizations) (Lyotard, 1984) and the limits of representation for a ‘politics of feminism’ (e.g. Ahmed, 1996; Bartky, 1998; Butler, 1992; Butler & Scott, 1992; Chanter, 1998; McNay, 2003; Nicholson, 1998). Meanwhile, much ‘post-structuralist feminist’ theorizing has drawn from Derrida, Foucault, Lacan, and more recently Deleuze and Guattari (Goulimari, 1999) and has rearticulated their conceptions and often contested them through feminist insights.

    Several French texts—whose reception in the US labelled them as ‘feminist’ but were not necessarily authorized as such by the authors—questioned some of these ‘masters’ arguments. Irigaray (1985 [1974], 1985 [1977]) disputed Derrida’s representation of ‘woman’ as that which cannot be named, as always deferred. Her deconstructive writings reclaimed ‘woman’ in her essential sexual difference—in order to claim her own representation (Armour, 1997; Whitford, 1991). The influences of psychoanalysis, especially Lacan but also Freud, are also evident in these writers’ critiques, including Irigaray, Kristeva (1980), and Cixous, each of whom offer critical reinterpretations of their ideas. For these authors, tenuously inspired by Simone de Beauvoir, ‘women’s otherness’ needed to be both reclaimed and problematized (Braidotti, 1998; Moi, 2004; Weedon, 1998).

    Much Anglo-American post-structuralist feminist theorizing has drawn from Foucault’s genealogies and concepts of power/knowledge (Diamond & Quinby, 1988; Hekman, 1996; Sawicki, 1991; Weedon, 1998). His reception through these works is primarily due to his departure from traditional theories of the subject that privilege dominant (patriarchal) views about knowledge and knowing, and the political appeal of these arguments for understanding how human subjectivation is thus obtained.

    Perhaps the major influence of the postmodern/post-structuralist turn in feminist theorizing can be seen in the ways the body has become the centre of attention for new theorizations. In particular, ‘corporeal feminism’ (Bray & Colebrook, 1998) often takes Irigaray’s (1993) meditations on the notion of ‘sexual difference’ as a point of reference, but also draws from writings by Deleuze and Guattari (e.g. Braidotti, 1994; Gatens, 1996, 1998; Grosz, 1994, 1995, 2000). Both Deleuzian thought and feminist post-structuralism aim to move beyond Cartesian dualisms which devalue the materiality of the body in the thinking subject; however, for feminism it is also important to address the postmodern critique of essentialism without losing the possibilities of a feminist politics of difference (e.g. Ahmed, 1996). We discuss more on this in the final section under new materialism.

    Judith Butler’s writings have become very visible in this regard. Her conceptual arguments are influenced by Foucault’s questions on the conditions of possibility for a subject embedded in a power/knowledge matrix that normalizes categories of identification. As such, her work connects with Deleuze’s via Foucault. Yet Butler’s extensive scholarship is informed by a much longer list of philosophical, psychoanalytic, feminist, and literary arguments, from Hegel to Freud, Lacan, Wittig, Kristeva, Irigaray, Derrida, and so on. Her celebrated notion of ‘performative gender’ includes Austin’s speech act theory, but also Derrida’s critique of this theory and Nietzsche’s argument that there is no ‘being’ behind any doing, for the doing is everything, while the subject is its effect (e.g. Butler, 1990; Salih & Butler, 2004).

    It is from these latter perspectives that Butler collapses sex and gender, where gender is the effect of assigning it to a sexed body (i.e. at the moment of birth). Such effect continues to be produced and naturalized in its repetition by every-body over time. However, following Althusser’s notion of interpellation, she also problematizes the possibility of sex as prior to gender, for at the moment of birth everyone is ‘hailed’ (i.e. called into) a sex. Thus, naming as well as performing one sex/gender is part of a power/knowledge system that maintains such distinctions institutionally and discursively. From these arguments it is then impossible to determine whether there is any difference between notions of sex and gender; there is nothing natural about either of them, they are simply cultural conventions, and discursive points of reference to each other.

    Performative gender theory as articulated by Butler is cited frequently, but there seems to be much misunderstanding about its meanings and implications, and Butler has been intent in providing clarifications (e.g. Butler, 1999, 2004). Performativity is not a social constructionist account of what gender is or may be (i.e. its basic insight is not ‘doing gender’ in the West and Zimmerman mode); rather, it is an analytical approach for problematizing such ‘doing’. Performativity is a mode of describing what makes gender intelligible—i.e. its conditions of possibility within a context—as well as a mode of addressing the norms of gender in such a context. A central preoccupation is how these norms delimit acceptable and unacceptable expressions of gender, including desire and sexuality. In other words, Butler’s ultimate concern is not how gender is ‘done’ but examining the conditions of possibility for, and the consequences of, such ‘doings’.

    Another important contribution of Butler’s is to queer studies and queer theory. The term ‘queer’ signals rejection of the fixity of sexual identity, refusing both normative heterosexuality and homosexuality, and questioning instead what is presented as ‘normal’. Its emphasis on ‘practice’ rather than categories of identification is related to Foucauldian genealogical analytics of sexuality discourse and power/knowledge. This emphasis also aims to undermine the logic of the social order by questioning conventional categorizations based on binary opposites—i.e. hetero/homosexual—and showing their mutual implication. Butler forwarded queerness as a space where marginal social practices such as gender parody and drag can contribute to destabilizing the norms of heterosexuality, while recognizing that there are intrinsic difficulties when claiming parody or drag as subversive social practice. No matter how much recited or recontextualized such practices might be, as with any other discursive practice they are implicated in that which they oppose. However, the force of these practices enters the political field ‘not only by making us question what is real, or what has to be, but by showing us how contemporary notions of reality can be questioned and new modes of reality instituted’ (Butler, 2004: 217).

    In summary, corporeal feminism, including Butler’s contributions to feminist and queer theory, as much as other contemporary arguments regarding the body, sexuality, and sexual difference such as Braidotti’s, reconsiders—rather than resolves—possibilities for political practice and social change via the agency of a feminist subject, and possibilities for the ontological constitution of a subject outside Cartesian dualism.

Influences: The Posts in Feminist Theorizing and Organizational Analysis

Feminist Post-structuralisms and Organization Studies

Post-structuralist feminist organization studies has been developing a significant body of scholarship exploring relationships among ‘discourse, gendered identities, power relations and organizing’ (Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004: 108). Writings inspired by these perspectives have proliferated since the 1990s (for a recent but partial review, see Tyler, 2011), but perhaps its most important contribution has been on rethinking what constitutes knowledge in organization studies, and to whose advantage.

    One strand of inquiry articulates an epistemological concern—to show how organizational knowledge is underpinned with masculine imagery and connotations, how masculinity is the unstated but present norm in knowledge construction, and to offer suggestions for how such knowledge could be rewritten (e.g. Casey, 2004; Gray, 1994). Post-structuralist feminist applications have scrutinized with unsettling effect traditional concepts, theories, and practices in organization studies, such as work–family discourse (Martin, 1990; Runté & Mills, 2004), leadership (Calás & Smircich, 1991), race (Nkomo, 1992), rationality (Mumby & Putnam, 1992), theory building (Jacques, 1992), self-actualization (Cullen, 1997), and teamwork (Metcalfe & Linstead, 2003).

    Collectively this form of inquiry is demonstrating how the texts/language producing ‘organizational knowledge’ are not naïve or innocent, but rather engaged in a politics of representation that can gender organizations. More generally, while not all strictly ‘deconstructive’, these works share an interest in complicating the claims of such ‘knowledge’, pointing at contradictions and silences in their representations. By attending to the rhetorical nature of texts these writings cast suspicion on the proclaimed objectivity and universality of organizational knowledge and assert the possibility of other voices to demonstrate how it might be otherwise.

    For example, Ainsworth et al. (2010) use affirmative action reporting in Australia’s private sector organizations as instances of management rhetoric to explore how aspects of gender and organization are constructed, taken for granted, challenged, or problematized. In another example, Kark and Waismel-Manor (2005) critically reread the gendered assumptions underlying organizational citizenship behaviour (OCB), a widely investigated topic in US psychologically informed research, where questions are usually framed in the manner ‘do men and women differ in their display of OCB’? The authors unveil the ‘darker side’ of OCB for women and men in that ‘extra role’ behaviours defining the ‘good citizen’ at work are likely to become expected, incorporated into the normal scope of the job as the intensification of work occurs. The authors ask: does being a good citizen at work make for being a good citizen in the community, or a good family member at home?

    Closely related explorations, also epistemic in concern, are undertaken by scholars trying to challenge dualistic thinking that underlies gender hierarchies of domination/subordination. They sometimes invoke notions of sexual difference, but often proceed to deconstruct them. For example, Oseen (1997) finds promise in Irigaray’s work for ways to loosen the bonds of domination and subordination which confine the leader and leadership theory. She argues that the notion of the ‘not yet’ woman helps with the creation of new ways of thinking about leadership. Höpfl (2000), offers a meditation on Kristeva’s writings, emphasizing that there is no parallel term to emasculate—effeminate isn’t parallel—thus there is no term to describe the taking away of female power, and that has implications for how sex is written in organizational texts. In a more deconstructive writing, Höpfl (2007) considers the ways in which power is denied to women through a series of reductions, restrictions, and controls, and looks at the ways in which men, in contrast, elaborate their identities via a range of enlargements and extensions. Based on Kristeva’s work, the codex refers to the role of the ‘Law’ in authorizing such arrangements, and the article seeks to ‘undo’ gender by fragmenting the codex’s coherence. More recently, Phillips, Pullen, and Rhodes (2014) follow Cixous to attempt a bisexual writing of organization studies and render its gendered character open for discussion, disturbing the taken-for-granted gender neutrality of organization studies writing, and outlining how it might be otherwise.

    Foucault’s conceptions figure prominently in those analyses of organizations which examine discursive formations of gendered organizational subjectivities and subject positions, as well as discourses of resistances to these formations. For instance, Marks (1997) explored caring discourses which may function not as expressive qualities emanating from emotional and subjective feelings of a woman, but as part of the political economy of power/knowledge within organizations. Thomas and Davies (2002) examined the discourse of new public management, specific to the British context and pertaining to marketization and managerialism in higher education, which influences the professional identities of women academics, but also might activate resistances and offer a site of political struggle. Ahl (2004) further reiterated how discourse, in this case in academic writings about women’s entrepreneurship, reproduces gender inequality under the guise of scientific knowledge.

    Other works, still inspired by Foucaldian analyses, focus on the production of masculinities in organizations as practices of the ‘self’. For example, Hodgson (2003) draws on Foucault’s writing on discipline and the self and examines the strategies of control employed in the highly gendered environment of financial services. More recently, Steyaert (2010) discusses the notion of heterotopia as connected to Foucault’s concept of the care of the self that is simultaneously understood as an existential, aesthetic, and political activity of (creating) difference. Stressing the dimension of resistance, the care of the self is interpreted as a queer practice that turns a spatial politics of (sexual) difference into one of queering spaces.

    The influence of Butler in the conceptual space of queer theory has also been seen in organization studies. For example, Bowring (2004) argued that gender and leadership are caught within what Butler calls the heterosexual matrix. Using a character from Star Trek to guide the analysis, she experiments with fluidity in the theorizing and practice of both gender and leadership. Meanwhile, Tyler and Cohen (2008), brought the critical interrogation of management and organization in the television show The Office to bear on the feminist critique of the heterosexual matrix. This article deployed queer theory to focus attention on hegemonic masculinity and heteronormativity, in particular on the gendered organization and management of the desire for recognition.

    Butler’s notion of performativity and her work on (un)doing gender has also impacted organization studies. For example, Pullen and Knights hosted a special issue of Gender, Work & Organization dedicated to work framed through these arguments. In their editorial they emphasized their interest in learning how gender gets done and undone in organizations and through organizing and with what consequences. Accordingly, they reiterate that ‘Butler has alerted us to how doing gender involves considerable ambiguity, incompleteness, fragmentation, and fluidity, since it is often tied up with processes of undoing at levels of identity, self, text, and practice’ (Pullen & Knights, 2007: 505). Following these interests, Hancock and Tyler (2007) draw on Butler to think through the relationship between performativity and the gendered organization. Using a critical hermeneutic analysis of recruitment brochures they articulated reciprocal relationships between the social and the material. Later, Powell et al. (2009) studied the ‘doing’ and ‘undoing’ gender of women engineers. They argued that in ‘doing’ engineering (coded masculine) women often ‘undo’ their gender. Such gender performance does nothing to challenge the gendered culture of engineering while maintaining an environment that is hostile to women. They paraphrase Butler when saying, in reference to this situation, that the terms on which we accept fitting into an organization may make our life unlivable yet the option of not fitting in or being recognized may also lead to a life not worth living.

    Other works, also inspired by Butler, consider the meaning and potentiality of the body as a focus of analysis. Among these Sinclair (2005) celebrates particular body performances at the site of management pedagogy, seeing her own bodily experiences as freeing, but also as an obstacle and as a site of new possibilities (see also Sinclair (2011) for a review). Ball (2005) explores the body in the context of technology and examines possibilities for resistance to biometric surveillance practices. This work is based as well on notions of embodiment from Gatens, and Deleuze and Guattari. Embodiment is also the framing for Schilt and Connell (2007), who focus on Butler’s notion of ‘gender trouble’ to argue that when theorizing about the potential of transgender subjects for causing gender trouble the materiality and subjectivity of transgender people must be taken into account, as well as the context in which gender crossing occurs. They note that transgender workers are usually a vulnerable population economically, who therefore must balance political desires to shake up gender with concerns for job security. Thus, while intentional gender trouble performances can have political possibilities, in the context of the workplace they can be ‘repatriated into a binary, or dismissed as inauthentic’ (Schilt & Connell, 2007: 616). Several of these notions are expanded in Thanem’s (2011) writing on transgender variations and embodiment in work and organization. This review emphasizes the importance of bringing transgender studies into the mainstream of institutional work in organization studies rather than further marginalizing transgender people.

AFTER THEORY

And where are we now? One way to answer this question may be to declare feminism as being ‘after theory’ in the sense articulated as well as dismissed by Eagleton in 2003; the other is to address what feminist theorizing has become by precisely ignoring such declarations. No matter what story we tell (and we will tell both), our interest is to highlight in these last pages some of what we see as important trajectories in contemporary feminist theorizing as social theorizing, and their possible implications for organization studies.

Is This a Post-Feminist Moment?

One way to consider what we hear about feminism today may reiterate Eagleton’s views: after being touched by post-structuralism/postmodernism and the debates on ‘T/t/heory’ feminist theorizing may have reached that point of exhaustion where, theoretically, there is not much more to do other than to continue ‘recounting the same narratives of class, race, and gender’ no matter how indispensable these topics may seem (Eagleton, 2003: 222). We see some of this, but much more is happening. Feminist theorizing has seldom forgotten its intent to effect social change. Each and every moment of feminist theorizing—even at its most abstract and discursively intricate—would have something to say regarding conditions in the world. Witness, for instance, how the range of debates on the arrival of post-structuralism into feminism were primarily about the possibility that feminist theorizing would lose political agency and would therefore become devoid of power for analytical and practical interventions into conditions of social subordination. Why would it be any different today as new global narratives of capitalism are being launched?

    Some contemporary conversations argue that feminism is no longer needed, but this is mostly a ‘chorus from the street’, with some proponents being younger women who benefited from prior feminist interventions as a social movement and in its academic form as women’s studies. These conversations claim that feminism has already done its job; women have gained increasing representation in public life and jobs, as well as sexual freedom, and therefore there is nothing to complain about. They can have it all! Seldom mentioned is that women continue to be over-represented in lower paying jobs and occupations; that wage disparity with men at all organizational levels continues and has become even more marked in elite positions; that discrimination by gender, race, sexuality, and so on has not disappeared but morphed into new disclaimers; that motherhood is still something to hide or a problem to resolve. In this ‘post-feminism’, an heir of second wave liberal feminism sometimes heralded as third and even fourth wave (Baumgardner, 2011; Braithwaite, 2002; Genz & Brabon, 2009), the meritocratic ideology continues to sustain the figure of ‘the deserving individual’, and the idea that where there is a will there is a way, so Lean In. Fortunately, this version of so-called ‘post-feminism’ in public discourse is one object of analysis for another ‘post-feminism’: critical approaches which ask, what kind of phenomenon is ‘post-feminism’? One could often find these critiques in media and cultural studies since the media has indeed been feeding on and dispersing it widely under many different guises (e.g. Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2011).

    We take a cue from those critical analyses in what follows, maintaining that we may indeed be living in a post-feminist moment as an aspect of the ferment in contemporary feminist theorizing, but that the popularized versions of ‘no longer needed’ pervading some, mostly Anglo-American, public discourse is only an aspect—and a minimally interesting one if at all. Rather, we see several other important ‘posts’ in feminist theorizing today. These newer theoretical tendencies are not a backlash but productive continuations of prior feminist theorizing. Each has been touched by the postmodernist/post-structuralist ‘loss of innocence’ about ontological certainty; and each intends to recuperate critical grounds that might have been lost in the discursive shuffle, often returning to prior theorizations but with modifications.

    This current mode of feminist theorizing shows certain common characteristics but also spawns distinct theoretical strands. Among the commonalities, there is, first, a return to materialism after postmodernism; second, attention to gender is no longer enough and thus the question of the subject—i.e. who/what is/are the subject(s) of feminism—is redefined; and third, broader global issues are where theory/practice engagements occur. We find these common threads in three otherwise distinct areas of feminist theorizing: transnational feminism, critiques of neo-liberalism, and new materialisms.

Transnational Feminism Today

Having evolved in the early 1990s from the discursive insufficiency of postcolonial theorizing and US feminist notions, from both radical and liberal feminisms that ‘sisterhood is global’, to recognizing the very real and different conditions of women in the world, this strand of feminist theorizing has continued to develop approaches analysing these conditions and what to do about them. While not monolithic, transnational feminisms challenged Western feminist theorizations of gender and gender relations as furthering the images and social experiences of mostly privileged women (and men) in the ‘First World’ (see Patil (2011) for a recent review in sociology). These challenges went beyond those already raised by black and other race theorists, who questioned the white, middle class, heterosexist representations of gender in feminist theorizing, and moved to interrogate the function of ‘the nation’ in gendering and racializing ‘others’ (e.g. Alexander, 1997; Collins, 2000; Monhanram, 1998). They also promoted new conceptualizations, such as transversal politics instead of identity politics, to address both the heterogeneity of citizenship in its global dimensions within and between nations, and the possibility of feminist projects cutting across differences without assimilation (e.g. Yuval-Davis, 1997). These theoretical tendencies continue to be influential worldwide, but have also come full circle to include reflexive recognition and analyses of its US-centredness (Fernandes, 2013).

    Foundations for these arguments were articulated in transnational feminist cultural studies (Grewal & Kaplan, 1994; Kaplan & Grewal, 1999). These foundations also included First and Third World feminist theorizing and feminist postcolonial studies forwarding awareness of the artificiality and contingent nature of ‘the nation’, its origins, and its contemporary preservation in diverse patriarchal ‘nationalisms’. For instance, Mohanty’s (1991) original arguments made the case that ‘Third World women’ have often been constituted as ‘others’ of ‘First World women’ in writings that represented the former as underdeveloped, oppressed, illiterate, poor, contributing to overpopulation, etc. These apparently neutral categories constructed ‘Third World peoples’ (not just women), as backward, ignorant, and passive recipients of needed Western ‘knowledge’, obliterating other representations that would articulate their agency, capabilities, involvement in struggles, and strategies for survival. In so doing, they universalized a Eurocentric version of ‘knowledge’ as if were ‘truth’ (e.g. Harding, 1996, 1998). Mohanty (2003) reaffirmed the need to voice ‘other knowledges’ which would illuminate the simultaneity of oppressions as fundamental for grounding a feminist politics in the histories of racism and imperialism and, concurrently, the differences, conflicts, and contradictions internal to Third World women’s organizations and communities in their struggles for overcoming these conditions.

    One way to read these arguments is that the more materialist focus of transnational feminism eventually displaced the philosophical concerns of the ‘postcolonial’ regarding language and representation. However, there is now sufficient scholarship demonstrating that it is not a matter of either discourse or materiality, but rather how to deploy the best analyses afforded by multiple disciplinary conceptualizations (e.g. Kaplan & Grewal, 1999: 358) For example, in her 2003 work Mohanty doesn’t shy away from deploying symbolic, economic, and political arguments concurrently. She uses the notion of ‘One-Third/Two-Thirds Worlds’ instead of the more common ‘First/Third World’ to dispel assumptions of homogeneous rich/poor, North/South people, but also because this discursive shift draws attention to the continuities and discontinuities between the majority of people in the world (the two-thirds) and a minority (the one-third) who controls the images of consumer culture as if it were the ‘good life’ for all (Mohanty, 2003: 226).

    Throughout these writings, one concern reappearing often is the possibility of new subjectivities in the context of transnationalism. Various works articulate the existence of complex subjectivities and heterogeneous subject positions and relations, produced by intersections of gender, race, class, ethnicity, sexualities, and so on, in the context of specific First World/Third World historical and contemporary relationships. However, those involved in transnational feminist and migration research also highlight persistent problems with categorization(s) of identities, including intersectionality, no matter how flexible these may appear. Instead of categorizations, Yuval-Davis (1997, 2006) recommends taking into account transversal politics, a democratic practice of alliances across boundaries of difference, while Anthias (2006, 2012) suggests the notion of translocational positionality—subject positions tied to situation, meaning, and the interplay of social locations in complex and often contradictory ways. These complex subjectivities contribute to rethinking solidarity within and across borders, not in the old homogenizing and apparently benign model of ‘global sisterhood’, but in contemporary encounters, moments, and spaces of relationship between people, not only women (e.g. Marta, 2010).

    As well, the phenomenon of transmigration, as part of globalizing flows, goes beyond earlier notions of transnational migration, where immigrants were seen as becoming settled in the countries to which they migrate, often in diasporic communities as ‘home away from home’. By contrast, transmigrants continuously traverse national boundaries often in response to global demands for labour, while straddling social, political, geographic, and cultural borders, linking ‘home’ and ‘host’ countries, while creating transnational social fields (e.g. Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004; Mahler & Pessar, 2001; Park, 2011). In these global flows, identity, behaviours, and values are renegotiated and not limited by location or class such as in ‘flexible citizenship’ (e.g. Ong, 1999).

    Still, the question stands: what possibilities exist for collective action and the articulation of common interests under such contemporary global flows? Are there possibilities for social movements and solidarity among and between those in the Two-Third Worlds? Answers to these questions are not always clear (e.g. Binnie & Klesse, 2012; Mendoza, 2002; Moghadam, 2000; Thayer 2001, 2010).

    In short, transnational feminist arguments offer a much needed discursive space for engaging with the ‘new colonialisms’ of globalization and the market. How to speak (knowledge) as ‘other’ may still be a central problematic in the scramble for signification in the global economy, however subjugation, oppression, and exploitation of the ‘Two-Third Worlds’, women in particular, has acquired an urgent and concrete centrality in the everyday life of people the world over. Today, it is impossible to negate the implications of global capitalism in these processes, thus attention to new subject configurations is needed to seriously address questions of parity and justice as women and others relate worldwide, within and beyond the nation state, under differential material conditions. Unfortunately, there is a dearth of scholarship of this type in organization studies despite the fact that these processes are constantly being produced in the interstices of contemporary activities of transnational organizations (e.g. Acker, 2004).

Critiques of Neo-Liberalism

In what may be seen by some as a subset of the transnational feminist literature, several scholars have increasingly focused on the insidiousness of global neo-liberalism as it creeps into every crevice of socio-economic life, with disparate consequences according to the social location of those affected. One interesting aspect of this work, and the reason why we separate it from the prior section, is a running argument about how feminism (its Western liberal humanist imagery and discourses in particular) has been co-opted by neo-liberal discourses, policies, and regimes in particular and contradictory ways (e.g. Eisenstein, 2005, 2009; Fraser, 2009, 2012, 2013). Eisenstein (2005, 2009) focuses on whether feminism had entered into a dangerous liaison with corporate globalization (2005) or has in fact been seduced by it (2009). She argues that twenty-first century feminism has been a convenient handmaiden of capitalism, for the workings of international capital ‘systematically dismantle the structures, however inadequate, that protect women and their children […] thus creating intensified poverty, disease, and unprecedented levels of wealth polarization’. It also encourages women ‘into the market economy, arguing that this is the path to liberation and equality’ (2005: 511). As such, feminism becomes legitimized while masking how the world economy is becoming radically restructured. While some women benefit from these conditions, ‘the glitter of economic liberation disguises the intensification of poverty for the vast majority of women’ (2005: 511).

    The few examples we highlight here share some characteristics: first, while not identical in their theoretical framing, each makes an explicit return to prior feminist theorizations with a materialist bent, socialist and Marxist feminism in particular; second, each supports its arguments with empirical research; and third, there is considerable emphasis in bringing to visibility not only the neo-liberal processes that might be co-opting feminism—i.e. depoliticizing feminism—but also feminist strategies of resistance, including theory and research, to those same processes. Earlier scholarship paid particular attention to the role of neo-liberalism as new state democracies were being established during the 1990s, but more recently there has been increasing interest in observing how market neo-liberalism works in the context of private enterprise formations intending to replace the welfare state. Yet, feminism has also been reclaimed by activist groups resisting neo-liberalism as part of their strategic toolkits, but with what consequences? What are the uses and abuses of feminism in these developments?

    A key example is Schild (1997), who taking inspiration from Foucault’s conceptualizations of subjectivation and governmentality, focused on Chile during its transition to democratic rule in the early 1990s, after the Pinochet dictatorship. Schild argued that the original social movement, through which diverse women meaningfully participated together against the prior regime, was ‘being transformed into resources through which the state defines both the appropriate behaviour of citizens and the spaces for citizenship practice’, while ‘the terms of gendered citizenship and community are increasingly being set by some women in the name of all’ (1997: 607). As she saw it, dominant groups attempted to construct a hegemonic project which articulated socio-economic ‘modernization’ with a conception of citizenship based on individual rights, where people would fashion their own personal development in relationship to the marketplace. More recently, Schild (2007) returned to Chile to observe what happened in the ten years after the 1997 study. The outcomes are not promising. In particular, a key goal of the women’s movement—advancing the rights of women—was reduced to creating a self-regulating, competitive form of consumption of welfare provisions for poor and indigent women. The feminist agenda converged ‘with the larger cultural-moral project of transformation, orchestrated by institutions of the state, of encouraging and cultivating among women living in conditions of poverty those forms of subjectivity that are congruent with capitalism in its latest phase’ (2007: 199).

    Following from Schild’s earlier work, Mendez (2002) studied attempts to organize maquiladora workers in a free trade zone (FTZ) in post-Sandinista Nicaragua. The organizing strategy, by a women’s organization whose activities focused on improving women’s working conditions in the country’s FTZ factories, was premised on framing different notions of citizenship based on a right to ‘dignity and respect’ as well as economic and social rights. Contesting neo-liberal meanings of citizenship, these strategies were close to what Fraser (2009, 2012, 2013), citing Eisenstein (2005), has described as ways for feminism to break its dangerous liaisons with neo-liberal marketization while extending and democratizing social protections and making them more just. In Fraser’s terms, this would require reactivating feminism’s emancipatory promise and reviving a contemporary form of socialist feminism.

    FTZs and export processing zones (EPZs) are spaces where neo-liberalism and gender coincide in particular contradictory ways, for they open needed market work for women while concurrently producing new forms of hierarchical subordination, thus such activities have been an important focus of critiques of neo-liberalism. However, another space of interest for critiques of neo-liberalism is the formation and activities of microenterprises developed through the financial support of microcredit schemes. While much praise has been given to these projects as tools of economic development for the poorest of the poor and female ‘empowerment’ in particular, recent analyses show once again how they partake of the contradictory intersections of global neo-liberal capitalism and feminism.

    For instance, Keating et al. (2010) describe microcredit and microenterprise activities as a case of ‘accumulation by dispossession’, following Harvey (2003) and Hartsock’s (2006) rearticulation of this process as gendered, since it cannot be understood without paying attention to the discrepancy between women’s and men’s situations in global capitalism. Keating et al. note that microcredit schemes are difficult to criticize because in principle they improve women’s participation in the economy and reduce their dependence on unscrupulous moneylenders as well as on their own patriarchal households. Yet, a real critique of these projects must place them in the broader context of the macro-politics of dispossession, where similar appropriations of feminist logics occur for the purposes of neo-liberal practice. Microcredit programmes, both in the global South and North, are related to reductions in state welfare programmes—a typical practice of neo-liberal regimes—and reinforce a rhetoric of personal responsibility and self-help, thus putting the burden for obtaining their own economic well-being, and blame for failing to do so, on a specific group of people, often poor women.

    Keating et al. call for the generation of a vigorous counter-discourse as a mode of resistance to these practices. Such counter-discourse, articulated in more empirical research, new theory, and actual projects unveiling the contradictions in these practices, would ‘make visible the links between the struggles against the dispossession by financialization that microcredit generates and struggles against other modes of accumulation by dispossession’ (2010: 173). At its most immediate, we see in this call an opportunity for scholars in organization studies to join others in unveiling the contradiction of global neo-liberal capitalism.

    Insofar as scholarship in our field of studies is complicit in promoting neo-liberalism—including most scholarship in the women in management literature through its individualizing premises and emphasis on managerial women—we collectively are also well located ‘in the belly of the beast’ and capable of producing counter-discourses of resistance. Some years ago we suggested critical entrepreneurship studies as counter-discourse to mainstream entrepreneurship scholarship, and included an analysis of microenterprises and microcredit as part of it (Calás, Smircich & Bourne, 2009). What else can we, organization and management scholars, write about? How else can we let go of our naïvety and promote and sustain such interventions?

New Materialisms

What makes materialism ‘new’? These very heterogeneous, and not clearly defined, contemporary currents of thought, are nonetheless common in their return to materialist philosophies, their emphasis on processual ontological arguments and relational epistemologies, and their multidisciplinarity, which criss-crosses traditional disciplinary boundaries from social theory, and natural, physical, and techno sciences. According to some of their proponents, this reprisal of materialism is truly radical in that it returns to ‘fundamental questions about the nature of matter and the place of embodied humans within the material world’ heeding to developments in the natural sciences, and to transformations in the way humanity produces, reproduces, and consumes the material environment (Coole & Frost, 2010: 3–4). Concurrently, this requires particular sensitivity to changes in the biological and ecological spheres, and in technologies and economic structures, as well as more incisive ways of analysing human interaction with material objects and the natural environment (see also Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2012).

    Specifically, Coole and Frost observe that advances in the natural sciences during the twentieth century defy the ways matter was conceived in the classical sciences, and therefore the ontological commitments made under those premises. As well, these scientific and technological advances, including issues around living matter, have produced urgent ethical and political concerns while calling into question the uniqueness of humans and the stories made around them, the possibility of clear paths of causation, and conventional notions of agency and control—e.g. of ‘culture’ over ‘nature’. Finally, epistemologically these shifts require more materialist approaches to social analyses after the excesses of the ‘cultural turn’, for constructivism is inadequate ‘for thinking about matter, materiality, and politics in ways that do justice to the contemporary context of biopolitics and global political economy’ (Coole & Frost, 2010: 5–6).

    Three themes therefore appear in contemporary representations of this scholarship: an ontological post-humanist focus that conceives of matter of all kinds as lively and agential; biopolitical and bioethical questions regarding the status of life and the human; and a re-engagement with political economy, with an emphasis on everyday life and its relationships to geopolitical and socio-economic structures. Yet, once human agency has been decentred, acceptance of indeterminacy and contingency is also the appropriate scholarly posture.

    We could have argued that the prior two areas of feminist contemporary scholarship, transnational feminism and critiques of neo-liberalism, should be considered as part of new materialism at least in their epistemological, ethical, and political concerns. However, they stand in distinction to new materialisms insofar as they are still located in late humanist philosophies. While more inclusive of various forms of life—human and other species—than in the past, transnational feminism and critiques of neo-liberalism still maintain clear boundaries around notions of the subject privileging the human mind and consciousness, human agency, and human potentialities. In contrast, the philosophical shifts making possible new materialisms exhibit a post-humanist bent. From Cartesian dualism to Spinoza’s monism, new vitalism, and the immanence of matter in the works of Deleuze and Guattari, these arguments allow for envisioning matter as having its own modes of self-transformation and self-organization rather than being passive or inert and subject to human designs. Understanding matter in this way makes the materiality of the human one among many others and, more importantly, fosters conceiving of matter as always in process, as becoming rather than being, and therefore as productive and vital forces in ongoing social change.

    Interestingly, new materialist arguments appeared in feminist scholarship during the linguistic turn, as more post-humanist perspectives were becoming important in post-structuralist discussions about the materiality of the body as well as possibilities for women’s agency and feminist politics after postmodernism. These views have continued to develop since, thus making feminist theorizing an early contributor to this kind of work. Among many other contributions, Haraway’s figure of the cyborg human/machine hybrid (1985) and her other works since then (e.g. 1997, 2003) are classic examples extending the notion of ‘the human’ beyond the boundaries of the human body. Her feminist anti-essentialist orientation decentres the human in narratives of natureculture and emphasizes the coevolution of various species and forms of matter, including those created in laboratory studies.

    Other early scholarship partaking of these orientations appeared in corporeal feminism (e.g. Braidotti, 1994, 2002; Grosz, 1994, 1995, 2000). Drawing mostly from Deleuze and Guattari’s emphasis on mobility, movement, and becoming, they articulated additional understanding of ‘the body’ as a socio-historical construct through conceptualizations such as ‘rhizomes’, ‘nomadic subjectivity’, ‘body without organs’, and ‘assemblages’. Gatens (1996) reconsidered the human mind as the idea of an actually existing human body, opening possibilities for the ontological constitution of a subject outside Cartesian dualism by articulating it through Spinoza’s monism. Following several of these philosophical strands, Braidotti’s more recent work (2013) is focused on the post-human condition as a moment in history when new subjectivities are appearing after the decentring of humanism. Her argument elaborates alternative ways of conceptualizing the human subject emerging at this moment, including rethinking the question of sexual difference.

    Meanwhile, Barad (2003) offered the concept of ‘agential realism’ which denies the existence of independent agency emerging from distinct entities, and recasts notions of ‘matter’ (i.e. materiality) and ‘discourse’ (i.e. meaning) as mutually articulating. Bringing together considerations from Butler, Foucault, Haraway, and the physicist Niels Bohr, she developed an unusual encounter between science studies and post-structuralist feminism. Her elaboration of ‘performativity’ is materialist, naturalist, and post-humanist, giving no primacy to either of those terms while emphasizing the importance of actual ‘matter’ as not outside but as ‘intra-activity’ of the world’s becoming. In this context ‘agency’ is not human intentionality or subjectivity but an enactment of iterative changes in the world. Barad also forwards the notion of ‘onto-epistemology’: the study of practices of knowing in being—a matter of part of the world making itself intelligible to another part—which moderates the privilege of the thinking human subject to its being part of the world rather than over it.

    From where we stand, new materialisms open the door to asking many questions about the liberal humanism that continues to pervade and undergird our organization theories and management practices. In particular, post-humanist perspectives would ask us to reassess much of what we take for granted in our theories once we realize that they are built around a figure, a subject, who no longer exists. The question is not only if we are ready to face this challenge; more importantly, who benefits from doing/not doing so? Can we ignore these questions any longer?

CONCLUSION

The newer feminist contributions to contemporary areas of social theory just highlighted offer crucial critical analyses which would call into question much normative organization and management theory and practice as these stand today. We note explicitly that these feminist contributions to social theorizing are not exclusively about gender. Rather, we are showing their centrality in social theory as they address some of the most fundamental problems contemporary societies face in the context of globalization, neo-liberalism, and daunting environmental issues, as well as new modes of thinking about humanity and its future in light of developments in the sciences, technologies, and so on. As an intellectual movement fundamentally attuned to conditions of the time, it should now be clear that feminist theorizing addresses contemporary social problems with a continued focus on issues of social inequality and subordination—but it also goes beyond this.

    As such, the trajectory of this chapter moved from feminist theorizing’s very early questions regarding the place of women in society to a very different question: what possibilities exist for redressing current social problems and attaining a better society rather than annihilating it? Needless to say, at least half of humanity in this story is women, but it is the relationship between humanity and its others—about the future of the world beyond humanity as we know it—that further matters now. Thinking through gender has led us to this point.

    In telling this story, the last section in particular, we are in fact emphasizing the complicity of organization and management theory and practice in much that is affecting the world in increasingly negative ways. Is it that our field of study is intentionally blind to these issues insofar as dominant voices benefit from this blindness? Or is it that there is such a lack of intellectual curiosity that much critical social theorizing has passed by our field without notice? We have no answers to these questions, but words from others are worth repeating.

    For instance, Ashcraft (2014) notes that in organizational communication, feminist theory has moved from peripheral critic to vital voice whose insights are established and valued. She notes also that feminist theory’s nearly mainstream status in her field contrasts with its low status in management and organization studies. Elsewhere she attributes this situation to matters of ‘division of labour’ of the fields (i.e. professional associations where diversity studies occur in one place and study of work and management in another) and a malnourished conceptual root system that cannot yet support a collective-associative view (Ashcraft, 2013). Instead, individuals appear to form cognitions about self and work that retain independence from other social identities. In her view ‘[m]‌anagement scholarship has yet to systematically absorb overwhelming evidence that the nature of work is bound up with the embodied social identities of workers’ (Ashcraft, 2013: 10). Her arguments clearly articulate problems in our scholarly community and point towards potential changes in the community itself.

    However, coming from a different perspective, March takes a position which we would describe as one of resignation. In his words:

    Most of the time in the history of business schools, business school locales have been less welcoming to fundamental research than to applied research, less welcoming to critiques of the market/hierarchical orders than to research that accepts or extols them…. The pressures in business schools toward immediate relevance and practical comprehension seem to point in different directions. (March, 2007: 18)

Thus, what to do? In March’s view,

    the fact that the intellectual future will be at the mercy of historical happenings over which we have little control is not relevant to those of us who are practicing scholars. Our task is not to discern the future in order to join it; nor even to shape it. Our task is to make small pieces of scholarship beautiful through rigor, persistence, competence, elegance and grace, so as to avoid the plague of mediocrity that threatens often to overcome us. If we do that, we may not protect scholarship from future historical waves of renewed enthusiasms; but neither will we disgrace it. (March, 2007: 18)

At the start of this chapter we expressed our belief that emancipatory social change can be possible through scholarly projects in organization studies. Our writing was intended as a contribution towards that end. While we forward most of the ideas contained here with enthusiasm, we must also confess to a level of frustration in not knowing how else to proceed. As intimated by Ashcraft, further critique of our scholarly community is unlikely to make much of a dent, but we are not ready to adopt the sense of resignation we gather from March.

    Perhaps the best characterization of our scholarly state of affairs today is the one prompting the question of our colleague Barbara Cruikshank when she reflected on the current status of feminist scholarship, at once full of intellectual ferment yet also with insufficient impact on institutional structures and the world more generally: ‘Is this a situation of conceptual innovation without political transformation?’ (Cruikshank, 2012). In our view political transformation will only happen with interventions into the everyday activities of our scholarly practices, over and over again. And thus, perhaps that is the direction to embrace. Writing is only a very modest part of it!
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CHAPTER 27

ORGANIZATION STUDIES AND THE SUBJECTS OF IMPERIALISM

RAZA MIR AND ALI MIR

INTRODUCTION

MAINSTREAM organization studies (OS) has often extrapolated from Western experiences to develop theoretical constructs that are deemed universally applicable, in the process delegitimizing the perspective and knowledge of non-Western societies. Even the critical traditions in OS have been called out for being mired in Eurocentric assumptions (see Khan & Khoshul, 2011 for a recent critique). For example, over the past several years when globalization became a key concern in academia, debates within OS did not reflect the issues faced by the victims of globalization, despite the fact that the relationship between Western nations and many of the poorer nations of the world has been defined, since the mid-twentieth century, by forms of neo-colonial exploitation mediated by the multinational corporation (MNC).

    Organization scholars have begun to examine how agency could be restored to subjects that had hitherto been confined to the shadows of OS, drawing on a variety of new theories and debates that had recently emerged in various branches of the social sciences and the humanities. Among the most important of these new interventions was a body of work, following the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism, which sought to offer a critique of European colonial discourse on the native ‘Other’. This project, which came to be known as postcolonial studies, was also critical of the colonial roots of many academic disciplines (in particular anthropology) and attempted to demonstrate the ways in which mainstream academic scholarship in the West continued to reproduce colonial tropes about the Others of Europe and North America.

    This was, of course, not the first time that the ‘Empire’ (the colonies) had ‘written back’. Anticolonial activists across Africa, Asia, and Latin America had been conscious of the role played by European knowledge—even ‘scientific’ knowledge—in reproducing and legitimating colonial power relations; that is, of the ‘epistemic violence’ of colonialism. Clearly, the violence of colonialism wasn’t merely epistemic. Many of the anticolonial activists articulated their political and philosophical thoughts while incarcerated for their ‘seditious’ activities (e.g. Jawaharlal Nehru, 2004; Nelson Mandela, 2010), in the midst of military campaigns (e.g. Simon Bolivar, 2003; Frantz Fanon, 1967 [1961]) or on the run (e.g. Che Guevara, 2009). The radical philosophies of praxis of these activists/scholars became the foundation of much of the scholarship undertaken under the banner of postcolonial studies. This new scholarly field provided a space for critical scholarship on the politics of culture and discourse from across the world. It has been less successful in linking directly to the material conditions under which many of the dispossessed subjects of the global South actually labour, but that is generally true of almost all of academia. What it has been good at is bridge-building; in essence, postcolonial studies created an international community of scholars of culture and power in the same way in which an international(ist) community of anti-imperialist social scientists (such as the Pakistani sociologist Hamza Alavi) had emerged in the earlier postcolonial period of the 1950s and 1960s. A global critical scholarship on culture and (post)colonialism began to emerge which—through syllabi, edited volumes, and conferences—brought together, under one theoretical umbrella, the work of anticolonial scholar-activists such as Albert Memmi and Léopold Senghor from Africa, Franz Fanon and Aimé Césaire from the Caribbean, M. K. Gandhi and Subhas Chandra Bose from colonial India, and Edward Said from Palestine. A new generation of critical scholars of colonialism emerged as leading lights within this new field, among them Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Partha Chatterjee, Gloria Anzaldua, and Walter Mignolo. Concerned with articulating an anticolonial epistemological framework, they creatively engaged with the work of theorists such as Michel Foucault, Antonio Gramsci, Jacques Derrida, and Jacques Lacan, developing a variety of anticolonial perspectives that sought to restore agency to those who continued to labour under newer forms of colonial and imperialist oppression. The privileging of the epistemological over the ontological realm is an artefact of postcolonial theory, perhaps of theory in general, but it does provide a distinct platform for activists to articulate their struggles against global capital.

    Some of these perspectives have found traction in the OS literature, of which we will discuss four in the remainder of this chapter. We begin by elaborating on postcolonialism, a theoretical tradition that takes as its subjects the experiences of colonialism as well as the resistance to it, both at the level of epistemology and political expression. We then discuss the area of subaltern studies, which may be described as a Gramscian reading of colonial historiography against the grain in order to ‘excavate’ anticolonial resistance. We move on to critical transnationalism, a methodology that challenges the tendency to take the nation state as a proxy for ‘society’ and decentres it in favour of a more porous understanding of economic, political, and social processes which do not correspond neatly with the naturalized or reified borders of nation states. In doing so, critical transnationalism seeks to give primacy to the dispossessed and stateless of the world as they negotiate modes of exchange, migration, and connections across national boundaries. Finally, we discuss the emerging scholarship on political society, which attempts to theorize the actions of certain sections of the population such as refugees, undocumented migrants, and contingent labourers that do not have access to either the state or ‘civil society’. Our intent in this chapter is not only to inform organization scholars about the (limited) ways in which the theories discussed here have been deployed in the OS tradition, but also to make a case for their wider use.

POSTCOLONIALISM

        We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect. To that class, we may leave it to refine the vernacular dialects of the country, to enrich those dialects with terms of science borrowed from the western nomenclature, and to render them by degrees fit vehicles for conveying knowledge to the great mass of population. Lord Thomas Macaulay (1972) [1835]

The above quote, from an almost 200-year-old tract by Lord Thomas Macaulay, provides an insight into the manner in which colonial powers used certain institutions to further their power. Titled ‘A Minute on Indian Education’, the piece became the basis of British educational policy in India, one that turned a facility in English into a marker of privilege, a cultural politics that continues to hold sway in contemporary South Asia. Similar colonial pronouncements were made and policies enacted in other colonized spaces such as Egypt or Nigeria. As Macaulay’s ‘Minute’ highlights, these policies were themselves predicated upon a variety of racist assumptions about the ‘nature’ of the native population (for a detailed discussion of Macaulay’s racism, see Rajan, 1999), and were sedimented within mainstream social theory (often because they became self-fulfilling prophecies), re-emerging as old wine in new bottles in the postcolonial period in the form of ‘modernization theory’.

    The quote from Macaulay is instructive because it points to two significant realities. First, it laid the groundwork for a variety of institutional changes in the Indian educational system. As Bhabha (1984) has noted, many of the institutions that were established in the colonies by governing powers were aimed towards making the population more governable and more ‘understandable’ by the colonizing elites. This desire to better understand the natives was of course meant to serve the purpose of a more efficient exploitation of the colonies. Second, the creation of the ‘class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste’—essentially a comprador native elite—was a result of Macaulay’s intervention. This Anglicized native elite was characterized by both an internalization of colonial attitudes towards the vast majority of the Indian population, and a gradual rejection of colonial overlordship fuelled by the realization that to the Englishman, they would always remain ‘wogs’ and ‘brown sahibs’ (see Fanon (1967) [1961] and Nandy (1983) for nuanced psychoanalytic readings of this phenomenon).

    Much of the colonized world achieved formal political decolonization in the wake of the Second World War. The project of ‘epistemological decolonization’ was to prove more elusive. The erstwhile colonies found themselves mired in a neo-colonial world order, in which their formal colonial masters continued to hold the economic and political cards in a rigged game. Colonial policy re-emerged as ‘development policy’, and colonial tropes found new life within ‘modernization theory’, the better to govern the ‘Third World’ with. The dominant logic of these new modes of governance and extraction can be seen at work in this communiqué from the United Nations Department of Economic Affairs in 1951 (quoted in Escobar, 1995: 3):

    There is a sense in which rapid economic progress is impossible without painful adjustments. Ancient philosophies have to be scrapped; old social institutions have to disintegrate; bonds of caste, creed and race have to burst; and large numbers of persons who cannot keep up with progress will have to have their expectations of a comfortable life frustrated.

As Escobar demonstrates in his detailed readings of UN actions in the 1950s and 1960s, development economists in the UN were determined to ‘free’ natives of their culture, regardless of how painful this might prove to be (Escobar, 2000). Of course, the modernity that the natives were to be ushered into was to be a capitalist one. This is significant given that modernization theory and the development project it gave birth to was a product of the Cold War, and designed explicitly as a counter to the Soviet model of economic growth (Makki, 2004). The response of the former colonies to this approach was complicated and varied, given that the paternalism embedded within modernization theory was often shared by the former ‘brown and black sahibs’, now in power in these newly independent nations of the Third World. This early period of the Cold War was one characterized by contentiousness. A critical Third World social scientific scholarship and scholarly community soon emerged, deeply inflected by varieties of Marxism, and focused on theorizing the contemporary period of postcolonial independence as one of neo-colonialism/neo-imperialism. Some key examples of this scholarship were the Latin American dependencia school, the Marxist sociology of the Pakistani sociologist Hamza Alavi, and the work of Indian historian D. D. Kosambi. While not often recognized as such within postcolonial theory, which leans heavily towards the humanities in general, and literary studies in particular, this scholarship was the precursor to what is now called postcolonial studies. In recent years, organizational theorists have critiqued the paradigm of development management as well (Dar & Cooke, 2008), especially with regard to the regimes of surveillance, control they deploy in managing their operations in poorer countries, and their Eurocentric assumptions.

    The publication of Edward Said’s book Orientalism in 1978 is broadly accepted as being that critical event for postcolonial studies. Of course, a prehistory of postcolonialism had long been rooted in what we now refer to as the anticolonial tradition. As A. Prasad (2003: 7) asserts, postcolonialism ‘needs to be seen as building upon the contributions of a number of earlier thinkers, freedom fighters and anticolonial activists’ such as Guinea-Bissau’s Amílcar Cabral, Martinique’s Aimé Césaire, the Martinique-born French-Algerian Frantz Fanon, India’s Mahatma Gandhi, Vietnam’s Ho Chi Minh, Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda, Kenya’s Jomo Kenyatta, Russia’s Vladimir Lenin, Congo’s Patrice Lumumba, Peru’s José Carlos Mariátegui, Madagascar’s Octave Mannoni, Tunisia’s Albert Memmi, Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere, and Senegal’s Léopold Sédar Senghor, among others. Said’s contribution was novel in two ways. First, he was able to conduct a meticulous genealogical analysis of various orientalist works of the time and to highlight how they manufactured a certain sort of Eastern creature (e.g. ‘the lustful Turk’) that said more about the researchers than the region they purported to illuminate. Second, Said was able to highlight how even liberal and class-conscious Westerners (e.g. Albert Camus) treated oriental subjects as people without history. For example, Said’s analyses of Camus’ famous novels like The Stranger and The Plague reflects on how Arabs are treated in his work as people without history: ‘true, Meursault kills an Arab, but this Arab is not named and seems to be without a history, let alone a mother and father; true also, Arabs die of plague in Oran, but they are not named either’ (Said, 1978: 175).

    Postcolonial theorists sought to highlight the continued impact of colonialism in the now-independent former colonies. They produce a linkage between the violence visited upon colonial subjects and the representation of the erstwhile colonies in the Western world. They sought the dignity of labels like theory for anticolonial struggles, rather than the condescending labels of culture, which they saw as standing in for a proxy for irrationality. They sought to challenge neo-colonial narratives that dehumanized immigrants and non-white cultures in the West. Following Said, they focused on bringing to the fore what they considered to be the crucial role played by colonial discourse within the multifaceted technologies of rule. Concepts such as ‘epistemic violence’ sought to highlight the importance of this discourse and its construction of the global South as the ‘Others’ of the racially superior West. Foucault’s work on the relationship between knowledge and power proved invaluable to this new scholarship as it laid bare the ways in which colonial rule was established, legitimated, and reproduced across the world. The Eurocentrism of mainstream theory within the humanities and social sciences was challenged, and extant explanations about ‘backward’ societies upended. A new set of theoretical and methodological tools were developed to challenge the colonial tropes and frames, which continued to define, categorize, and ‘save’ the natives who could not be trusted to do the job themselves despite their political independence (see Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2006; Mohanty, 1984). Postcolonial scholarship began to emerge in a variety of disciplines, including sociology (Bhambra, 2007), anthropology (Clifford, 1994), psychology (Hook, 2005), and economics (Zein-Elabdin & Charusheela, 2004).

    The year 1997 may be marked as the one when the term postcolonial began to gain traction within OS with the publication of Anshuman Prasad’s (1997a) article titled ‘Provincializing Europe: Towards a Post-Colonial Reconstruction’ in Studies in Cultures, Organizations & Societies. Of course, this moment had its prehistory as well, a prehistory which includes critiques of Eurocentrism in international management research (Boyacigiller & Adler, 1991), analyses of the silencing of minority women in academic texts (Calás, 1992), critiques of seemingly emancipatory discourses such as postmodernism from the perspective of poorer nations (Radhakrishnan, 1994), and attempts to theorize the culpability of global capital and MNCs in the furtherance of ‘premodern atavisms’ such as female feticide (Mir, Calás, & Smircich, 1995). But Prasad’s 1997 article (which expanded on a 1994 conference paper) may have been the first journal publication in OS that explicitly invoked postcolonial theory within the realm of organization studies. Prasad (1997a: 91) sought to interrogate ‘Europe’s claim to universality as its problematic, and to contend that any serious attempt to reorganize the past and/or the future must subvert the European appropriation of the universal’. In the same year, he also contributed a book chapter to an edited volume on organizational diversity, where he systematically laid out the first overview of postcolonial theory in the OS realm (Prasad, 1997b: 287–90).

    In the 15 years since then, the postcolonial analytic has seen a significant expansion in the field of OS. Despite the circumspect assertion by the editors of a recent special journal issue on postcolonialism that it is ‘still a somewhat quiet and tentative voice around the margins of orthodox MOS’ (Jack et al., 2011: 275), an examination of the literature points to a flowering of sorts. It appears that postcolonial theory has been deployed in a variety of ways in OS, as laid out in a number of recent publications (see Banerjee & Prasad, 2008: 92–3; Jack et al., 2011: 279–80; Prasad, 2011: 29).

    In OS, the three hegemonic postcolonial theorists (concepts) that have been deployed most often are Edward Said (Orientalism), Homi Bhabha (hybridity), and Gayatri Spivak (strategic essentialism). That is not to say that other ideas have not been invoked; for example, critical feminists have often deployed the work of postcolonial feminists like Chandra Mohanty in their work (Calás & Smircich, 1999; Calás et al., 2010), theorists working on an Africa-centred perspective have highlighted anticolonial precursors of postcoloniality such as Senghor, Memmi, and Nkrumah (Nkomo, 2011), while the researchers studying the psychological impacts of the colonial experience on organizational relations have made use of the work of Ashis Nandy, which provides a psychoanalytic component to the theorizing of knowledge from the South (Srinivas, 2012). In the interest of space however, we will confine our discussion to the concepts of Orientalism, hybridity, and strategic essentialism.

Orientalism

Edward Said himself was surprised by the success of his work, in which he had argued that the military and administrative conquest of the colonized nations by the Western powers was followed by a discursive conquest, whereby the ‘Orient’ was epistemically produced by the West, as alternatively naïve, rapacious, cruel, exotic, and irrational. He saw Orientalism as

    the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism [was] a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient. (Said, 1978: 2)1

Samuel Huntington’s clash of civilizations argument, which sought to force cultural and religious frameworks on conflicts that were political in nature (Huntington, 1996), can be understood as an example of latter-day Orientalism insofar as it affirms a reductive essentialism. The phrase ‘clash of civilizations’ itself carried immense political baggage given that it was first used by the latter-day Orientalist (and Said’s most trenchant critic) Bernard Lewis in his 1990 article ‘The Roots of Muslim Rage’. It was hardly surprising that Huntington used Lewis’s work to argue, in essence, that in the post-Cold War era ‘Islam’ had replaced communism as the existential threat to the West. In his critique of Huntington, Said pointed out the insidiousness of the concept of ‘civilization’ as used by Huntington and Lewis—both in terms of its (deliberate) obfuscation of the actually existing (historical as well as contemporary) interdependency and interaction between cultures and peoples, and in terms of the way in which it replaced politics with ontology. Said’s response highlights one of the most important tasks of the postcolonial critic—that of spotting Orientalist discourses and frameworks (defined as those enabling or justifying colonial/imperial aggression). However, that in itself is not enough; the postcolonial critic must also destabilize such Orientalism by producing a counter-narrative, one that reinscribes politics and political struggle and thereby restores agency to those who have been objectified by such discourses of power (see Bottici & Challand, 2006).

    The analysis of Orientalism in OS has typically followed two trajectories. The first has interrogated the ideological foundations of the sedimented practices and theories of organization that pose as modern and progressive but are in fact discriminatory, exclusionary, and racist. For example, Victorija Kalonaityte analysed diversity management initiatives at a Swedish municipal school for adults. Her work provided ‘a conceptual framework based on postcolonial theory in order to theorize how an essentialist notion of national culture contributes to the construction of ethnical minorities as culturally inferior’ (Kalonaityte, 2010: 31). Charlotte Echtner and Pushkala Prasad (2003) conducted an analysis of brochures representing different countries from the global South. Their findings revealed three myths about representations of these countries: the myth of the unchanged, the myth of the unrestrained, and the myth of the uncivilized. Such myths reinforce a mythical ontological difference between the Western nations and these countries/destinations. Bill Cooke analyses a distinctive form of management, ‘development administration and management’ (DAM) that is applied to countries from the global South, which have been selected as targets for ‘modernization’. Cooke contends that DAM is ‘complicit in neo-liberal World Bank interventions in the Third World’ (Cooke, 2004: 603).

    Works within the second trajectory have sought to highlight the various forms of resistance articulated/practiced by the subjects of imperialism themselves, thereby attempting to restore dignity to them. For example, a study of the knowledge transfer routines enacted in the Indian subsidiary of a US-based MNC sought to make sense of seemingly irrational behaviour by local labour in order to present it as a legitimate form of workplace resistance (Mir, Banerjee, & Mir, 2008). Similarly, Gavin Jack and Robert Westwood (2006) made extensive use of the critical concepts and methodologies developed within postcolonial studies in the past two decades to develop counter-Orientalist narratives in their analysis of international and cross-cultural management studies, while Shoaib Ul-Haq and Robert Westwood (2012: 249) interrogated the epistemological premises of mainstream OS, arguing that they exhibit a ‘continued cultural and intellectual imperialism which persists in constituting asymmetries, dependency relations, and inequities which occlude, marginalize and silence much of the Global South in general and Islam in particular’.

Hybridity

Building on the work of Said and others, theorists like Homi Bhabha, Stuart Hall, and Nestor Garcia Canclini developed the concept of hybridity, a state of cultural non-belonging brought about by the colonial experience (Bhabha, 1994; Garcia Canclini, 2005; Hall, 1992). In his 1994 book The Location of Culture, Bhabha shows how colonial subjects, through an enactment of hybridity, carve out spaces for themselves that are unavailable to the colonial masters and how forms of colonial hybridity produced anxiety within the ranks of the colonizer. Sometimes this hybridity is enacted through mimicry, a form of enactment of some of the rituals of the colonial power, but with a decidedly native touch. Bhabha’s ideas, while not as political as those of Fanon, nevertheless draw extensively on the latter’s work, specifically his Black Skin, White Masks (1967), in which Fanon articulated a powerful psychoanalytical critique of racialized colonialism and its effects on the colonized (especially members of the elite who were products of the kind of colonial strategy proposed by Macaulay in his ‘Minute’) based on his experience of being a black intellectual in a white (French) world (Fanon, 1967). For Fanon, the liminal/hybrid condition of the colonized (elite) poses an existential problem for the latter. Bhabha, however, sees hybridity and mimicry as camouflage. Bhabha develops the idea of mimicry from the works of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, who sees mimicry as a coping mechanism for the vulnerable subject who is subject to intimidation: ‘mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might be called an itself that is behind. The effect of mimicry is camouflage, in the strictly technical sense […] It is not a question of harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled background, of becoming mottled—exactly like the technique of camouflage practiced in human warfare’ (Lacan, 1977: 99). Bhabha suggests that aspects of colonial power are assimilated and appropriated by the colonial subject, thereby producing the possibility of subversion and resistance. A good example of this sense of hybridity/mimicry may be found in the game of cricket, which is currently far more popular in the erstwhile colonies of South Asia and the Caribbean than in England, where it originated. In his insightful book, Beyond a Boundary, the Trinidadian social theorist C. L. R. James examines the tour of the West Indian cricket team (drawn from several Caribbean countries under the yoke of colonialism) and their experience of dealing constantly with issues of race, nationalism and class. Offering a postcolonial/neo-Marxist analysis of the racial politics of cricket, James reads a desire for freedom exhibited by the manner in which the West Indians played the game. Unlike the British, who subjected the game to endless routines of decorum (including breaks in play for ‘tea’), the Caribbean players played with fluid aggression, where the bowlers bowled to the body of the batsmen, the batsmen tried to whip the leather off the ball, all while watched by rambunctious supporters, with the sidelines characterized by impromptu reggae riff sessions. Mills notes that there wasn’t merely prowess at play on the cricket field, but conflict, politics, and psychology as well (James, 1963).

    Organization theorists have used the concept of hybridity to move beyond the traditional binary of dominant versus oppressed and explore ways in which disempowered actors deploy hybridity and mimicry-based tools to carve out a space of agency for themselves. Michal Frenkel’s study of international management discourse on knowledge transfer uses many of these concepts in analysing an organizational setting (Frenkel, 2008). Another example is Steve McKenna’s analysis of the response of North American CEOs to the rise of India and China, which he finds mired in a neo-colonial discourse. Using the work of Bhabha, McKenna suggests that Chinese and Indian corporations currently occupy a space of hybridity, but extends the premise by arguing that there is likely to be a transition away from hybridity in the old sense (of a mixture of colonial and colonized forms) to a new (decolonized) hybridity: ‘China and India are increasingly unlikely to simply mimic the West, they will want to play a part in shaping the interstitial space, the space inbetween, where the new rules of global business will be developed and reflect hybridization’ (McKenna, 2011: 408). Pete Thomas and Jan Hewitt deploy critical discourse analysis to analyse professional organizations, a methodology developed by Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999) using Bhabha’s ideas along with those of theorists such as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (1985). Thomas and Hewitt (2011: 1379) argue that managerialist discourse is ‘colonizing more aspects of contemporary life’, and examine ways in which the power of this discourse was ‘mitigated by local circumstances, with local actors appropriating the discourse in ways that turned it to their advantage’.

Strategic Essentialism

In a 1988 article provocatively titled Can the Subaltern Speak? Gayatri Spivak (1988) continued Said’s critique of European knowledge production about other parts of the world, in particular the Eurocentrism that presents Western ideas as objective and ‘universal’ principles. She noted that this approach further disempowers those already oppressed by European domination, both past and present, both political and epistemological, by rendering their subjectivities and experiences invisible. She illustrates this with reference to British colonial discourse on sati (or widow immolation) and draws a line from that to Foucault and Deleuze’s declaration—based on the French student protests of 1967—that representative politics had come to an end. Her answer to the question posed in the title of the essay is that the subaltern—and especially the poor Third World woman—cannot speak within the discursive frames of the West. These frames are designed to silence her, and replace her experience and subjectivity with that of the universal subject, the white European man.

    One of Spivak’s important contributions to postcolonial theory was the idea of ‘strategic essentialism’. Spivak begins from the premise that essentialism—reducing diverse and unequal realities to some ‘essential’ truth—is dangerous from the point of view of progressive, liberatory politics. However, too much attention to difference can undermine the building of an effective political movement on behalf of a group (such as women). The posing of an essential identity (such as ‘woman’) as part of a political strategy of opposition/resistance to the status quo can thus serve a useful and necessary (but always limited) purpose. As articulated originally by Spivak, strategic essentialism thus referred to a discursive political strategy employed by the subaltern group itself, a strategy that was always to be understood as limited in scope given the dangers inherent in essentialism.

    The construct of strategic essentialism is especially malleable and can be applied to a variety of settings; to that extent it has travelled widely across disciplines, and occasionally has lost its critical edge. For instance, in the sociology/OS literature, Paul McLaughlin has recently argued that the prescriptive claims made by ecological modernization theory, a methodology being deployed in the literature on environmental sociology, is a form of strategic essentialism, which he broadens to define as ‘any attempt to use essentialist arguments and distinctions to manipulate the adaptive landscape(s) of one or more social roles, routines, or organizations’ (McLaughlin, 2012: 190).

    Examples of the use of strategic essentialism in critical OS include Stella Nkomo’s explicit invocation of her African identity in order to carve out an agential space for postcolonial as well as anticolonial readings of ‘African’ leadership and management in organization studies. In a 2011 article, Nkomo reports on her quest to find models of African leadership, and discovers that while Africa has been predictably marginalized in OS discourse, the well-meaning responses by theorists to correct this imbalance ‘often unwittingly preserve, even as they attempt to overcome, the ideological coding of Western (primarily US) conceptions of leadership and management’ (Nkomo, 2011: 367). Nkomo attempts to infuse the ideas of postcolonial theorists such as Said, Spivak, and Bhabha with more political anticolonial African theorists like Fanon, Césaire, and Senghor, to produce a narrative of Africa that recognizes both real-life struggles and representational issues. In her words, ‘to fracture the dominant discourse, we must work in a third space if we wish to articulate alternative text(s) that transform not only the present representations of “African” management and leadership but also the body of knowledge known as leadership and management in organizations’ (Nkomo, 2011: 380). We can see similar analyses in Marta Calás’s attempt to represent Hispanic women in her critique of how they had been dealt with in organizational texts. She concludes that Latinas are mostly presented as docile and manually dexterous, making them good for factory work but not so good for managerial and white collar leadership tasks (Calás, 1992). Ajnesh Prasad has also recently used the concept of strategic essentialism as a way in which OS scholars can move past ‘analytical categories of difference—whether they be based on gender, race, or sexual identity—in responding to issues of systemic inequalities in organizational life’. In his formulation, strategic essentialism can be deployed in the OS field ‘as a means by which management scholars can tentatively engage with the research and the discourse that is reliant upon identity binaries, yet without reifying ideologically bifurcated identity classes’ (Prasad, 2012: 567).

SUBALTERN STUDIES

        The inadequacy of statism…follows from its tendency to forbid any inter-locution between us and our past. It speaks to us in the commanding voice of the state, which by presuming to nominate the historic for us leaves us with no choice about our own relation to the past. Yet the narratives, which constitute the discourse of history, are precisely dependent on such choice. To choose means, in this context, to try and relate to the past by listening to and conversing with the myriad voices in civil society. These are small voices, which are drowned in the noise of statist commands. That is why we don’t hear them. That is also why it is up to us to make that extra effort, develop the special skills and above all, cultivate the disposition to hear these voices and interact with them. Ranajit Guha, ‘The Small Voice of History’ (1996: 3)

In 1982, a group of Indian and English historians brought out the first of a series of volumes titled Subaltern Studies, which attempted to correct the elitist nature of colonial historiography, which had written many of the subjects of colonialism out of its narrative (see Ludden, 2002 for a comprehensive review). Inspired in part by E. P. Thompson’s magisterial book The Making of the English Working Class (Thompson, 1963), the group deployed Gramscian concepts towards an attempt to restore agency to the subjects of imperialism by reading official history ‘against the grain’. The idea of subaltern historiography has since been expanded into a serious methodology, incorporating the theoretical insights of works such as James C. Scott’s Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (Scott, 1985), Raymond Williams’s Marxism and Literature (Williams, 1977), and the various critiques of Western scientific method examined by Gyan Prakash (1999) in Another Reason: Science and the Imagination of Modern India. The notion of subalternity was soon expanded beyond the frame of colonial historiography into a more generalized study of elite ideologies. The contention of subaltern theorists was that official accounts of resistance were contaminated with elitist bias, and a fine-grained account of the same phenomenon using a variety of textual sources could uncover and legitimize the perspective of the subaltern.

    One of the early empirical studies of subaltern historiography was carried out in an organizational setting. In his 1989 book Rethinking Working-Class History, Dipesh Chakrabarty attempted to write a history of jute-mill workers of Calcutta around the turn of the twentieth century. He began by using the tools of Marxist historiography, but layered them with hermeneutic analysis, Gramscian perspectives, and a documentary method in order to assert that his research uncovered ‘a capitalism that subsumes pre-capitalist relationships. Under certain conditions, the most feudal system of authority can survive at the heart of the most modern of factories’ (Chakrabarty, 2000: xi). This is of course the reworking of an older Marxist idea, but Chakrabarty infuses his analysis with the use of a variety of cultural tropes that stand in for the labour–capital dialectic. In effect, Chakrabarty seeks to deploy newer tropes of class consciousness than the traditional Marxist ones, which he accuses of being derived from English conditions, and imperfectly suited to India, where culture and consciousness have different meanings. For example, because of the social division of labour inherent in the caste system, Indian kinship relations have an economic component to them. Chakrabarty explicates this through his analysis, and offer ways to indigenize Marxist class analysis in the Indian context.

    The survival, and even the furtherance, of ‘premodern atavisms’ by global capital is extremely relevant to OS. Consider, for example, the use of General Electric-made portable ultrasound machines in rural India to determine the sex of foetuses as a precursor to female foeticide. The attempts by organizational theorists to study the impact of the entry of the MNC into rural spaces hitherto somewhat removed from the dominant capitalist economy can be sharpened by the use of methods that have been developed by subaltern historiographers (Mir, Calás, & Smircich, 1995).

    In his essay ‘Dominance without Hegemony and its Historiography’, Ranajit Guha (1989) provided one of the most powerful methodological applications of subaltern studies by proposing that the analytical category of hegemony as articulated by Gramsci was more theoretically useful and sophisticated than the mainstream Marxist understanding of ideology. Hegemony refers to the successful use of persuasion over coercion by dominant groups in order to seek the active consent of subordinate groups. Of course, coercion can never completely be abandoned, a fact that Gramsci captures in his metaphor of the ‘iron fist in the velvet glove’. For Gramsci, the hegemonic project consists of a web of social relations, ideas, and practices. In effect, hegemony is a particular condition of dominance where persuasion momentarily outweighs coercion. The refusal of management to relinquish authoritarian modes of control, or of workers to be co-opted into a fiction of empowerment, marks a moment where hegemony fails and is shown to be mere dominance. Deploying this perspective to understand knowledge transfer routines within a corporation, scholars have demonstrated how the subaltern subjects in the organizational relationship who were powerless to defend themselves against dominance nevertheless fought hegemony through subtle acts of resistance ‘that were of minor consequence in and of themselves, but collectively functioned as building blocks of a counter-hegemony that decentered the legitimacy of the corporation’ (Mir & Mir, 2009: 109).

    The use of the subaltern studies framework also abounds in fields such as marketing, where critical scholars have attempted to critique the attempts by agents of global capitalism to equate freedom with consumption, and chart the ways in which subaltern ‘consumers’ resist this interpellation (Varman & Vikas, 2007). However, within OS subaltern studies has perhaps been most extensively and creatively deployed in the study of the field of accounting, which has been read as both the language of imperialism and as a counter-language of emancipation and resistance (Gallhofer & Chew, 2000; Neu & Heincke, 2004). For example, in an empirical analysis of a Sri Lankan corporation, Chandana Alawattage and Danture Wickramasinghe set out to show how ‘accounting [becomes] a hegemonic technology through which subalterns become governable, exploited and manageable’ (Alawattage & Wickramasinghe, 2009: 381). In the process, they also demonstrated the ways in which the subaltern groups they studied were able to use a different (and emancipatory) mode of accounting, which the authors propose as being ‘a process of social transcription through which the subalterns gain their agential capacity to write back to the structural conditions to which they are subjected’ (2009: 398). These processes would include accounting for domestic labour accrued through kinship relations, making macro-adjustments for past acquisitions of land from small farmers through coercive means, renaming putative ‘uncultivated lands’ as community-owned spaces, and insisting on the power of worker groups to analyse, evaluate, and transform statements relating to accounting and governance.

CRITICAL TRANSNATIONALISM

The transnational turn in social theory may be seen as an attempt to decentre the tendency to fetishize the nation state as the only valid unit of analysis. Not only is the nation state a relatively recent construct which has never really been as bounded an entity as it was imagined to be, global capitalism has effectively undermined whatever stability it had in territorial and cultural terms (Castells, 2009). The cumulative effect of new forms of communication and networking, and of the fluidity and speed of global capital, has been the emergence of new organizing arrangements, along with increasingly hybrid and fluid identities (Vertovec, 2009).

    However, unlike most analyses of globalization and transnationalism, which tend to be celebratory in one way or another, our concern here is with the critical approaches (see Schiller & Faist (2010) for a review), especially those that deal with issues of the global labour force. In his analysis of the relationship between globalization and labour, Ronaldo Munck (2002) had suggested that the new era of globalization represents a second ‘great transformation’, along the lines of the one ushered in by the Industrial Revolution and theorized by Karl Polanyi (1957). Munck identified two elements of this transformation as they relate to labour. The first, ‘deterritorialization’, is produced by the tendencies of capital to free itself from the constraints of geographic space. Karl Marx had referred to this concept in his 1858 opus Grundrisse as the ‘annihilation of space by time’ (Marx, 1993: 538), and indeed it appears that through a variety of manoeuvres, MNCs have now rendered space less important (although never irrelevant) for the purposes of economic advantage. The second tendency created by globalization is ‘Brazilianization’, or the spread of Third World-like work patterns into the industrial North. Increasingly, we are seeing the emergence of a contingent labour economy in the industrialized rich nations, where temporary and precarious work is becoming more and more prevalent. In effect, the privileged position of First World labour vis-à-vis labour in the Third World has now been eroded by the ability of multinational capital to exploit the cheapest labour across the world.

    The issue of the economic mobility of the MNC raises some thorny sidebar issues about international governance. In particular, we have noticed that Western corporations have often sought to develop the regime of corporate social responsibility (CSR) as a voluntaristic, internally driven, unsupervised ‘civil society’ initiative to align corporate interests with broader social interests (Marens, 2010). This may backfire, as it did in the case of the child labour controversy that affected the Pakistani soccer ball industry. By focusing on child labour without analysing issues of poverty and wages, Western corporations and NGOs inadvertently caused harm to the general economic well-being of the most marginal of Pakistani workers, where family labour had become the last refuge against starvation (Khan, Munir, & Willmott, 2007), thereby demonstrating the ineffectiveness of international CSR regimes (similar critiques can be made of regimes such as the UN Global Compact, as well as voluntary codes by companies such as Nike and Apple). In brief, nationally anchored modes of governance have worked more effectively at reining in corporate excesses than transnational regimes, which are often predisposed to use universal models that pay less attention to context, and are susceptible to manipulation by dominant capitalist actors.

    Various organizational theorists dealing with the MNC have incorporated issues of transnationalism into their analytic framework (see Metcalfe & Woodhams (2012: 132–4) for a review on how transnationalism has been deployed in OS). Glenn Morgan (2001: 127), in his analysis of transnational communities and business systems, asked for research that could ‘shed light on the degree to which [MNCs] are simple extensions of national practices to an international level, or are in fact new forms of transnational communities’, and OS scholars have responded positively to such calls. For example, through an ethnographic analysis of an MNC, Galit Ailon and Gideon Kunda reached the conclusion that MNCs needed to be studied not just as economic entities, but also as powerful ideological actors who imposed their own cultural regimes on their constituents. Ailon and Kunda (2009: 693) contend that

    this regime lays foundations for a transnational ‘imagined community’ which does not rival the national one, but internalizes it, creating an arena of discretionary power for managers: deciding when to activate and when to suppress nationality in the global organizational universe.

In effect, historical imbalances of power (such as those experienced in the Israel–Palestine context, or a difference in the economic power of different countries) end up rendering MNC culture ethnocentric, thereby undercutting the claims of global corporations that they are transcending national boundaries by becoming transnational (Boussebaa, Morgan, & Sturdy, 2012).

    Critical transnationalism has a very important role to play in OS, and there are three points that must be kept in mind by scholars. First, a critical approach to transnationalism must begin with an acknowledgement of the uneven nature of globalization, especially as social and economic arrangements are transformed by the power of global capital. For example, one can chart a direct series of links between the global economic crisis that began in 2008 and a decline in the earning power of the poorest of trash-pickers in Mumbai (Boo, 2012). Likewise, one person’s experience of the liberation associated with global consumption must necessarily be contrasted with another subject’s experience of super-exploitation. Second, and following from this, national/regional/ethnic identity is no longer a useful category through which to understand the experience of the global workforce. As Mir et al. (2006: 168) contend, ‘even in relatively similar identity groups living and working in geographic proximity, there are workers (South Asian immigrant taxi drivers) and workers (South Asian immigrant stockbrokers), each with very different experiences of their work and their careers’. Finally, a critical transnationalism must begin with the understanding that the category of economic class continues to be fundamental in any analysis of the relations of production, no matter how global they become. In the sub-zero sum game that characterizes the shrinking global economy, the apportioning of the benefits and suffering are heterogeneous and class-based. In their analysis of the current economic crisis, Morgan et al. (2011) critique the way in which the crisis has morphed from a problem with capitalism into a statist fiscal crisis. In the words of their ringing critique:

    the blame game has shifted; in this discourse, the economic crisis is no longer the fault of the bankers but the consequence of an overly large and uncontrollable state, personified by welfare claimants and service users. It is these groups who must now pay the price of getting the economic system moving again by losing benefits, by working longer, by taking lower paid jobs, by accepting a decline in educational and health standards. (Morgan et al., 2011: 148)

What we need today is an extension of the intersectional analysis of the kind first proposed by African American feminist scholar Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989, which seeks to understand the complex and overdetermined way in which different aspects of social stratification intersect with each other to produce the individual experience.

    One last important critical transnational perspective in OS also involves theorizing ‘South–South’ dynamics, such as the growing ties between Chinese corporations and African countries (Jackson, 2012). From a critical transnational perspective, the increasing presence of migrants, refugees, multi-ethnic identifications, and ‘borderlands’ in the global landscape has made critical transnationalism a crucial lens through which to examine organization theory. For example, scholars who seek to study workplace diversity seriously will have to deal with issues such as outsourcing (Clott, 2004), migration (Mir, Mathew, & Mir, 2000), international legal constraints (Hu, 2004), refugees (Keane, 2004), and, within the realm of theory, the rapid unravelling of the dominant discourses of globalization (Banerjee & Linstead, 2001).

POLITICAL SOCIETY

In 2005, the social theorist Partha Chatterjee (one of the founders of the Subaltern Studies collective) published a book titled The Politics of the Governed (Chatterjee, 2005a). Building on his earlier critique of nationalism (Chatterjee, 1992), where he had proposed that the dominant discourse of Indian nationalism was unable to accommodate certain subjectivities (the eponymous ‘fragments’ of the Nation), Chatterjee now argued that these subjectivities were also condemned to remain outside the purview of civil society. Chatterjee saw current institutions of civil society as little more than ‘the closed association of modern elite groups, sequestered from the wider popular life of the communities, walled up within enclaves of civic freedom and rational law’ (Chatterjee, 2005a: 4). Within Chatterjee’s framework, political society is a specific term (contrasted against ‘civil society’) that constitutes large sections of the fragments of the national community, who do not relate to the nation or the state in the same way that the elite and middle classes do. Drawing upon the Foucauldian field of governmentality studies, Chatterjee proposed a distinction between ‘citizens’ with rights and ‘populations’ who are targets of policies by the welfare state. However, the latter still make claims on the state, albeit through unstable arrangements arrived at through direct political negotiations. Political society is the realm of governmentality, of instrumental alliances between marginalized groups, and the attempts by populations whose very existence is beyond the pale of legality to wrest some concessions from the state. The struggles of undocumented immigrants in the US to secure human rights for themselves in a context where they have no formal access to the constitution represent the best possible example of political society in the West. In a more recent work titled Lineages of Political Society, Chatterjee elaborates his position through references to Foucault’s idea of governmentality: ‘on the plane of governmentality, populations do not carry the ethical significance of citizenship’ (Chatterjee, 2011: 14). This he sees as an opportunity for the populace to engage in a collective struggle in order to wrest rights for themselves from institutions that may not see them as legitimate. To him, political society is a very empirical concept, invested with an immediacy that helps organizational researchers make sense of and theorize the action of corporations and capitalists all over the world. Chatterjee takes issue with the formulations such as those made by Hardt and Negri (2000) that new globalized networks of economic and cultural production have produced the conditions of possibility for a new immanent, deterritorialized, and decentred empire (Chatterjee, 2005b). Rather, he sees that spatial constraints remain relevant, especially for disadvantaged groups that are spatially tethered to a nation state and simultaneously excluded from its ideological representation of its governmentality. The only recourse to democracy for such groups comes from ‘a network of norms in civil society that prevail independently of the state and are consistent with its laws’ (Chatterjee, 2005a: 33).

    The case of indigenous communities who live on lands that have been identified as mineral-rich is probably the most instructive for the purposes of OS. These communities, despite having lived on their land for generations, do not possess formal property rights, and the state (in collusion with multinational mining companies) may slate them for eviction. In some cases governments have brazenly declared densely populated areas as ‘uninhabited’ in order to facilitate the commencement of mining operations by MNCs (Mining Zone, 2010). The militant response of the displaced (or the ‘to-be-displaced’) populations represents an example of political society, and has led to organization theorists developing a new theory of the ‘translocal’ (Banerjee, 2011).

    Critical OS scholars have contended that concepts such as CSR and corporate citizenship are ideological Trojan horses constructed by complicit theorists to indemnify corporations against peripheral stakeholders who may demand that they be compensated for the hardships heaped upon them by corporate activity. These concepts also help protect corporations from coming under the oversight of states, should the latter attempt to regulate their operations or tax them more in the interest of other social groups. As neo-liberalism intensifies and more and more of the world’s people are left politically and socially marginalized in its wake, political society represents a significant counterweight to corporate power. It may also present a much needed and useful theoretical frame since

    we need…theories to understand why South Korean farmers picket the WTO in Hong Kong, Nigerians disrupt Shell corporation, French farmers attack McDonalds, or US citizens [picket mortgage brokers]. … Political society represents the last and latest effort of the fragments to assert themselves against the hegemonic dominance of the state and civil society by corporations, and we as organizational theorists will ignore it at our own peril. (Mir, Marens, & Mir, 2009: 852)

The creative resistance practiced by the indigenous Zapatista movement in the Chiapas region of southern Mexico has similarly informed a variety of work within organization theory (e.g. McGreal, 2013). Likewise, we can consider Gomberg-Munoz & Nussbaum-Barberena’s ethnographic study of undocumented workers and activists in the Chicago area. The authors are able to retheorize the rights of undocumented immigrants within the frame of labour rights. They highlight how widespread economic insecurities that are the hallmark of neo-liberal economic policies lead to a wave of anti-immigrant emotions among the mainstream. At the same time, they produce clear examples of ‘the apparent hypocrisy of policies that allow for widespread consumption of their labor and tax dollars while denying them access to rights’ (Gomberg-Munoz & Nussbaum-Barberena, 2011: 374).

    One anticipates that the relatively new concept of political society will gain greater traction in the OS realm in the next few years, especially as more and more of the instances of resistance to multinational capital and neo-liberal development strategies seem to be falling along these lines. We suggest that using the lens of political society might have two productive effects. First, it would help us theorize workers struggles rather than anthropologize them. In other words, we must assume a logic to their actions and not fetishize them as opaque cultural practices. For example, Aihwa Ong, writing in 1987, had theorized the periodic seizures and ‘spirit possessions’ suffered by Malay women working on the shop floors of modern factories as a form of resistance to capitalist discipline (Ong, 1987). The everyday relations at global workplaces have to be seen as sites of class struggle, of worker alienation, of intra-organizational bargaining, and sometimes of relations of imperialism and cultural dislocation, whatever their context. Second, as indigenous people all over the world begin to struggle against corporations that seek to displace them in the name of industrial growth (Banerjee, 2011), or exploit them in the name of bottom-of-pyramid strategies (Prahalad, 2005), the use of a singular lens through which to view these struggles will help us view and thereby foreground their similarities and see them as part of the same problematic rather than as separate and bounded struggles.

CONCLUSION: EMERGING FROM THE SHADOW OF EMPIRE

In this chapter we have attempted to outline an account of the postcolonial scholarship that has emerged within the humanities and social sciences, and been usefully appropriated by organization theorists. We contend that not only does this scholarship offer newer methodological approaches and theoretical frames which allow us entry points into the terrain of OS, but they enable us to uncover a wealth of substantive issues that older methodologies within OS were not designed to examine. The theoretical positions we have chosen to highlight have strong overlaps and may well be considered as part of a continuous theoretical tradition. Thus, should someone choose to represent subaltern historiography as postcolonialism or political society as a part of subaltern historiography, they will not find us arguing with them. The taxonomy we use in this chapter is meant only to provide a workable framework within which to lay out the theoretical and conceptual interventions we wished to highlight.

    The contemporary global economic terrain has begun to appear very confusing, putting a huge burden on organization theory. Outsourcing, offshoring, and contractual arrangements have rendered extant theories of the firm obsolete, regimes of intellectual property and dynamic capabilities have muddied the claims of appropriability, technological changes have exponentially increased world demand, and the increasing need for raw materials and resources have led corporations to appropriate public goods in unprecedented ways. Ironically, just as national and corporate boundaries are getting selectively porous to certain forms of labour and capital, the boundaries around capital are getting inflexible, consigning vast numbers of people outside its benefits.

    A note on changing geopolitical dynamics is in order here. While we were writing the final draft of this chapter, the US National Intelligence Council published a report titled Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds. The report predicted that China would become the largest economy in the world by 2030, surpassing both the US and Europe, and upending two centuries of Western global dominance.2 The Chinese resurgence, when viewed alongside the combined GDP of US$13.7 trillion of the five BRICS nations (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) in 2011 (comparable in size the US with a GDP of US$15 trillion and the EU with a GDP of US$17.6 trillion)3 does point to a shift that any claims of Western hegemony can scarcely ignore. To that end, our chapter may point to an emerging intellectual shift that lags the economic shift, but hopefully not by much.

    Geopolitical shifts, however, only tell a partial story. Inequality often transcends space and culture. To that end, we may be looking at newer formulations of colonialism, transnationalism, and subalternity, which do not fit national templates but nonetheless constitute important challenges to the way in which we conceptualize social justice. Organization theorists will then need to transform the existing formulations of their time to reflect those new realities, and to aid those who attempt to make the organizations of their era more egalitarian and just.

    At the heart of any global economic regime lie a series of imbalances and inequalities. The reach and power of corporations, for example, far exceeds the ability of existing arrangements to police them, giving them arbitrage advantages; in fact, states are increasingly disinclined to regulate corporations. Likewise, the complete opacity of finance capital makes large financial institutions operate with impunity across the global landscape. In the context of all this, the inability of existing OS theory to address these issues seems to be a case of adding insult to injury. In this chapter, we have sought to show how theoretical and methodological frameworks from other disciplines might help address this problem and enable OS to rise to the challenge posed by the new corporate world order in a way which takes seriously the experiences of the vast majority of the world’s population.

NOTES

    1. The arguments laid out by Said in Orientalism and his follow-up book Culture and Imperialism have been further developed as well as extended geographically, historically, and conceptually. For instance, Prasad (2003: 157) deploys a related term tropicalization,defined as the process of creating ‘a vast ontological separation between temperate and tropical cultures’ (see Aparicio & Chavez-Silverman (1997) for an introduction).

    2. <http://gt2030.com/> (accessed May 2014).

    3. Compiled from <http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2195.html> (accessed May 2014).
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CHAPTER 28

SPACE AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES

GIBSON BURRELL AND KAREN DALE

INTRODUCTION

THE spaces and places around us construct us, just as we humans construct them. Since earliest times, humans have worked upon their surroundings in order to fulfil their needs. But these constructions have never been solely functional, becoming a central part of the intersubjective and subjective realms that make up our psychological habituation and our ongoing social relations. Thus, through humanity’s constant adaptation of the physical world, the social, organizational, and cultural worlds have also come into being. Space is not fixed and stabilized, for humanity organizes it on a daily basis. Yet space organizes us, too, and not only through physical structures. So attention here, in this chapter, is upon the spatial practices of organization, to which organization studies has only recently begun to pay attention.

SPATIAL PRACTICES

Henri Lefebvre (1900–1991) is the French theorist who has most influenced the perspective taken in this review, primarily through The Production of Space (1991). Geographical theorizations of space based on Lefebvre—e.g. Soja (1989), Gregory (1994), and Harvey (1985a, 1985b, 1989)—are important, but his work has had more than this mono-disciplinary impact. For him, the ‘everyday’ was conceptualized both as an area for analysis and for transformation. Influenced by surrealism and especially the situationists, Lefebvre placed great importance on everyday life (2000)—‘le quotidien’: ‘the politics of the banal’ (Shields, 1999: 1, 66)—rather than the politics of the elite. This ‘engaged social science’ (Shields, 1999: 5) was rooted in Marxism, although he was to change and modify his understanding of what this meant over his lifetime. Through his political activism, Lefebvre lived out his philosophy rather than theorizing it on the page, but it is to his notion of ‘spatial practices’ that we first turn.

    For Lefebvre, ‘spatial practices’ incorporate both production and reproduction, in and of the social realm. Moreover, ‘spatial practices ensure continuity and some degree of cohesion. In terms of social space, and of each member of a given society’s relationship to that space, this cohesion implies a guaranteed level of competence and a specific level of performance’ (1991: 33). Later he goes on to ask:

    What is spatial practice under neo-capitalism? It embodies a close association, within perceived space, between daily reality (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and networks which link up the places set aside for work, ‘private’ life and leisure). This association is a paradoxical one, because it includes the most extreme spatial separation between the places it links together. (Lefebvre, 1991: 38)

In what follows, we will bring together these different aspects of space and place, planned and managed space with lived, embodied, and ‘imaginary’ space, to consider various intersections between space and power, materiality and identity. Using notions from Dale and Burrell (2008), we consider three aspects of spatial practices: emplacement, where spaces are constructed for certain activities, things or people; enchantment which links matter and meaning to produce certain effects; and enactment as the process of embodied social beings living through particular constructed and organized spaces, such that symbols, routes, and routines become invested with meaning.

    The concept of ‘emplacement’ is of first importance here. Traditional management thought has treated the reified concept ‘organization’ as the significant unit of analysis, presenting this as the collective endeavours of people working together towards a common goal in a neutral way. Such a framework obscures, inter alia, both social and material conditions of organizing, including spatial and embodied aspects of organization. Thus, we need to regain a sense of space and place in our understandings of management and organization. The number of studies in this area is to date relatively small (e.g. Baldry, 1999; Baldry, Bain, & Taylor, 1998; Chanlat, 2006; Clegg & Kornberger, 2006; Hatch, 1998; Hernes, 2003, 2004; Kornberger & Clegg, 2004; Pfeffer, 1981: Yanow & Marrewijk, 2010). However, the place-boundedness of early organizational forms has long been recognized by radical commentators to facilitate control of workers through greater opportunities for surveillance and supervision (e.g. Marglin, 1974). And it is to this control of ourselves that we now turn, widening our focus outwards as we go. Just as a Russian doll nests inside another, our cosy, comfortable spaces and places are emplaced inside larger, less familiar spaces and places. So the reader will forgive us if we start our move outwards—with you.

YOUR WORK STATION

You, as a reader, are probably sitting in a private room. You may think that you have created this space by yourself but in large part it has been created for you by home designers, electronic equipment manufacturers, architects, and a panoply of other professionals. Choices that you have made in designing your place are in fact highly constrained. British broadband providers, Korean electronic firms, Russian gas suppliers, French electricity companies, American TV programmers, and Swedish furniture makers are there in the room with you, each assisting you in living a full life but each is also non-permissive in differing ways, of some of your behaviours. Thus, we imagine you at a desk, possibly made of Boreal pine, possibly having arrived in a flat pack. But do not imagine that desks are innocent items of furniture. They create whole worlds of organizing.

    Bureaucracy is an everyday term (Clegg, Harris, & Hopfl, 2011; du Gay, 2000) but the desk is highly implicated in its growth and pre-eminence as a mode of organizing. Many an old writing ‘bureau’ still bears the impression of ink upon it. In the days when ink was not yet one of the most expensive liquids known to humanity (as it is today, per cubic centimetre, in printer cartridges), many bureaux originally had fabric tops made of wool. These were to soak up all the staining ink that had been spilt upon them. And this fabric was termed a ‘burel’, derived from the name of coarse tweed-like cloth with highly absorbent capabilities. So once the burel was fitted upon the piece of furniture it became a bure-au, and the office in which it was placed became similarly known. Thus, bure-aucracy is rule by those who sit, produce paperwork, and spill ink. Such a form of organization is and was a ‘stationery’ (sic) activity.

    Today, in an electronic world, bureaucracy still relies upon huge amounts of ink but little of it is spilt. It also relies heavily upon staff (and consumers) sitting at desks within a fixed emplacement in which movement is not encouraged (Dale & Burrell, 2008). For the determined consumer, instead of moving through physical space, making consumption decisions in department stores, the internet shopper lets their fingers do the walking while they sit tied to a computer upon a desk. Equally, within workspaces the anodyne term ‘workstation’ encapsulates the fixity of the employee to a specific place such that their movement is highly regulated and limited. We are made stationary by our work, emplacing ourselves day after day in fixed locations. We come via this process to know our ‘place’ within domestic and work life, and emanating from these, our place within the wider world. And ‘place’ here often means where on the organizational ladder we are located.

    Open-plan offices were designed to reflect office hierarchies (Klein, 1982: 27) yet remain flexible enough to show changes in status. Steel desks and upright filing cabinets were popular because they were somewhat fireproof, but all were both reflective and permissive of relative differences between clerical and executive positions in the office. Originating in Germany, the tradition of Bürolandschaft grew (Hofbauer, 2000), in which office design and the reorganization of the layout of bureaux became a highly professional activity. It was driven almost everywhere by executive needs for the maintenance of power differentials. Wasserman’s (2012) thought-provoking study of female clerical workers’ experience of new office space in the Israeli Foreign Office, questions the open-plan office design, arguing that despite the apparent neutrality of the design and its architectural intentions, the new workspace provoked strong emotional responses which were closely linked to the perceived gendered nature of these spaces. What we see in Wasserman’s case is the phenomenological and embodied experience of living through the designed aesthetics of others. For example:

    organisational space is perceived as monolithic, standardised and suited to an apparently homogeneous body placed in the open plan workspace…. This requirement for physiological uniformity represents a form of bio-power, since it exercises power over the body, imposing on it practices adopted for a single, neutral collective. The body of the middle-aged woman becomes visible in this uniform space and creates a sense of discomfort both for her and for those around her. (Wasserman, 2012: 17)

As one of her respondents powerfully conveys:

    You can’t move a single millimeter here. Everything is bolted to the floor and predetermined for you. You are probably meant to think in a similarly inflexible way. You have to sit with your back to the entrance, no matter how you move things around, nothing can change that. I don’t understand why they had to make it so humiliating. Can you understand what it means to sit with your back to the entrance in such a way that you are unable to move one centimeter from your screen?…I also bump into things frequently because it’s all so immovable and small, so every movement I make has become carefully thought out and cautious. That is hard, because as you see, I’m not such a small person. I’m even careful not to stretch so that I won’t bang my head. (Wasserman, 2012: 17–18)

‘The desk is an instrument of torture’ opined the poet Wordsworth some 200 years earlier than Wasserman’s respondent, and he refused to ever sit at one. He dictated his musings to his sister and his wife, with the ‘great man’ sitting in a comfortable armchair facing a stunning view of Grasmere Lake. As they attentively scribbled, their view was of him. The Romantics, in fact, had problems not only with the concept of gender equality but with the very notion of bureaucracy itself. The ‘giant power wielded by pygmies’ (as the French aristocracy called bureaucracy) threatened much of what the Romantic movement wished to preserve. But if Wordsworth avoided the desk, in Dove Cottage located deep in the English Lake District where the Wordsworths lived with a number of children and house guests, there were other, different ways in which ‘his’ space was related to the preservation of power. These included the use of space to produce exclusions and inclusions, forced routes, and the reinforcement of hierarchies (Dovey, 1999). Floor plans, room dividers, corridors, and lighting kept children and guests in their place. So, even in this cosy domestic setting, spaces were organized to construct connections and boundaries, inclusions and exclusions that served particular purposes. So, before we move ‘outwards’ in an expression of mobility, in order to understand our emplacement within a much wider system, it is your home that we shall continue to explore.

YOUR ‘HOME’ (AND OTHER WORKSPACES)

We have already pointed to the targeting of your home, and particularly your private room, by designers seeking to place their products into that intimate space. Also of relevance is that many organizations have recognized that significant cost savings can be achieved if your home becomes the primary place of consumption and production. Costs of heating, power, broadband connectivity, printing, paper, and space rental have all been displaced to some extent from the corporation to your home and to your expenses. And this is true if you are home-working or an Internet shopper. While the ‘electronic envelope’ (Felstead, Jewson, & Walters, 2005) stretches to mean work can take in very many different places, such as on planes and trains and in cafes and museums, the separation between home and work has become (again) blurred (Felstead, Jewson, & Walters, 2005: 177).

    In harmony with this trend, there are a number of ‘spatial narratives’ which are frequent tropes in workspace redesign (Dale & Burrell, 2008). These include the narratives of community, ‘holidaying at work’ and the consuming employee. Companies evoke community through the design of ‘townscapes’ (Egg), ‘village pumps’ (PowerGen), ‘villages’ (BBC), and neighbourhood spaces (Boots). These appeal to affective ties, attempting to produce a sense of cohesion and belonging in staff (Dale & Burrell, 2010). The most powerful trope, however, is that of the home where work is meant to take on a domestic hue. The image of the homely workspace is derived from lounges, designer kitchens, and comfortable ‘break out’ spaces, which appeal to the freedom of domesticity. The designers’ aim is to break down the barriers between public and private life so that people identify more closely with the organization in a positive way. Fleming and Spicer (2004) point to the one-sided blurring of these boundaries such that work spills over into domestic time and space, as in their case study of a culture management programme in a call centre. In an account of the redesign of Google Munich, the design consultancy DEGW describe the environment created there as a ‘Life-Work-World’, which shows the all-encompassing spread of work into other areas of life. The design incorporates a wellness centre, kitchens, mothers’ room, massage rooms, fitness centre, rest-rooms, and canteens so that the fully engaged Google employee may never need to leave the facility. There has been a huge amount of attention to the idea of using play within work and the associated design of ‘fun’ workplaces (e.g. Costea, Crump, & Holm, 2005; Hunter, Jemielniak, & Postula, 2010; Kane, 2004; Smedley, 2012; Warren, 2002). These are meant to encourage creativity and innovation, and a positive identification with the organization. Since leisure is associated with pleasure and choice, the organization and work are also meant to come to be seen in this way. Another positive aspect of identity associated with consumption rather than production has also been brought within the employment relationship and embodied in the contemporary work landscape through means such as cafes, gyms, shops, hairdressers, and spaces which echo the ideas of choice and autonomy associated with places of consumption (Dale, 2012). Thus these spatial narratives often appeal to different aspects of identity which are more positive than the traditional image of the employee who is seen as not having control over their working life, and as being rule bound, under management control.

    Of course, although these new workspaces are very seductive, the experience of working in them may not so easily fit with the intentions of those who design and manage them. Questions about resistance and conformity of people within these spaces are raised for example within the political satire The Thick of It (first shown on BBC 4, 2005), where a government department moves into a new open-plan space, and jokes are made about the consequences of its openness and transparency as well as its trendy new atrium, which is an almost indispensable fashion accessory for new workplace buildings. The staff talk about the ‘organizational suicide’—which plays on both the height of the atrium but also the possibilities for career suicide given that everything can be overheard and seen. They use the idea of ‘bollock-vision’ as an expression of the lack of privacy in management–employee relations. It is interesting that the writer, Armando Iannucci, can recognize this, whereas many architects and designers remain unaware and often not interested in the user experience of the buildings.

    Space, as we have seen, is intimately connected with power relations and often these are open to organization, and sometimes to intentional control. This brings us, then, to consider the direct relationship between organization, management, and spatial practices. In our mental map of ‘organization’, the spaces and places of organization usually translate to factories and offices, and so it is to these major institutional forms of emplacement that we now turn.

OFFICE BUILDING

Baldry et al., in their discussion of ‘Bright Satanic Offices’ (1998: 163), argue for a ‘reincorporation of the physical work environment into any analysis of the labour process’. They say that it is customary to look at factory, office, hospital, and warehouse as neutral shells unconnected to social dynamics. The key point of their analysis is that buildings are all about control (1998: 164). One of the key effects of achieving control, in part through spatial arrangements, is that power relations become obscured. Architectural forms are often taken for granted and therefore are not seen as being easily changed. Indeed, in comparison to other more obvious forms of management control, there is a degree of inertia built into the very solidity of architectural structures (Alvesson, 1995: 134). In this, spatial control can be compared with the bureaucratic and technological forms of control that Edwards (1979) argues provide a distancing mechanism for managers. Thus spatial control requires elaboration through the examination of how architectural and spatial forms of organization come to seem normal. Architecture indeed offers conventional management a number of solutions to perceived managerial problems. So, for example, there are issues of cost reduction and efficient use of resources, or the health implications of the recycling of air and heat, which both impact upon the inhabitants of workspaces. As we have seen, the tradition of Bürolandschaft (Hofbauer, 2000), that is, the spatial organization of different office designs, takes this further to consider the most effective use of space and furniture positioning to create the effective organization of white collar work. Hofbauer distinguishes open-plan offices, single-cell offices, and office landscapes as having different consequences for management and employee alike.

    A useful way of understanding these different elements of emplacement and how they interrelate to produce ‘docile bodies’ (Marsden, 1999) is to be found in Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1977). Herein, Foucault analyses: enclosure, which he links with the development of factories as specific defined spaces for labour; and partitioning, which is to locate individuals so as to facilitate some communications and prevent others, to keep their movements controlled and visible. Enclosure and partitioning mean that ‘each individual has his own place; and each place its individual’ (1977: 143). Enclosure and partitioning, through creating boundaries, then facilitate particular knowledge of those individuals and tasks thus divided, enabling classification, through the use of functional sites, whereby the individuals thus partitioned are grouped into like operations, so that supervision is ‘both general and individual’ (1977: 145), ensuring that workers doing the same task could be compared and classified according to speed and skill; and ranking, or placing individuals into a ‘hierarchy of knowledge or ability’ arranged in space (1977: 147). Organizations use these four different principles of emplacement right across the planet.

FACTORY

Although the academic study of organizations has only recently taken much interest in issues of architecture and space, many work organizations have invested heavily in shaping these to their needs. From the early days of industrialism, the architecture of factory buildings could provide a veneer of respectability through classical form with its columns and pediments. But construction and spatial design were also key to their attainment of efficient work practices. We can see this in the development of sawtooth roofs which allowed extra light into the ‘daylight factory’, or the innovative use of reinforced concrete construction methods which allowed larger open-plan spaces. Through such spatial design various managerial priorities could be achieved. The eighteenth-century Royal Tobacco Factory in Seville was internally designed for maximum surveillance of workers and tobacco, to reduce smuggling and theft, and also to link the movement of people and materials in the space directly to the accounting system (Carmona, Ezzamel, & Gutierrez, 2002). Contemporary management has often explicitly recognized this. For example, in a telling comment from a manager from Scottish Enterprise on their office redesign: ‘we moved minds as well as offices—accelerating our business and cultural change by years. You realise just how much the old working environment held us back’ (Allen et al., 2004: 81). These constructions of space are linked to new ways of identifying with work and with the organization, new forms of relationship between the employee and the organization.

    One of the key strategies for developing new, space-based relationships between worker and manager was Fordist mass-production and mass-consumption techniques. Technological innovations surrounding the mass production of cars and petroleum, homes and electricity, office blocks and high-speed lifts, all show the interconnectedness of these pairings. Mass-produced factories, housing, and office blocks require parallel technologies to make them work effectively and profitably. Le Corbusier’s notion of buildings as being ‘machines for living in’ comes at precisely this time of massification of production, so that there is a recognition of the need to systematize space in order to systematize human activity. And while it would be foolish to claim that deliberate strategizing is in evidence in all these pairs of production interrelationships, there is evidence that Ford sought to produce an America fit for the motor car, Edison sought to provide electricity for the metropolitan domestic home, and the founder of the biggest firm of corporate architects married the daughter of a major manufacturer of elevators (Owings, 1973: 55–6). Car manufacturers engaged in a successful effort to provoke the US government to undertake a huge programme of building roads, for oil companies to build petrol stations along them, and for rubber companies to supply pneumatic tyres and means of inflating them. The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), supported by Hoover and funded under the New Deal, had all of this paraphernalia of modernity constructed into it (Huxley, 1943). But beyond complementary techniques of mass production, it is mass consumption that corporate strategists seek to develop.

    Ford’s notion of ‘the $5 day’ for his workers enabled them to become consumers, and attempts to market and to sell these new cheap products created spatial effects. Just as we now see in contemporary China and India, factories were enormous and showed high degrees of integration, dominating landscapes and whole regions. Company towns, no strangers to Victorian industrialization, grew up to be company cities. Offices too became factories of paper, centralizing administration in head offices, often in the form of skyscrapers, creating white collar areas in the environs. Homes were constructed during and after the Second World War using mass-production techniques and the suburban housing estate was born in places like Kaiserville and Leavittown (Hayden, 2002). Low-deposit financing was available to those deemed suitable residents. Herein, gender and race differentiation was evident in the construction of houses, their layout, and access to and from the estate (Harvey, 1985b). Infamously (Scarbrough & Corbett, 1992), the height of freeway bridges was kept deliberately low to keep out those who needed buses, differentiating blacks from whites and making the suburbs places fit for only car drivers. Harvey (1985b) shows how mortgage arrangements too were highly discriminatory in places like Baltimore, so that people of colour found it much more difficult to buy their own homes because of very high premiums, creating white-only suburbia and black-dominated inner-city areas. Working class areas of the city, often characterized by high levels of sociability and some heterogeneity, were replaced by ghettoes as these political-economic forces impacted upon spatial arrangements. The psychological consequences of isolated suburban life were often felt by women who had been excluded from the post-war labour market, leading to widespread alienation for those now excluded from the social supports available in pre-war housing (Glucksmann, 2000; Hayden, 2002).

    So, while Fordist techniques of mass production created cheap office blocks, cheap factories, cheap housing, cheap products, and cheap food, Sloanist techniques of mass consumption produced higher disposable income, product differentiation, advertising which becomes increasingly targeted, and hire purchase systems. All of these have spatial effects upon the organization of our lives, and all differentiate us from each other. And post-Fordist regimes of production and consumption are no different in having serious consequences for the citizen’s place. As Lefebvre says:

    Capitalism has found itself able to attenuate (if not resolve) its internal contradictions for a century, and consequently in the hundred years since the writing of Capital, it has succeeded in achieving ‘growth’. We cannot calculate at what price, but we do know the means: by occupying space, by producing a space. (1976: 21)

And one key to this survival of capitalism, perhaps, has been the enchantment of the workforce in their places of employment, and beyond.

OFFICE BLOCKS AND FACTORIES AS PLACES OF ENCHANTMENT

So, let us now move from emplacement and consider the impact of space and place upon meanings within what we call a process of enchantment. Enchantment may well be about ‘Things to take your breath away’ (Hitler in Dovey, 1999: 55), where scale, height, vast atriums, luxurious materials, and ostentation are all to be found, but in the modern workplace the use of aesthetic surroundings is not only about producing awe and wonder, but may be designed to take the mind of the employee off the underlying economic and power inequalities on which employment is based.

    According to Hatch with Cuncliffe (2006: 246):

    An organization is a designed and decorated physical entity with a geographic extent and a layout of workspaces, equipment and employees. These physical elements of organizational structure and their relationships have important implications for the behaviour of people who are associated with the organization.

It follows then, that as well as recognizing the power relations invested in the emplacement of people and processes, we should look at the sensory and affective aspects of organizational spaces upon those within such locales.

    From both Wasserman’s and Hatch’s points above, we already see that spatial power is not simply about the placement of people and objects in space, but involves decoration and design. This fusion of the material and the symbolic is not just about outward appearance, but evokes sensory and emotional responses. Two important social processes are related to this: the increasing requirement of more of the whole individual to be brought into the employment relationship, and the bringing ever closer of production and consumption, even within the space which is defined as being a place of productive labour.

    Looking at contemporary redesigned workplaces, we can clearly see that they are constructed to appeal to the senses and to aesthetic pleasure much more than traditional workplaces. So we have sensuous curvy shapes, bright colours, and atmospheric lighting. In appearing thus, these spaces appeal to the whole person of the employee. Traditionally, workers might be seen as bringing into the corporation their expertise and knowledge or their physical skills, but the modern organization wants to bring the whole person into relationship with the organization, including their emotional and sensory responses (e.g. Casey, 1996; Hochschild, 1983; Willmott, 1993). In the area of human resources this is talked about in terms of the ‘capturing of hearts and minds’ and of moving beyond compliance and conformity towards commitment, involvement, and a close identification of the individual with the organization, so that they share the same goals and interests. We can compare this enchantment of the workplace with Ignatius Loyola’s (2007) call to bring people back into a spiritual relationship with God through the appeal to the whole sensorium using art, music, incense, and performance. A recent example of this was the Egg HQ where mood lighting was used and projections were thrown on to the walls to induce positive emotions.

    The aesthetic ‘turn’ in organization studies might allow one to argue that Volkswagen’s new production facility for making the VW Phaeton in Dresden is designed to be ‘a house with feeling’. It seeks not to cloister itself off from the world but to invite the passing world in. It represents a departure for VW into the luxury car market and the company strategists have come up with the idea of a new production/consumption alignment in the factory/showroom. The facility seeks to emphasize how light and airy it is. It emphasizes the tactile. Passers-by are encouraged (supposedly) to enter the building on a whim and inspect the assembly of single Phaetons by craftspeople (Sennett, 2008). Here then production is consumption within the house which is open to the passer-by in the street. This ‘transparent factory’ opens up the window again to engagement with the community.1

    But openings are also closings. Welsch raises the neglected issue of the ‘double figure’ of aesthetics and anaesthetics (1997: 25, 72, 83). This alerts us to the power relations which are obscured by the ‘beautiful untrue things’ of modern workplaces (Hancock, 2003: 174, quoting Oscar Wilde). We can see this in new business ventures such as Rentokil’s subsidiary Ambius. Whereas Rentokil concentrates on getting rid of the nasty things you do not want in your workplace, Ambius provides the elements of sensory stimulation, including plants and landscaping, art, acousticscapes, and using scents and perfumes in workplaces and for marketing. Their managing director described them as being in the ‘business of seduction’. This may be a good example of the way in which employees may be anaesthetized to some aspects of their work relations through the aesthetics of their work environment (Dale & Burrell, 2003; Strati, 1999). To understand this further we can refer to how Walter Benjamin (1999) relates an early form of picture projection, the ‘phantasmagoria’, which amazed people because they could not see how or where the images were made, to a conceptualization of how aesthetics projects the ‘wish symbols’ or fantasy images of the time, but obscures the underlying social relations. The ‘Dazzle wall’ at the new BBC media village is another interesting example of the aestheticization and anaestheticization of the workplace. Based upon the patterns used on ships in the First World War to disguise their true speed and direction, it raises the question: what are companies obscuring through their spatial seductions?

    The building within which one of us works is a prize-winning new construction and often the site of architectural tours. However, these visiting bodies fail to contemplate asking a single inhabitant of the building what they think of working within it. The workplace is seductive, but primarily to visitors. The residents (architects think they are ‘occupants’) believe it not fit for purpose. For, what we do know from research is that issues of privacy and control over the physical environment are two crucial aspects of employee experiences of workspaces (Dale & Burrell, 2013). One of the unintended consequences of these sorts of workspaces is that they produce not the management of performance but a performance of management, that is, people are aware that they are constantly on show, and they perform impression management rather than necessarily the most effective working practices. Thus, there is space within these managed ‘identityscapes’ for counter-management of self too. Hancock and Spicer (2011: 91) describe an ‘identityscape’ as a ‘spatially bounded site oriented towards the production of economically viable modes of identity conducive to the demands of a post-industrial economy’, and argue that explicitly redesigned workplaces incorporate a ‘technology of interpellation that encourages the privileging of various forms of identity over others’.

    In considering the relationship of architecture and space to organization, then, we move beyond a view of power which is overt and directive, through the more subtle landscape of seduction, to consider how spatial practices might be said to ‘“produce” people’ (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992: 5). Architectural arrangements can be seen as actively constructing the experiences and subjectivities of different groups of people in different ways (cf. Jacques. 1996) through the manipulation of buildings and space. To understand how these spaces interrelate with the production of social identity, we look at a third aspect of spatial practice, articulated here as enactment: the process of embodied social beings living through particular constructed and organized spaces, such that symbols, routes, and routines become invested with meaning.

THE ENACTMENT OF SPACE THROUGH PRIVATE PROPERTY

What is so powerful about the new workspaces is that people, as embodied social beings, live through these spaces every day. The meanings of the spaces are thereby constructed and reiterated through embodied interaction. Whereas many corporate culture initiatives concentrated on discourse in the form of mission statements, glossy company magazines, training courses, and so on, actually living through these spaces makes the connections between individual and organization more taken for granted as habitual and everyday, and thus all the more powerful for being implicit. Many of the spaces appear as spaces of performance, almost like stage sets, where employees are expected to act out the correct identity for the organization, such for example in Shell’s highly visible ‘leadership centre’.

    People at this level are ‘on the move’ and if we possess high mobility (Urry, 2007), and we tend not think about the interior space of buildings as connected to their organizations—space becomes seen as an empty container, as something the potent ‘masters of the universe’ do things in. Thus, John Urry (2007: 253) maintains (from his primum mobile position) that there is something about places that is complicit with movement. The mobile tourist or executive is attracted to particular places. Places are for acting out movements. So here, in Urry’s work and much like it, place is passive and movement is active. This desire for movement across places means we only notice the built environment when it constrains us, such as there not being enough room to do a particular job or having to move uncomfortably from one building to another. This assumption of the passivity of space and of place produces a very limited view of the active, organizing social characteristics of space—how space actually organizes us, what we do, and even how space is related to how we understand ourselves. In other words, while we enact space, it enacts us—which some of the theorists of ‘liquidity’ (Bauman, 2000, 2001; Castells, 1989; Virilio, 1997) seem to forget.

    For example, there are huge barriers to movement, not least of which is the ‘friction’ (Tsing, 2005) generated through movement. Other barriers are enacted themselves—constantly and routinely. Ingress to the new factories and office blocks discussed above is highly controlled. Surveillance mechanisms are deeply embedded in their fabric. Today it is increasingly difficult to access the ‘public’ spaces of town and city centres which are now found behind the locked and shuttered doors of shopping malls. After dark, citizens are prevented from walking in what may have been for centuries open, civic areas. The control of space achieved by the bourgeoisie in Western Europe was and is remarkable. The concept of private property is central to this achievement. Neale (1975: 94) tells us that ‘on the land there was a massive shift away from a feudal and paternalist relationship between landlord and tenant, towards one more exclusively based on the maximisation of profits in a market economy’. According to Selznick (1969: 123), rural agrarian life was ‘rooted in a society in which everyone was presumed to belong somewhere, and the greatest parameters of belonging were kinship, locality, religion, occupation, and social class’. But this conjunction of the social and the spatial was overtaken by the development of capitalist patterns. Indeed, there is evidence that it was in the countryside rather than in the city that these social changes were originally precipitated. Neale suggests that in England by the early sixteenth century, agriculture was dominated in parts by large-scale capitalist farming (Neale, 1975: 92). A new orientation towards ‘place’ where a commercial activity centred on profit thus transformed the land from a locality based upon a social rootedness. Social control became centred on ‘market individualism’, based upon the contractual relationship. ‘A rootedness of place’ is replaced by a condition of ‘supposedly free, equal and self-determining individuals, each seeking to maximise his [sic] own interests in the open market’ (Fox, 1985: 5). Fox (1985: 6) presents this shift as producing a very different sort of ‘space’ from the ‘place’ of the feudal relationships of the countryside. Market individualism became coupled with private property rights which agricultural labourers (ag-labs) would have found quite alien. It is in the humble ag-lab that the origins of the key sociological term ‘alien’ lie. For in law, a-lien means without contract; ‘a-lien’ refers to the act of untying a bond and having a right undone, as in the separation of the peasant from the land. It carries with it the creation of an ‘abstract space’ freed from sentiment and opened up for business. At this stage however, we must note that the opening up of space to market forces carries with it a closing down of space by propertied interests. Alienation from our rights is intimately connected to the rise of others’ private property.

    There was an ‘apparatus of capture’ on a huge scale. It is still going on in China and other parts of the world. Half of Scotland’s acreage is owned by 608 landowners (Gorringe, 2002: 50–1), and 18 of them own 10 per cent of the land. Across the UK, common land was forcibly occupied and enclosed in ‘a plain enough case of class robbery’ by a ‘Parliament of property owners and lawyers’ (Thompson, 1968: 237–8). In the present century, the notion of enclosure of the commons for private use in private hands helps us comprehend Microsoft and Bill Gates, and their neighbours to the south in Silicon Valley. The parallel for us is the seizure of ICT space—cyber space—from those who might wish to inhabit it. The US defence establishment chases hackers relentlessly in seeking to keep the twenty-first century rick-burners and cattle mutilators at bay. The ‘virtual class’ of Silicon valley’s cerebral employees are controlled in this new enclosure by the use of short-term contracts and the gift of considerable autonomy over their pace of work and place of employment. While these employees might wish for the open electronic agora in which the community shares ideas, the reality is of the electronic marketplace (Barbrook & Cameron, 2001; 369) and the assertion of intellectual property rights. Thus, in the twenty-first century equivalent of post-enclosure man-traps and guns, Barbrook and Cameron (2001: 369–70) ironically point out that ‘visionary engineers are inventing the tools needed to create a ‘free market’ within cyberspace, such as encryption, digital money and verification procedures’. The resistance to such hierarchicalization of the Internet, they point out, is in the form of cyber punk novels by the likes of William Gibson or Bruce Sterling that allow the subaltern a voice through lone individuals fighting for survival within the virtual world of information. Of course, these cyberpunk heroes are always alienated and a-lienated from the safe worlds of gated communities and wish for the freedom of the streets. The reality, however, is that many of the non-heroic virtual class themselves live in such isolated communities (Florida, 2002). One in two homes now being built in California are in gated communities like Canyon Lake (BBC, 2006) which is 94 per cent ‘white’ in composition. Enclosure of the space of the virtual class and of cyberspace goes on relentlessly through patents, monopoly practices, price competition, and special deals, techniques with which any industrialist would be familiar. The rise of Gates then has gone hand in hand with the proliferation of gates.

    The gated community is not a new idea but it is enjoying huge popularity in many metropolitan centres across the globe. The interrelationships between a closing down and an opening up of spaces and places—between an enclosure of the commons and a marketization of property—creates a need for a recognition that ‘places are always already hybrid’ (Massey, 1995: 183). These hybrid spaces have shifting identities which are shaped by the dynamic nature of social and cultural relations across space, and which we see in relation to ‘imaginary’ spaces. This marks the move towards more ‘mixed use’ spaces and buildings. Reflecting this merging of worlds, Hopwood (2009: 517) opined that ‘both the stock and financial markets emerged in the United Kingdom in the physical proximity of coffee houses where the sociability engendered by closeness is seen as facilitating the creation of trust and the resultant exchange of more tacit information’. Yet, the hybridity of organization, paradoxically, is often lost on those that look it at most closely. Just as much social theory has a tendency to disregard organization, perhaps due to an inclination to associate it with work and production and with the concept of a bounded social entity, organization theory has tended to ignore wider issues of organization’s interrelationship with a political economy of space at the level of globalization. So let us return to Henri Lefebvre’s work.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF SPACE

Lefebvre’s use of the term ‘political economy of space’ implies focusing on the production and distribution of goods, ideas, and services within an identifiable political and economic system constituted by the state, corporations, political institutions, and the media. He argues (1991: 53) that capitalism and neo-capitalism have produced ‘abstract space’. This encompasses

    ‘the world of commodities’, its ‘logic’ and its worldwide strategies, as well as the power of money and that of the political state. This space is founded on the vast network of banks, business centres and major productive entities, as also motorways, airports and information lattices.

The degree and type of regulation of these organizational activities is open to question, but various solutions to the regulatory mix are to be found. Political economy is based in an analysis of capitalist society and its variety of competing logics of capitalist accumulation and commodification.

    Lefebvre however castigates the concept of ‘political economy’ throughout The Production of Space as a pseudo-science, arguing for a reconceptualization of it as a ‘political economy of space’ (1991: 104). Rather than being concerned with things in space, he argues for a political economy of space and its production (1991: 299, 346–7). He seeks to show the links from the individual factory, through the state, to issues of uneven development. He recognizes the importance of ‘the division of labour’, ‘productive consumption’, and ‘deterritorialization’ to space. The latter is particularly important in the realization of surplus value in a global system, as in, for example, movements of capital around the worldwide banking system. Lefebvre provides a critique of a notion of abstract, liquid flows that have been ‘mistakenly generalised by some philosophers’ (1991: 350) and instead he develops a spatial and material view of flows and networks:

    The economy may be defined, practically speaking, as the linkage between flows and networks, a linkage guaranteed in a more or less rational way by institutions and programmed to work within the spatial framework where these institutions exercise operational influence. Each flow is of course defined by its origin, its endpoint and its path. But, while it may thus be defined separately, a flow is only effective to the extent that it enters into relationship with others; the use of an energy flow, for instance, is meaningless without a corresponding flow of raw materials. The co-ordination of such flows occurs within a space. As for the distribution of surplus value, this too is achieved spatially—territorially—as a function of the forces in play (countries, economic sectors) and as a function of the strategies and know-how of managers. (1991: 347)

It is perhaps only in times of disruption of these organized spaces that the networked, organized natures of our spatial localities are shown in all their interconnectedness. For example, in the UK the demonstrations against the rising price of fuel in 2001 showed the interdependence of diverse aspects of socio-economic life on a global scale. The whole infrastructure of the country was quickly affected by blockades at oil refineries which prevented road tankers distributing fuel. Emergency services such as ambulances and fire engines were threatened. Delivery of retail goods was curtailed, bringing the prospect of food shortages due to the dependence of the majority of people on bought foodstuffs. Work in all businesses was disrupted, as workers and materials could not be gathered in the same location. What had not been recognized was the shift to subcontracting and how this meant that large companies could not influence the workforces over which they were supposed to exercise contractual control. Hierarchical power was seen to be passé which meant that industrial relations were much more complicated. The spatial effects of a move towards the market economy had thrown up problems of dwindling state control over its territory.

    It is nature, however, that provides the greatest threat, perhaps, to human social practices such as routes and routines. In this sense, space is not so easily controlled as is sometimes assumed. Global warming points immediately to the fact that our planet consists of interrelated places and spaces, connected in ways which we know not. One of the ‘great known unknowns’ is that the spaces and places of the Earth look set to suffer major changes as global temperatures move upwards (Lynas, 2008). Many of the major world cities lie on the continental coastlines and their future looks threatened by rising sea levels, intense cyclonic activity, and heavily interrelated infrastructures that easily collapse. Superstorm Sandy, which hit the Eastern seaboard of the US in 2012, may point in this direction following in the wake of the 2005 hurricane upon New Orleans. Then, the state of Louisiana and the United States were shown to be unprepared for a natural transformation of the spatial and material landscape. Warnings were not heeded at municipal, state, or national level of the likely effect on the levees of such a storm. The armed forces, including the private army provided by Blackwater (Scahill, 2007), sought to secure property in white middle class areas, whereas people in non-white areas were the most vulnerable to the inundation. As media pictures still penetrated outwards, beyond the flood-engorged city, where relief efforts seemed unable to enter, the organized Westernized sections of the outside world witnessed the ‘civilized’ veneer of capitalist society quickly stripped away. The breakdown of space was met with a breakdown in custom and practice. When everyday routes and routines were disrupted, even the might of the armed forces was unable to reassert ‘normality’ for days.

    This contrasts with the deliberate, planned use of armed forces to coerce populations to change their relationship with space and place. Scott (1998), in Seeing Like a State, talks of the ‘huge development fiascos’ in which peoples were moved from their home areas and placed in locations which they did not want. He picks out the Great Leap Forward in China, collectivization of farms in Russia, and compulsory ‘villagization’ in parts of East Africa as prime examples. He argues that state bureaucracy imbued with modernity and a weak civil society will create forced movements of their peoples in space. This relates to the links between organization theory and developments in geography (Harvey, 1989; Massey, 2005) where uneven geographies of development, world system theory, and a world’s food system involving ‘the simultaneous existence of nearly one billion people who are malnourished and one billion who are overweight’ (Hopwood, 2009: 521; Patel, 2007) have an undeniable relevance for organization theory. It also leads one to consider the enslaved millions across different regions of the planet, more than a century and a half after the supposed abolition of slavery (Cooke, 2003). And it also points to the necessity for organization studies to contemplate ‘outer space’ and its colonization (Bell & Parker, 2009; Dickens, 2009).

PRODUCING SPACES

In bringing these strands together, from the micro-level of you as an individual, through the meso-level of your organizational interactions, to the macro-level of global interrelationships and assumptions about private property that you are forced to respect, there is a challenge in defining how ‘space’ is used analytically. Crang and Thrift comment that ‘space is the everywhere of modern thought,’ and note that ‘different disciplines do space differently’, so that it signifies different theoretical shifts depending on its disciplinary context. They argue that this causes problems because ‘space’ is used in a highly generalized way. With such a flexible meaning, they are concerned that it is more of a ‘representational strategy’ (2000: 1), producing the impression of being up-to-date with theoretical trends. This lament is one shared with Massey in her book For Space where she argues that: ‘over and over we tame the spatial into the textual and the conceptual into representation’ (2005: 20). In this connection, she maintains, space has come to be seen as a fixed, stabilized structure in comparison with the active, agentic understanding of time (whether as history or consciousness or a fusion of the two). Space, as we have already argued, tends to be treated as an empty container within which social action takes place. However, recent social and organization theory, influenced by the work of Lefebvre, has begun to recognize space not as a void but as a productive social relationship.

    Worthy of detailed commentary is a review article by Taylor and Spicer (2007), looking at research on organizational spaces. It seeks to provide an integrated theory of space which emphasizes the physical manifestations and uses of space, the power relations and dynamics of planning space, and the ways in which actors experience and imagine space. They combine Lefebvre’s account of the production of spaces, with an understanding of the various scales of organizational spaces (Spicer, 2006), with mixed results. They argue that the field should take

    more account of developments in social science to construct a fuller understanding of organizing and managing spaces…What is missing, however, is a sense of the multiplicity of spatial scales that organizing and managing take place within, and a means of theorizing the interplay of those scales. Conceptualizing organizational spaces as socially produced in patterns of distance and proximity, interpreted through the ongoing experience of actors that materialize relations of power, provides an empirically comprehensive and theoretically robust means of ‘bringing space back in’. (Taylor & Spicer, 2007: 341)

They express this in Table 28.1.


Table 28.1 Spatial scales and organizational levels (adapted from Lefebvre, 1991)

[image: image]

Source: Taylor & Spicer, 2007: 336.



    We find this framework to be provocative and interesting. But on close reading of the article it appears that the macro, meso, and micro levels soon become jumbled and each case has to be seen as the ‘production of cases across scales’ (Taylor & Spicer, 2007: 335, our emphasis). They provide examples of this crossing over, but seeing this as ‘transgression’ raises the question of the stability (and usefulness) of the notion of ‘level’ to begin with. How they have defined these scalar terms is not obvious and does depend upon the frame of reference adopted by the analyst. Taylor and Spicer admit that these scales are likely to be ‘nested and fragmented’ (2007: 338), but do not conclude from this that they are so problematic as to be counterproductive. Consider their notion that administrative buildings and palaces are public spaces and streets are only semi-public spaces. This seems counter-intuitive and has a very interesting and democratically based theory of ‘royal power’ behind it. So, while Taylor and Spicer conclude by hoping that their paper provides a way for those working in organization and management studies ‘to register how organizational spaces are inhabited, contested, differentiated, experienced, regulated and resisted’ (Taylor & Spicer, 2007: 3), we do not think this three-part macro, meso, micro notion of scale is necessarily the best way forward in providing such a registry.

    However, we do take the point that the production of space occurs at different scales. This has its uses. Yet, the connections between the scales and the processes which go into their production remain under-theorized in Taylor and Spicer (2007). First, the most common use of scale is on the map. The relationship between scales on a map and scale on the ground is purely one of size or quantity. The process of ‘scaling up’ from map to ground leaves the cultural, historical, and social production of what is on the map, how it has been spatially produced and how culturally interpreted, intact and implicit. As with the scales on a map, Taylor and Spicer’s use of scales is as a ‘representational strategy’, which returns us to Massey’s (2005) concern about the reduction of space to representation. Second, they attempt to link ‘level of agency in spatial consumption’ with a scalar level, but this reduces all other social relations to scale. For example, this appears to neglect class and gender, which have a differential effect on agency within different spaces, even at the same ‘scale’. The ‘production of space’ is different for different social agents in the same physical place, but the use of spatial scales does not seem to allow for this. Third, it is not clear how the scales are linked together and by which social processes. For example, how do practices across many places link together to make social ‘structure’? The enactment of the relations of production, which differ in their particularities of location, occupation, and design, can be seen to produce the ‘abstract space’ of capitalism. How do these processes, between the specific and the structural, come to produce interrelated linkages? Fourth, in Taylor and Spicer’s scalar analysis there is a lack of historical perspective and awareness of the dynamism of the meaning of space. We will consider this and the other aforementioned limitations in Taylor and Spicer because we are mindful of both the role of history in the appropriation of space and in differential conceptual relationships to space.

    Helpfully, Jessop et al. (2008), in ‘Theorizing Sociospatial Relations’, maintain that they have moved beyond scalar approaches to space. They argue that this scalar orientation leads to a one-dimensionality, creating conceptual confusion, and so instead they put forward an argument for polymorphism—the ‘organization of sociospatial relations in multiple forms’ (2008: 390). This polymorphism tries to tie together territory, scale, place, and network (TSPN)—the four elements that social geographers have all struggled with. Each element attempts to assert its own pre-eminence when, according to Jessop et al., all are relevant. What they argue for (2008: 392), is historical and contextual understandings of space and sociospatial relations. Using a TSPN approach, one conjures up not the simple tabular presentation of Taylor and Spicer (2007), but some ‘complex inquiry’ producing a ‘thick description’ of real situations. Given these four dimensions, they produce a 16-cell framework which seeks to emplace the major issues in sociospatial relations within it. Jessop et al. maintain that ‘territory, scale, place and network were sutured in historically and geographically specific configurations to forge the Fordist-Keynesian spatio-temporal fix’ but that other polymorphic forms are now in play ‘more suited to a post-national, unevenly developing global economy’ (2008: 397). This is a helpful analysis. It aids understanding of your location at your desk in a world of immense historical and geographical scope. As you sit there in your room, is it a space fixed within a ‘Fordist/Keynesian’ compact or some new polymorphic form as yet still implicit?

    Across this chapter then, we have attempted to be polymorphic, while using the basic notion of different levels of analysis upon your person. Starting with your room in which a desk might be found, and moving outwards via emplacement in institutions into the global economy of a declining Fordist-Keynesian arrangement, you may contemplate a decline, and a rise of an alternative, which impacts upon us all.

CONCLUSIONS

Within this chapter we have encountered space and organization studies through the twin avenues of a political economy of space and of spatial practices. Starting from the work of Lefebvre, one can appreciate how space is not some empty and inert container awaiting active social interaction to take place within. Rather, space itself is productive of social and organizational life in ways which we have sought to suggest. The ways that spaces are produced and in which they produce us as social actors are not neutral, but incorporate cultural norms and power relations. However, because we do not often pay attention to how space is produced, these are often obscured and the everyday spaces through which we live and work come to seem ‘normal’ and taken for granted. Work within geography has problematized the taken-for-granted ‘quotidian’, while organization studies has more recently taken up this perspective (Burrell, 2013). Across the social sciences, space needs to be included and inclusive. Space is both cosmos and chaos, real world and conscious mind, context for plenty and for poverty, a reflection of both being and becoming—and that is why it should fascinate us as social scientists (Casey, 1998; de Certeau, 1984; Tuan, 1977). But as you conclude reading this chapter please remember that ‘knowing your place’ does not mean ‘accepting your place’.

NOTES

    1. <http://www.glaesernemanufaktur.de/en/> (accessed May 2014).
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ORGANIZING SOCIAL WORLDS
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CHAPTER 29

ORGANIZATION STUDIES, SOCIOLOGY, AND THE QUEST FOR A PUBLIC ORGANIZATION THEORY

ANDRÉ SPICER

INTRODUCTION

SIX decades ago, the North American sociologist C. Wright Mills (1959) published a book which expressed a deep sense of concern about the direction which his field was taking. He argued that sociology was split between abstracted empiricism and grand theory. The former involved the endless production of detailed and curiously bloodless empirical descriptions of social life. The latter came in the shape of the application of grand theoretical schemes to all aspects of social life. Mills points out that slavishly following both these approaches was leading the field of sociology away from its subject matter. These twin obsessions meant sociologists rendered themselves unable to link personal issues with broader structural process. It also meant that sociologists had rendered themselves unable to make what are experienced as private problems into public issues.

    If we fast forward and look at the state of organizational sociology today, we notice some similarities to those spotted by Mills. The foremost mission of most organizational sociologists today is to make a contribution to theory. This is supposed to be the obligatory passage point that anything that seeks to be counted as a valid piece of sociological knowledge about organizations must pass (Corley & Gioia, 2001). The mantra of contribution making is drilled into PhD students, conference attendees, budding journal contributors, and most others who might hope to be card-carrying organization theorists. The demand to make a theoretical contribution places two things at the forefront of knowledge-creation efforts. The first is theory: one must address and work with the relatively abstract body of knowledge that is developed for and by professional theorists. The second demand is making a contribution. This suggests that one should add to, expend, build up, or in some way argue existing parts of this body of abstract knowledge. The central task of any organization theorist should be identifying gaps within their field, developing knowledge which fills this gap, and by doing so make a palpable contribution to knowledge. Doing this kind of work means that the edifice of organization theory will slowly but surely become more sturdy, solid, and impressive. A contribution theory is another brick in the wall.

    So if making a contribution to theory is so important, what exactly does this mean? There are many accounts of the kind of progressive theory-building that dominates our field (e.g. Bacharach, 1989; Shapira, 2011). A good starting point to understanding exactly what is meant by this progressive theory-building can be found in Whetten’s (1989) pithy description. In this, he points out that budding organization theorists cannot just describe additional facts (the ‘what’). They must posit a novel relationship between facts (the ‘how’), a novel explanation for why this relationship exists (the ‘why’), and a novel account of which context these explanations apply to (the ‘when’/‘where’/‘who’). What is crucial is not just the fact that one offers an explanation of why the relationship between facts exists, and what the boundary conditions are, but that these must be novel. For an explanation to be in some way novel, it must go beyond additional explanations insofar as it helps to explain additional facts or relations in a way which is either more accurate or more comprehensive than existing theories. To do this, you need to not only have an explanation and be able to demonstrate that it helps us to understand a phenomenon very well, you also need to have extremely good knowledge of existing theoretical explanations, and be able to show how in some ways yours is better. By doing this, it is possible to show how your theory makes a progressive contribution and extends existing knowledge of organizations.

    This kind of progressive development of theory certainly has its pay-offs. It allows researchers to go beyond detailed empirical description. It provides researchers with a means of developing a body of knowledge that provides an account of not just the facts, but how they are connected, why, and the limits of the explanation. It provides the basis for progressive research that allows us to accumulate evidence, elaborate ideas, but also attract resources (Pfeffer, 1993). This recipe for developing knowledge about organizations certainly has some strength, but many organization theorists have started to voice their concerns about it. Critics have pointed out that the obsession with creating theoretical contributions has produced knowledge which is irrelevant to many pressing organizational issues (Hambrick, 2007), overlooks many important empirical phenomenon that do not neatly fit within a theory (Helfat, 2005), is conveyed in an obtuse and inaccessible style (Grey & Sinclair, 2005), lacks an important moral dimension (Ghoshal, 2005), and produces increasingly uninteresting ideas (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011).

    Some suspect that one of the primary reasons for this dire situation is that in its search for a semblance of scientific rigour, organization theory has become completely disconnected from the broader audiences it was originally established to address (e.g. Bartunek, 2003; Hambrick, 1994). Some argue that the way to overcome this problem is to try to ensure theories of management are more relevant (e.g. Gulati, 2007) through some kind of ‘engaged scholarship’ (Pettigrew, 2001, 2011; Van de Ven, 2007). Others have claimed that the way to address the problems with progressive theory-building is to develop a more explicitly critical and reflexive approach to organization theory (e.g. Alvesson & Willmott, 2012). This involves seeking to question many of the foundational assumptions to be found within more orthodox theory-building activities. The aim of this questioning is to uncover the value-laden and hegemonic assumptions lurking at the root of much of our knowledge about organizations (Willmott, 1993). Through doing this, there is the hope to emancipate ourselves—and potentially others—from such limiting ways of thinking about organizations. By suspending these orthodox theories, we are able to open ourselves up to an ‘organization to come’ (O’Doherty, 2005).

    In this chapter, I would like to partially agree with these two alternatives. I concur with the champions of engaged scholarship that we do indeed need to develop a body of theory that is more relevant to the many questions and challenges of organization. I also agree with the critics who call for a deeper and more reflexive inquiry into the foundational assumptions and forms of domination that come along with them. So, I would like to make the case for a form of knowledge about organizations that is both focused on questions of relevance to pressing ‘real world’ problems, but at the same time is reflexive about our knowledge and the ways in which these problems are often framed. However, I part ways with these existing approaches in two important ways. First, instead of seeing the relevance of organization theory being strictly for practising managers, I would like to make the case that organization theory should be relevant to the broader public. Furthermore, I will argue that it can establish this relevance not just through the provision of useful knowledge that helps to solve practical problems. I will argue that public organization theory works through asking critical and reflexive questions about issues of public concern. Second, I think that focusing critique and reflexivity on our assumptions and knowledge about organization is necessary, but not sufficient. It is vital that reflexivity is pushed out of the academy and into the public realm. This means addressing public controversies of the day, rather than only academic ones. To do this, it is necessary to locate the process of critique and reflexivity very firmly within the world of public controversies—rather than seeking to suspend all our assumptions in order to nurture some kind of mystical ‘openness’ towards an ‘organization to come’ (O’Doherty, 2005).

    In this chapter, drawing inspiration from debates about ‘public sociology’ (e.g. Burawoy, 2005), I will seek to make a case for an organization theory that is addressed to broader publics (groups who cannot be simply classified as either professional scholars or potential ‘users’) and engages with broader questions of value rationality these publics are concerned with. Doing this kind of public organization theory involves quite a different approach that we find so widely practised and honed among the theory builders. It seeks to address broader matters of organizational concern in a reflexive way. It does this in a way that is simultaneously sceptical but also intimately located within the particular field it targets. Public organization theory seeks to engage, sustain, and in some cases bring into being a public (or publics) around organizational issues of pressing importance that are so often shrouded in professional obfuscation and practical ignorance.

    Fortunately, there is already a tradition of public organization theory which we might take inspiration from, including classical work (e.g. Burawoy, 1979; Perrow, 1986; Sennett, 1997) as well as more contemporary studies (e.g. Boltanski & Chiapello, 2006; Davis, 2009; Khurana, 2007). While addressing rather diverse topics, all these studies seek to ask substantive questions about organizational issues which are of public concern in a sceptical and contextual way which is addressed to a wider public. For instance, organization theorists like Jerry Davis (2009) have recently explored the financialization of the economy in ways that are not weighed down with the language of finance. By doing so, they have helped to open up many of the more fundamental issues about how the rise of finance is restructuring the way corporations are run.

    It is important to note at the outset that I do not see public organization theory as the only way that we might develop sociological knowledge about organizations. Following Burawoy (2005), I acknowledge that more orthodox theory-building is indeed vital. It provides us with progressive research programmes, an evidence base, and ultimately many of the resources needed to claim scientific status. But only focusing on this approach is highly detrimental because it artificially locks us into a rather narrow set of theories and a limited way of doing scholarship. Knowledge that is of practical relevance to managers is also important—it helps to provide some of the tools and techniques which might lead to ‘better’ organizations with at least mildly more enlightened practice. However, only focusing on this dimension will also stunt our knowledge—making it solely determined by the needs and demands of business. Knowledge that seeks to reflexively question more orthodox theory is also of value. It provides a mechanism for unsettling what are often foolish and sometimes even dangerous assumptions. But in itself, such a practice can lead to increasingly unworldly and detached critique. It is due to these shortcomings that I think we are in want of a strand of public organization theory that will provide an additional way of doing organization theory.

    To develop an argument for public organization theory, I will begin by tracing a particular history of the role of theory in the study of organizations. I will do this by looking at the rise of theory as a particular mode of knowledge production that displaced previous concerns with wisdom and practicality. In particular, I will follow the rise and diffusion of the ‘Carnegie’ model of knowledge production. In doing this, I will note the various resistances to this model, but also point out how it has become increasingly hegemonic in recent years. Next I will explore some of the problems with this widely accepted mode of knowledge production. In particular, I will highlight the presence therein of irrelevant, empirically blinkered, stylistically stunted, amoral, and uninteresting theories. I will then suggest a route out of this malaise through the practice of public organization theory. I sketch some of the dimensions of how public organization theory might be practised. I conclude the chapter by offering some suggestions about what this means for the practices of doing theory building and the conduct of theorists who do it within the field of organization studies, broadly conceived.

THE RISE OF THEORY

Despite the apparently pressing importance and universal relevance of making a contribution to theory, it is by no means immediately obvious that the study of organizations should be attached to theory at all. If we look at the history of knowledge about organizations, we are struck by the simple observation that during most moments of human history there was no apparently grandiose theory of organization. There were certainly bodies of knowledge, and very deep sets of practical traditions associated with organizing. For instance, Gibson Burrell (1997) has pointed out that there was a significant premodern tradition of organizational knowledge—much of which was associated with the organization of the (Catholic) Church. What is striking about this body of knowledge is that much of it does not seek to come up with universalizable (scientific) claims about how organizations operate. However, what they did seek to articulate was either a kind of useful technology of organizing (in the form of rules, procedures, and so on) which could be put to use, or broad guidelines of wisdom that might be deployed in attempts to control and rule a sprawling and far flung bureaucracy. Most of the people who produced this knowledge were deeply involved in the actual day-to-day work of organizing. So although there was certainly much knowledge about organizing, it is closer to a technique or wisdom rather than a theory.

    According to some accounts, the rise of a scientifically inspired body of knowledge of organizing is triggered by the appearance of modern capitalist labour processes (Braverman, 1974). The story goes something like this: with the rise of industrial production and capitalist markets, organizations grew into large concerns employing many thousands of people. This created many problems that older versions of ‘traditional knowledge’ could not address. At the very same time, there was a rapid growth of the scientific method and the development of sciences (and indeed social sciences) within the modern universities. This provided an approach to knowledge that could be applied to the many problems of organizing industrial enterprises (the control of workers, the ideological justification of their activities, the application of technologies, and so on). Organization theory was seen as emerging from this potent mix of scientific rationalism and capitalist industry. The usual textbook example of the first glimmers of a theory of organization are industrial engineers such as F. W. Taylor.

    An important institution where the theory of organization was developed and propagated were business schools, which began to appear in the United States in the late nineteenth century. However, these schools were certainly not centres of scientific theory production. Rather, the most prestigious schools such as Wharton and Harvard tended to focus on the development of character and wisdom through training in the intellectual and practical arts (Khurana, 2007). This meant knowledge production was far broader and more discursive in focus. Often case-based reasoning was encouraged instead of the application of scientific models. This meant they were ‘vocational institutions with a moral dimension’ (Fourcade & Khurana, 2013: 122). The business schools of lesser status often focused on training mid-level business people in practical techniques such as accountancy or salesmanship (O’Connor, 2011). A large part of the teaching staff were business folk moonlighting from their day job at the office. The result was that the body of knowledge they produced was supremely practical and highly applied in nature. In both the elite schools as well as the vocational schools, theory building was not high on the agenda. Good management knowledge was more about cultivating wisdom, character, and the art of judgement in a budding elite, or furnishing non-elite business people with tools and techniques that would help them to make their way in the world.

    It was only following the Second World War that we see the rise of business schools dedicated to the propagation of theory (O’Connor, 2011). Prior to this period in the United States, the business school was seen as a slightly embarrassing addition to modern universities. Business schools purveyed knowledge that was closer to technique or broader moral and practical education than scientific inquiry. This meant their status and integration remained somewhat uncertain within the broader modern university system, which was increasingly enlivened by the ideals and standards of science. Often business schools were seen as a lucrative embarrassment for the universities. This meant they were kept at a safe distance.

    This lack of scientific credibility and legitimacy brought with it some significant problems for the business school. It meant that other more powerful faculties would not take work generated in or by the business schools seriously. But it also meant that other external audiences (including funders and the government) who were increasingly in the thrall of science also disregarded management knowledge as less than rigorous. To deal with this significant legitimacy deficit, the business school ‘had to separate itself sufficiently from the context of mundane practice and assume some of the characteristics of an abstracted science’ (Clegg & Ross-Smith, 2003: 87). Following the First World War, a series of links between politicians, business people, and academics were forged in an ad hoc way. These loose networks formed the foundations for a deeper connection between social scientific research and education about businesses and organizations (Bottom, 2009). However, it was not until after the Second World War that these piecemeal attempts to infuse the business school with a stronger theoretical orientation were systematized in a meaningful way. This transformation was aided by two of the largest funders in the United States (the Carnegie Foundation and the Ford Foundation) that lambasted the field for its striking lack of theoretical sophistication (Porter & McKibbin, 1988). Business schools were described as ‘a collection of trade schools lacking any strong theoretical foundation’ (Zimmerman, 2001: 2). The Ford and Carnegie foundations both recommended the adoption of what has now come to be known as the research-based business school model.

    The research-based model involved a design that mirrored other social scientific disciplines and was largely oriented to the development and application of rigorous theories and methods. A central part of this model involved establishing a strong theoretical base grounded in the core social scientific disciplines as well as areas such as mathematics. The idea was that by following the scientific method, it would become possible to build a systematic and rigorous basis of knowledge (Schlossman, Sedlak, & Wechsler, 1998). It would embody modernist ideas about the progressive improvement of society through the systematic application of scientific knowledge (Locke, 1989). This was linked with broader New Deal ideals of the advancement of society through scientifically informed administration (Khurana & Spender, 2012). In addition, it was also linked with a broader anti-communist agenda of firming up the efficiency of North American capitalism in the face of what appeared to be the increasing threat of the Soviet model (Fourcade & Khurana, 2013). Underpinning this was the very mid-twentieth century commitment to developing a body of knowledge that would inform the efficient and effective operation of the administration of a capitalist society. This knowledge was to be a science of administration. Its subject was the organizational man.

    These ideas about the importance of theory took on an institutional form at the Graduate School of Industrial Administration (GSIA) at the Carnegie Institute of Technology (Fourcade & Khurana, 2013). According to one its chief architects, Herbert Simon, the aim of a business school should be a science-based education that can be readily applied to organizational life. In an article expounding his ideas about the design of the business school, Simon rails against more practical- or wisdom-oriented schools that employed seasoned managers who ‘tell the boys how I did it’ (Simon, 1967: 7). Instead, he champions a design whereby ‘practical management problems are rubbed against economic and psychological theory and mathematical techniques’ (Simon, 1967: 13). He places extraordinary emphasis on the role that theory is to play in this new school. This meant faculty building theoretical models that were underpinned by rigorous empirical research. It also required faculty to become theory builders and students to become skilled theory appliers. To staff this kind of school, Simon recommended initially hiring theorists who had been trained to PhD level in more established subject areas (such as political science, psychology, economics, and so on). Simon cautions that the ‘first rate scientists’ which the business school should seek to recruit often suspect that the business school is a ‘dirty word’ (1967: 8). Presumably this was due to its lax theoretical standards. However, Simon points out that inducements such as good salaries as well as relative intellectual freedom might help to entice theorists. In time, he hopes the theory school would be able to begin to reproduce itself through bodies of disciplinary knowledge that were specific to the business school.1

    The theory school developed at Carnegie became a touchstone for the development and design of business schools. Many schools adopted the focus on a rigorous theoretical grounding (O’Connor, 2011). The practices of theory building through the standard techniques of the sciences came to be inculcated through a system of PhD programmes, journals, conferences, and other institutional infrastructure. Making career progress involves situating oneself within this world of theory and developing contributions. In many cases, students are then encouraged to apply these theories to aid them in addressing managerial problems. Management education becomes focused on conveying technical models and theories rather sharing wisdom or experiences as in past decades (Khurana, 2007).

    Carnegie provided a model of a theory-driven approach to designing business schools. Immediately following its founding, the Carnegie school itself was largely dominated by the basic social science disciplines such as psychology, political science, economics, and sociology coupled with a strong focus on quantitative and mathematical methods. Of particular importance were the scientific methods associated with operations research and management science. However, this more eclectic approach to theory was significantly challenged as the focus shifted from Carnegie to the Business School at the University of Chicago during the 1960s and 1970s (Fourcade & Khurana, 2013). Chicago continued to be committed to a strong theoretical focus, but there was a purist focus on economics and in particular financial economics. One result of this was the marginalization of other social scientific disciplines—such as sociology. Under the influence of proponents of neo-liberal economics, this institution’s aggressively advanced theories celebrated free markets in the economy. This culminated in agency theory and a financialized vision of the firm. In place of the economic man, we find the financialized man. While the increasing dominance of this economics-driven vision may have changed the theoretical content of the business school, it did not displace the idea that business schools should be driven by theory, not practical wisdom.

    The theory school had considerable international impact. Marie-Laure Djelic (2001), for instance, points this out in relation to the introduction of US-style business schools in France. This was also true in the United Kingdom, with the establishment of the London Business School and Manchester Business School in the 1960s, and the subsequent expansion of management education in the 1980s (Reed & Anthony, 1992).2 In more recent years, the theory school has been propagated as a global standard. This is happening through a set of interlocking processes such as school ranking systems, associations which have established international standards, and an increasingly international system of scholarly journals. Although this might not be a directly causal relationship, many think it could have an important influence. This process of global standardization works in something like the following way (for similar accounts see, inter alia: Grey, 2010; Willmott, 2011; Willmott & Mingers, 2013). The rise of neo-liberal-inspired policies has meant that nation states are increasingly unwilling to fully fund their university education systems. This has also been coupled with interventions by the state to make education—and in particular business education—more oriented to global markets. This attempt to orient business towards markets is difficult because many of the mechanisms required by markets—such as mechanisms of comparing offerings—are not in place. This led to the creation of private bodies that set up mechanisms for comparing business schools through various rankings. In some cases, nation states have also adopted ranking systems to distribute research funding (such as the Research Excellence Framework in the UK). These rankings systems often led to the de facto enforcement of particular standards that would indicate ‘good’ and ‘bad’ schools. One of the indicators of ‘excellence’ is that faculty hold PhDs and publish in what are defined as globally excellent journals. Faculty members who are considered to be ‘excellent’ (and are subsequently offered positions and promotional prospects) are those publishing in these journals. Despite some local gerrymandering of criteria, the outlets that are regarded as of the highest global quality are historically based in North America. These journals are almost exclusively focused on ‘theoretical contributions’ (Hambrick, 2007). The practice of theorizing that is recognized as acceptable in these journals is the one that was broadly implicit in the Carnegie model of progressive theory-building. The result is that acceptance, gaining status, and to some extent constructing a viable life as someone who creates knowledge about organizations means adopting the persona of a specific sort of theory builder. What is more, members of business schools adopt this whole ranking system—albeit with a significant amount of ambivalence—and use it as a self-disciplining mechanism.

    In sum, the global spread of theory school has seen a significant change in how knowledge production of organizations proceeds. It has moved from being a form of practical and contextual wisdom, which was often tied to the concerns of local business elites, to being a form of knowledge which claims to have the status of abstract and universalizable knowledge. Part of this passage has seen the increasing dominance of economic explanations. Where more sociological explanations continue to have purchase, they do so often to the extent that they claim to have the status of being a ‘contribution to theory’. To be sure, the formal dominance of theory in business schools does not mean that more contextually based ‘practical wisdom’ has disappeared. Much teaching in business schools remains relatively atheoretical in nature. However, this is often decoupled from the research tradition and public pronouncements of many business schools that seek to position themselves as being at the ‘cutting edge’ of theory.

THE MALADIES OF THEORY

So far I have argued that the study of organization is focused on making a contribution to theory. The stream of research that has come out of this has identified a range of interesting research programmes. For instance, institutional theory has identified a whole range of mechanisms which explain how novel institutions are established, maintained, and destroyed (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Similarly, a field like population ecology has sketched out a set of tightly connected mechanisms to explain the birth and death of organizations (Baum & Shiplov, 2006). However, a number of commentators point out the increasingly low pay-offs of this widespread practice of seeking to make theoretical contributions. These commentators are dismayed about how much effort and resources are invested in the search for new theory and just how little pay-off—in terms of explanatory power and reach—is produced by this practice. Commentators have begun to conclude that something is deeply wrong with this practice (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011; Ghoshal, 2005; Gulati, 2007; Hambrick, 2007; Helfat, 2005). Indeed, there is a deep malaise that is easily detectable in the day-to-day conversations of those focused on making theoretical contributions.

    So how can we understand the roots of this distinctly cynical attitude that seems to have erupted among the theorists? What might be the reasons for many people involved in this ‘game’ feeling it has some kind of narcissistic and functional benefit, but that it often leads to very little which is either intellectually or socially useful (Alvesson, 2013)? There now appears to be a booming cottage industry bemoaning the state of a management theory that has produced many jeremiads. In this growing encyclopaedia of unhappy consciousness, we can identify five central critiques that have been launched against the practices of theory production: it has rendered itself irrelevant through detachment from pressing organization issues, it diverts us from describing facts on the ground, it is communicated in highly baroque and grandiose style, it is premised on highly questionable moral assumptions, and it has spawned a Cambrian explosion of uninteresting research. Let’s explore each of these complaints in more detail.

Irrelevance

One of the most striking criticisms levelled at contemporary organization theory is its lack of relevance to many pressing practical questions (Chia & Holt, 2008; Corley & Gioia, 2011; Hambrick, 1994). The concern about the lack of relevance has certainly haunted the field from the very beginning. If we return to Herbert Simon’s (1967) statements about the design of the business school, we notice he highlighted an inherent tension between developing rigorous knowledge and developing knowledge that is of practical relevance. He champions the interaction between theoretically oriented knowledge and practical concerns. But Simon is no chump. He acknowledges the significant possibility of ‘negative entropy’ where the dual concerns of theoretical insight and practical relevance separate and work against each other. This theme of the difficult interaction between practical relevance and intellectual rigour has continued to haunt the production of knowledge about organizations. For instance, Karl Weick (1989) pointed out that a devotion to theory building has meant that the field of management theory tends to get caught in increasingly narrow channels of theoretical concern rather than engaged with concerns of usefulness. This means most of the management knowledge which is actually purchased by the broader public comes from consultants and journalists, not academic theorists (Pfeffer & Fong, 2001). It also means that researchers indulge in studies that are broadly disconnected from issues of organizational and public concern (Alvesson, 2013). The upshot of such valuation of academic rigour and making a contribution to theory has led many studies of organizations to render themselves lacking in relevance.

Empirical Neglect

The second major critique of theoretically driven knowledge production is that it encourages a stunning disregard for empirical observation. The issue here is that an overriding focus on theoretical contribution has led to a remarkable neglect of the facts from which these theoretical contributions are formed (Helfat, 2007). Like the concern about the lack of practicality, this is an evergreen theme. For instance, John Van Maanen (1995) pointed out that an obsession with the development of theory has led to the profusion of meaningless concepts that often add confusion rather than clarify our understandings of organizational life. This led him to propose a ten-year moratorium on theory building in the study of organizations. Others have pointed out that the concern for theory development often leads researchers to ‘look under the lamp-posts’ for empirical facts which are well illuminated by theory (Helfat, 2005: 186). The result is that many of the important empirical facts that do not neatly fit into theoretical models are routinely ignored in favour of facts that either confirm existing theoretical models or offer a mild extension of those models. This means there are many orphaned facts available out there—often relating to emerging or misrecognized phenomena. It also means that the field lacks an ability or willingness to remain open to these pesky facts that do not neatly contribute to theory. The upshot is that entire aspects of the organized world can remain unseen by organization theorists who have their gaze carefully trained on those facts that are conveniently located under the theoretical spotlight. This also means studies of organizations often miss emerging organizational phenomena which do not neatly fit within existing theories (Corley & Gioia, 2011).

Baroque Style

A third common disquiet about theoretical comportment that has taken over organization theory is the rather baroque and grandiose style in which it is conducted. This was highlighted by Chris Grey and Amanda Sinclair’s (2005) polemic on the style of writing found in most critical organization theory. They argue that the field seems to have been taken over by pompous and impenetrable writing that is less about elucidating a phenomenon or communicating an idea, and more about doing identity work that demonstrates the cleverness of the author. However, this use of obtuse language is not only a preserve of largely European critical management theorists. Other more orthodox strands of theory building also have their means for torturing language—and indeed the reader. For instance, Hambrick lambasted the field for a devotion to ‘showy’ theory (2007: 1347). He points out that fine-sounding theory was routinely pressed into service to make otherwise trivial findings into something that appears impressive. The upshot is that significant effort being channelled into crafting rather baroque theoretical construction often appears to have the sole purpose of looking exciting (see also Alvesson, 2013). While the visage may look impressive, this kind of baroque theory building can often either mask or even totally overpower the shattered detail of everyday life in organizations. The result is a kind of impenetrable façade of grandiose verbosity rather than any kind of insight.

Amoralism

This kind of practice can create theories that have highly problematic moral and ethical implications. Perhaps the clearest statement of this problem can be found in Sumantra Ghoshal’s (2005: 76) claim that ‘by propagating ideologically inspired amoral theories, business schools have actively freed their students from any sense of moral responsibility’. So, far from having no impact on business, many theories seem to have the unsavoury unintended consequences of making managers amoral or even evil. Ghoshal points the finger at agency theory propagated by financial economists as one of the main sources of theoretical amorality. He claims that pretentious attempts to craft outward signs of scientific rigour has also led management theory to drop any ethical or moral commitments. This is because tangling with morality might be seen to involve some degree of non-scientific judgement. The result is an obsession with the development of amoral theoretical models that would-be managers are schooled in systematically applying in their working lives. Consequently, business schools have churned out a generation of managerial ideologues who are enthusiastic model appliers. Ghoshal argues that this has the effect of ensuring the theories cooked up in business schools have gained increasing currency and have been pressed into use, often despite significant evidence against them. As this happens, the reality of corporate life has slowly come to fit the theories propagated by business schools—rather than theories coming to fit reality more closely. The end result has been business people who behave in a way that the theories they learn suggest they should (as opportunistic and selfish utility maximizers). This creates the perfect conditions for nurturing the major ethical and operational disasters that seem to be so frequent in the business world in recent years (see also Clegg & Ross-Smith, 2003). Ghoshal claims these moral failures were exemplified by the various business disasters of the early years of the twenty-first century, such as Enron and WorldCom. A similar analysis could easily be applied to the global financial crisis beginning in 2007. In many ways, Ghoshal’s analysis is amplified in Rahkesh Khurana’s (2007) widely discussed book about MBA education. He points out that the business school has moved from a model of knowledge production and education in the early twentieth century which forefronted the development of character towards a more technocratic education which forefronts the technical application of theoretical models. This has resulted in business schools becoming factories for amoral managerialism that sideline ethical questions. In a later piece Khurana is careful to point out that champions of the theory school (such as Herbert Simon) sought to encourage the art of managerial judgement (Khurana & Spender, 2012). Nonetheless, he still reminds us that the focus on theory has laid an unusually fertile ground for the later ascendance of economics within the business school. And if anything, it was this technical application of economic ideas that led to the moral vacuum that seems to exist at the centre of the contemporary business school.

Uninteresting

The steely amoralism, practical irrelevance, and baroque presentation of much of the knowledge developed in business schools might seem understandable if it was linked with a kind of avant-garde moment of theoretical breakthrough. After all, many truly striking and interesting advances in human knowledge seem to be morally shocking, disconnected from reality, and difficult to decipher at the time. If only this was the case for management knowledge. The experience of reading much of the literature in the field is less avant-garde breakthrough, and more provincial boredom. Recently, Mats Alvesson and Jurgen Sandberg (2011) have pointed out that despite its huge productive capacity, the study of management and organization seems to have produced a glut of uninteresting theories. They think much of this is due to an almost militant commitment to narrowly focused incremental research that aims to engage in what they call ‘gap filling’. The result is that the study of management is a huge operation of plugging many largely irrelevant and uninteresting gaps. This also means that there has been a striking lack of significant theoretical breakthroughs in recent years. In their series of articles, Alvesson and Sandberg express their frustrations at what can only be described as a wide comportment within the field—a way of generating knowledge that often leads to exceedingly dull results. This often comes in the form very incremental findings which are only of interest to a narrow academic subfield.

    Putting these concerns together gives us a somewhat strange picture. According to critics, the generation of knowledge inspired by a strong commitment to theory seems to foster knowledge that is simultaneously practically useless, obscures reality, is baroque, amoral, and uninteresting. One would easily claim that these critics seem to pull in quite different directions. For instance, the idea that theory-driven research is stunningly disconnected from the realities (Hambrick, 1994; Helfat, 2007) but at the same time shapes the mindsets of aspirant and practicing business people in a rather questionable way (Ghoshal, 2005) may seem to be somewhat paradoxical. How can a theory be disconnected from reality and shape that reality at the same time? A little deeper reflection on this paradox would reveal that theory-building approaches do not work through making theories that more or less accurately fit the world. Rather, they try to do something quite different—they try to recreate a world that more or less accurately fits with cherished theories. This is a classic instance of what some have come to call ‘performativity’—the idea that theories can generate the world that they purport to describe (e.g. Callon, 2007; Ferarro, Pfeffer, & Sutton, 2005). This reality generation seems to work through more than theorists seeking to remake social reality in which their theory might fit. It does this through a kind of stubborn abstraction from the reality that it seeks to affect. This seems to work through the reproduction of theories devoid of empirical content (which allow the comparison of utterly different organizations), moral and political emptiness (which allow a stark separation from the real dilemmas of organizing), and linguistic grandiosity (which make a theory both attractive but also impenetrable). All this allows a form of knowledge to gain ground that gives the field a means of gravitating above its previously lowly status in the university as well floating free of an engagement with many of the central and pressing questions of organizing. In a sense, it encourages a way of abstracting oneself (and indeed knowledge in the field) from any of the most obvious experiences of organizational life. And it is precisely this ability to elevate mechanical abstraction above all else that means our knowledge-building practices keep on failing to deliver any interesting insights.

BEYOND THE MOMENT OF THEORY

The problems with the theoretical disposition that has become so widespread in the study of organizations have led some to begin to suggest alternative modes of knowledge production. Perhaps the most widely recommended alternative has been some kind of applied social science (Gulati, 2007; Jarzabowski, Mohrman, & Scherer, 2010) or as one enthusiast calls it—‘engaged scholarship’ (Pettigrew, 2001; Van de Ven, 2007). This comes in many guises, but the central intuition behind it is that the study of management should be more clearly guided by the needs of businesses and managers (rather than the demands of the theoretical machine). It should seek to link together the practical needs of business with the research base provided by the business school. To do this, theory should be more clearly connected with clear practical policy problems. This approach perhaps finds its clearest expression in evidence-based management programmes (Rousseau, 2006). Others have claimed that research might be more clearly guided by dialogue with practitioners (Hodgkinson & Starkey, 2011; MacLean, MacIntosh, & Grant, 2002; Starkey & Madan, 2001). Such suggestions of a closer alignment between the needs of practitioners—in particular managers—and the knowledge base of organization and management studies is certainly an important element of developing more engaged and relevant knowledge. However, it also brings with it some significant problems: research agendas can easily be too clearly shaped by powerful corporate or state interests; a faddish pursuit of new management fashions might be encouraged; academic research could become indistinguishable from consultancy activity, thereby destroying many of the distinctive features of scholarly inquiry; such interaction may prove to be very difficult given the significantly different needs and time frames of scholars and industry (Keiser & Leiner, 2009).

    An alternative disposition that some have suggested to reinvigorate the study of organizations involves increasing critical reflection about existing theories (Grey, 2004). Instead of aiming to increase dialogue with practitioners, champions of this position have argued that the focus should be on questioning the deeper underlying assumptions that underpin theories (Benson, 1977). This critical reflexivity is supposed to bring about a deeper and more profound engagement with structures of power and domination as they have been secreted into organization theories. This kind of critical challenge has come in many different guises and has gradually been institutionalized into the field of critical management studies (Alvesson, Bridgeman, & Willmott, 2008). Through this kind of critical reflexivity, the assumption is that it becomes possible to suspend existing theoretical assumptions and open up our theories of organizations to new and often misrecognized phenomena. The work of the critical theorist is one of calling into question the very concepts and categories that are used to theorize organizations. This kind of critical orientation more clearly matches the theoretical disposition that Ian Hunter (2006) identified in the humanities and social sciences. It aims not just to suspend the very categories that we use to understand and experience this world. The aim is what Hunter calls a set of spiritual-theoretical practices of suspending all preconceptions in order to remain open to the eruption of some breakthrough experiences (such as some kind of ‘organization to come’ or experience of radical futurity). These kind of critical procedures are certainly important insofar as they foster a critical orientation to scholarly research programmes. By doing this, it is possible to open up radical new strands of inquiry. But what this critical position cannot do is to transcend one of the most basic problems of the theoretical disposition—that is, a lack of engagement and broader practical relevance. This is because the target of most work in the critical tradition is not broader public debate. Rather, it is scholarly discourse and its apparently dominating assumptions. When the social world is called up as part of critical discourse, it is often done in the most overgeneralized ways. The idea here seems to be that by calling into question scholarly assumptions, it is possible to unseat broader relations of power and domination. Such assumptions seem to give both too much credence to the role of ‘mainstream’ scholarly discourse in supporting dominant power relations and the impact of critical theories of undermining these mainstream theories. It also misrecognizes or downplays the critical capacities of people within that world which the scholarly research seeks to call into question (Boltanski, 2011).

    In order to move beyond this deadlock, I want to make a case for a public organization theory. Borrowing from recent debates about public sociology (e.g. Burawoy, 2005), public organization theory would involve a mode of knowledge production that addresses a wider public audience and seeks to do so in a critical and reflexive fashion. I will argue that doing public organization theory would involve a somewhat different approach to knowledge production than the one that emerged from the Carnegie model. In what follows, I will argue that this entails five aspects. First, it has the purpose of asking broader substantive questions. Second, the object of this questioning is organizational issues which are of public concern. Third, the way in which this questioning should proceed is through scepticism. Fourth, it should be clearly tied to a particular empirical and practical context. Finally, the subject it should seek to address is the public. Overall, public organization theory involves asking substantive questions about organizations issues of common concern in sceptical and contextually specific ways to engage the public.

Substantive Questions

The central orienting purpose of public organization theory is thus to pose overarching substantive questions about the values and moral commitments implicit in organizational practices. One way of thinking about the need for this orientation to questions of substantive rationality can be found in Bent Flyvbjerg’s (2001) reanimation of the concept of phronesis (which is commonly translated as prudence or practical reason). Flyvbjerg begins with a remarkably similar problem to the one that I argued that the study of organization faces—an increasingly abstracted knowledge base that has aped the hard sciences or technologists in a desperate but ultimately misguided search for legitimacy. He argues that this focus has led the social sciences to become increasingly disconnected from the core of their subject matter as well as the very questions of value and politics that have traditionally been the home ground of the social sciences. To address this issue, Flyvbjerg argues that social-scientific knowledge should (and in some cases is) making a shift from being focused on episteme (the development of scientific knowledge through progressive theory building) or techne (the development of technical knowledge) to phronesis (the development of a body of knowledge which is based on prudence and value-based judgement) (Flyvbjerg, 2001). This involves a focus on developing knowledge that is attuned to the importance of contextual acts of judgement and substantive reasoning rather than the development of abstracted universal models. Indeed, some have argued that business schools have been dominated either by an obsession with techne (particularly in versions of the ‘trade school’ which sought to equip aspiring managers with a set of tools and techniques) or episteme (the ‘theory school’ model which aims at the development of scientific knowledge and apparently universalizable rules of organizing) (Clegg & Ross-Smith, 2003). Instead, public organization theory suggests a model of knowledge development in business schools that emphasizes situated value-based rationality (see also du Gay and Vikkelsø, Chapter 30, this volume). This is based on the idea that knowledge of universal rules in some way misses what is central to the assembling of organizational life. This is not just the expertise that is required in the formulation of apparently universal scientific rules (Flyvbjerg, 2001). It is also the thick sense of social life that seems to be almost entirely missed in purely theoretical accounts of a case (Hirschman, 1970). Developing this involves a focus on ‘practical knowledge and practical ethics’ (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 56). According to Flyvbjerg, the core issues for phronesis are ‘ethics. Deliberation about values with reference to praxis. Pragmatic, variable, context dependent. Orientation towards action. Based on practical value-rationality’ (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 57). Developing knowledge about organizations becomes a way of developing a mode of knowledge which is clearly concerned with questions of value rationality (rather than just instrumental rationality). It is a form of knowledge focused on asking broader but also more contextually specific questions such as ‘where are we going?’, ‘is it desirable?’, ‘what should be done?’, and ‘who gains and who loses?’ (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 60). In many ways this substantive focus on the question of practical ethics would merely bring organization studies back in line with the kinds of knowledge production which was to be found in elite business schools prior to the Second World War (Khurana, 2007).

Organizational Issues of Common Concern

The focus on substantive questions is not enough in and of itself to avoid some of the problems that I identified in the previous subsection. In fact, simply asking questions about values may actually reinforce a kind of idealist focus and escape from pressing organizational issues. This happens when budding organizational theorists take on broader substantive social debates such as ethical questions in a way which foregrounds value concerns in a way that almost entirely obscures the specifically organizational issues at stake. So, as well as asking questions about substantive values, we need to begin to question exactly which value-laden questions are asked. Clearly much critical theory asks value-laden questions, but the focus is typically the foundations and assumptions of the field itself. The result is that the quite profound questions about values and assumptions are asked in a way that only excites and interests a very narrow band of other organization theorists. For this reason, questions of substantive reason need to be clearly calibrated with their public importance. Doing this forces us to address issues that go beyond the somewhat narrow and circumspect concerns of organization theorists. I deliberately use the notion of public issues because it highlights the fact that knowledge about organization should engage with matters of concern that are of importance not just for managers, or even workers, but for the wider range of people whose lives are touched by organizations (see also Ferlie, McGivern, & Moraes, 2010; Pfeffer & Fong, 2004; Rynes & Shapiro, 2005; Willmott, 2012). This does not involve treating each audience as a stakeholder who must be accounted for and appeased. Rather, it involves thinking about the broader constituents who make up the public which organizations affect. To illustrate what this means, think for instance of studying the restructuring of firms. A public theory of restructuring would not simply provide some useful how-to guidance to managers, or a handbook for employee resistance. Rather, the aim would be to examine restructuring for a much wider range of groups including consumers, suppliers, local communities, and so on. Doing this would involve facing up to the fact that these different groups often have competing, and sometimes conflicting, needs and concerns. But it is vital to note that rather than just addressing public issues in the broadest sense, it is important these public issues have a clear organizational dimension. To be sure, there is a reasonable amount of work in organization theory which (claims) to address public issues, but does not really address the organizational dimension of these issues. For instance, some current institutional theory deals with important subjects like poverty (e.g. Khan, Munir, & Willmott, 2007), but because it takes a field level of analysis the organizational content tends to disappear from view. Much of the publically minded work that goes under the label ‘organization theory’ has very little or no organizational content to it. Doing organization theory in a public way involves putting the organizational processes squarely at the centre of the work. The aim should be to show how organizational processes can give rise to issues of great public concern. By keeping this organizational focus, it means that organization theorists will not be tempted to appeal to other processes such as human biology, ‘homo economicus’, ‘the social’, and so forth. It also means avoiding the consistent temptation in matters of public concern to retreat to broad idealistic positions. Instead, the task involves untangling the messy and often confusing reality of organizational life.

Scepticism

Engaging with value-laden questions always comes with the temptation to search for firm and enthusiastic answers. Asking questions about goals (‘where are we going?’), values (‘is it desirable?’), action (‘what should be done?’) and power (‘who gains and who loses?’) are all absolutely vital in making organization theory public. But answering these questions through the filter of a set of enthusiastic valued-based commitments is a potentially dangerous move. This is not to say that public organization theory should be value free. Rather, its commitments should initially lie squarely in a particular mode of inquiry about these values of organizing. This mode of inquiry involves what I have called sceptical intimacy (Spicer, Alvesson, & Kärreman, 2009). It is intimate insofar as it works through a close and rich understanding of the goals, values, forms of action, and power in organizations. It is sceptical insofar as these modes of organizing are never enthusiastically accepted and naturalized. This means the researcher does not seek to posit and champion a particular set of goals, values, actions, and power that they become intimately related with. After all, there is no shortage of other groups including management consultants, visionary executives, and public relations officers who are all too prepared to give an enthusiastic and committed account of the ideal organization. As Weber (1946) reminds us, to become yet another enthusiastic advocate of values would be to drop the central value on which social science thrives. Holding fast to the values of science (as the disciplined pursuit of knowledge), Weber argues, involves a commitment to flesh out the consequences of particular courses of action and ‘inconvenient facts’. Doing this requires the social scientist to force individuals and indeed organizations to give a full account of their conduct. This moves beyond the kind of positive sounding, coherent, and image enhancing accounts that are so often the stock and trade of much talk about organizational life. Instead, the aim is to create an account of the values and moral commitments on which organizations are based in all their contradictions and ugliness. Part of the task of the social scientist is to confront their audience with the inconvenient facts that are entailed by their values and moral commitments. So instead of championing more autocratic, democratic, or autonomist modes of organizing, the scholar should simply set out to remind enthusiasts for each position of the full implications of their choices and the inconvenient facts that often accompany these choices.

Context

Scepticism can also come at the cost of rather far-reaching overgeneralizations that miss many of the vital contextual factors which are important in providing a compelling and resonant account of a particular public issue. There is always a temptation to understand each particular organizational issue as yet another manifestation of some ‘deeper’ underlying structural process. For sure these processes may be at stake, but to avoid a careful contextualization and instead rely on very broad abstractions is to evacuate all the particularities and contingencies that give a particular phenomenon a sense of lived reality (Hirschman, 1970). Relying on abstractions to understand a particular situation often means overlooking the important contractions that do not readily fit our theories (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007). This overlooks many significant contingencies, overlapping dynamics, and histories that are so often marginalized and written out of a particular account. Capturing these aspects involves gaining an intimacy with a particular phenomenon—inhabiting it, and communicating what the inside of this particular world is like. One starting point for doing this is to inhabit the world of the other. This requires us to engage in the very difficult task of describing the other’s lifeworld. Another way of working with empirical intimacy involves using our own lifeworld as a starting point. Indeed, much of the classic knowledge production about organization has involved an attempt to understand and make sense of the organized world that the theorist inhabits. This is particularly clear in much of the early writing about management by scholar-practitioners like Elton Mayo who worked closely with pressing practical issues, but did so in an inquiring and insightful way (O’Connor, 2011). They did this partially to create legitimacy for what was seen as a somewhat unusual process of inquiry. But in doing so, they presented a highly located and grounded form of inquiry (see also du Gay and Vikkelsø, Chapter 30, this volume). It is important to note at this juncture that the kind of intimacy I am calling for here is not an overly enthusiastic embrace and celebration of a particular phenomenon. Rather, it is a critical intimacy that takes seriously the questions of values around organizational processes that are often at play within a particular setting. Moreover, it also takes seriously the critical faculties of participants in a particular setting (Boltanski, 2011). Doing this involves building a thick description that includes the history and significant detail of the day-to-day life of people within a particular field. It also requires us to include the native scepticism within the particular site. This will provide the kind of fleshy empirical description that is so often lacking in our anaemic theories of organization. Maintaining a degree of scepticism will help us to avoid becoming a naïve enthusiast (or equally naïve critic) for the organized world that we describe. It means that we will be able to (hopefully) describe this organized world—warts and all.

The Public

Having described the purpose, the object, the way of doing this activity, and a context, the final question we need to ask is whom this might be done for. In the previous sections, I have argued that knowledge production associated with the Carnegie school was allegedly for ‘organizational men’ (Whyte, 1958). However, I also pointed out that theory development has gradually abandoned the organizational man and has become a body of knowledge for other organization theorists. The result is an increasing sense that organization theory had become a theory for theorists. Instead of further pursuing theory for theorists, I would like to suggest that knowledge production might be done for the public. Partially, this is a matter of our imagined audience—we need to stop writing as if our audience were three reviewers who need to be convinced. It is also a matter of style—a commitment to the writing and indeed speaking in clearer and more accessible language. But what is even more important is the question of space—what kinds of space or institutional platforms can we imagine which might allow us to speak to a broader public. Clearly journals and universities are only one of these spaces. Perhaps a central task for public organization theory involves the invention of new public spaces where organizational issues can be called into question. So instead of seeking to bring into being a professional community of scholars (as the Carnegie vision of the theory school envisaged), perhaps a more engaged form of knowledge building would be what I have called a public organization theory. This is a body of thought which aims to ask broad substantive questions about organizational issues of public importance in a way that is sceptical. It is intimately located within a particular context. Doing public organization theory would be an attempt to engage with a public and in some cases bring a public into being. Rather than engaging users—experts, for instance—this approach to knowledge making would see organization theory as first and foremost a public-interest endeavour.

PUBLIC ORGANIZATION THEORY AT WORK

The kind of public organization theory outlined above may seem to be a theory to come. But there are many examples of work dotted throughout the history of organization theory that clearly seek to do the kinds of things which I have noted here. Indeed, public organization theory is an important, if somewhat currently under-recognized, tradition in organization theory. Some more classic examples include Charles Perrow’s (1984) study of the role of organizational processes in creating mistakes and accidents, Michael Burawoy’s (1979) study of how workers conform to a mind-numbing labour process, and Richard Sennett’s (1997) study of the social and psychological effects of the rise of corporate culture. Indeed, many of the theorists who are covered in chapters in this volume could be considered as public organization theorists. But to give a more detailed sense of how public organization theory has actually been done, I will briefly look at three contemporary examples: Gerry Davis’s (2009) engagement with the financialization of large companies and the declining power of management, Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s (2006) study of the rise of network-based cultures within contemporary working life, and Rakesh Khurana’s (2007) historical analysis of the changing nature of business schools.

    One of the central issues which has attracted increasing ire in the wake of the global Occupy movement has been the dominance of the financial elites. This has prompted an outpouring of studies mapping the rise of financialized power, and the effects which it has had on the so-called ‘99 per cent’. Gerry Davis’s (2009) study highlights the importance of the organizational dimension of this problem. He traces the rise of the power of finance over the corporation, and the impact which this has had on the corporation. He shows how management of firms has increasingly less power, and how the mid-twentieth-century corporation—which acted as a career path for so many—is dissolving. By doing this, he addresses all of the criteria of public organization theory that I have addressed in this chapter. He asks substantive questions about who controls some of the central resources in society and whether this is indeed a desirable thing. He clearly addresses the organizational dimensions of a public problem—namely the shifting nature of corporate power and how this has contributed to broader patterns of financialization. The book also approaches its subject matter with sufficient scepticism—Davis is no enthusiast for financialized capitalism, but also takes a fairly clear-eyed view of the problems with past alternatives. His argument is also deeply contextualized—it charts the rise of financial power in the context of broader history of US capitalism. Finally, in doing this, Davis’s book helps to make public a set of problems that had largely been addressed only in largely technical or specialist discussions. It shows how questions of control over the corporation are not just something for financial and corporate governance specialists to ponder—it is a vital challenge for the wider public. The result is that this book has formed an important part of galvanizing the wider debate about what role we want financial interests to play in controlling our largest organizations.

    A second example of public organization theory is Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s (2006) study of changing justifications of economic activity. In their largely historical analysis, they trace the shifting way in which economic activity is talked about and justified to its participants in France. In particular, they chart two great transitions during the twentieth century—from the entrepreneurial capitalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century to the more socialized economy of the mid-twentieth century—which was largely justified through the language of solidarity and productivity. But the central focus of the book is really the decline of this regime of justification and the rise of a new form of justification focusing on issues such as ‘networks’, ‘authenticity’, and ‘flexibility’. They trace how this new economic spirit appeared following the 1968 protest movement in France, and how this initially counter-cultural movement transformed the management of large corporations. This study shows all the hallmarks of what I have called public organization theory. It addresses directly issues of substantive concerns: the values that are used to justify economic activity. It also provides a clearly organizational perspective on this public issue by looking at the role of the changing nature of work and management in this process. It does so in a sceptical fashion by fore-grounding a keen awareness of the problems with the networked world which so many critics have celebrated. This is clearly contexualized with a deep and detailed description of the how these shifts played out in French business. By doing this, The New Spirit of Capitalism begins to connect shifts in the workplace and management discourse with broader debates about the changing nature of social values. In particular, it introduces an important note of caution towards the widespread celebration of networks and flexibility by activists, intellectuals, and management gurus alike.

    The final example of public organization theory I would like to look at is Khurana’s (2007) history of the American business school. In this study—which I have already cited extensively throughout this chapter—he looks at the role that business schools have played in forging American capitalism, and the particular business person which was formed within these schools. He traces the shift from earlier elite institutions which focused on character-building towards later institutions which sought to build technocrats. He then points to the limitations involved with such a technocratic focus and makes a compelling argument for an alternative. In tracing out this shift, Khurana does all of the things which I have highlighted as essential to organization theory. He takes on substantive questions—in particular the values which are inculcated into the American business elite. He highlights the clear organizational dimensions of this public issue by pointing to the role which business schools have played in developing these values—and they are transferred over into the operation of the economy. He adopts a sceptical position towards contemporary business education—showing many of the problems it brings with it. This is done in a deeply informed and contextualized way which clearly draws on the historical basis of the topic. By doing this, the book clearly brings what were once rather technical debates about business school pedagogy into the public eye. It asks us what kind of business leaders the public actually want and need. By asking this question, the book has prompted a profound debate about how business schools educate their students and a revision of the largely technocratic approach to education in many business schools.

    Aside from these three exemplars, there are many more that one could identify. There are also important works which fall outside the canon of professional sociology produced by ‘public intellectuals’ who have shined a light on organizational dilemmas in the manner advocated in this chapter: examples include Naomi Klein’s (2000) study of brand cultures, Barbara Ehrenrich’s (2001) account of her life on the minimum wage, and Ross Perlin’s (2012) record of the rise of internships within the contemporary economy. Beyond these kind of texts there is also a large literature of ‘workerist’ writing by people on the front line, recording their own experiences of being at the sharp end of organization. Despite their clear differences, this sort of work expresses a deep concern with substantive questions of values and ethics and is clearly rooted in organizational processes which have a broad public concern. One could easily argue that the fact that these researchers ended up doing public organization theory was partially just luck. But in many ways each of them have been consistently concerned with issues of profound public relevance and importance throughout their careers. They are not just organizational scholars who write for a narrow audience. They seek to connect with wider issues of profound practical concern. In doing so, they may begin to provide a kind of partially under-recognized history of public organization theory.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have tried to champion a public organization theory. I have purposefully emphasized this approach because public organization theory risks being submerged under the weight of theory-building research. I hope to have made a convincing case for the ongoing importance of public organization theory. What I do not hope to do however is to advance the claim that all organization theory should be styled as public organization theory. As is the case with public sociology, clearly it is difficult to claim that we should do away with the kind of theory-building-style research, or critical work focused on scholarly discourse, or policy-focused work focused on solving particular issues. Each of these ways of doing organization theory clearly deserve a role in developing a thriving and relevant study of organization. Each can bring different strengths to the table, but also can bring potential limitations (for more on this point see Burawoy, 2005). What public organization theory can provide, which is sorely absent in much of the theory-obsessed field, is a clear focus on substantive organizational questions which have a relevance to a wider audience. Where public organization theory comes up against its limitations is in providing a more sustained and focused investigation of a particular question over many years (as more orthodox theory building does), focused questioning of scholarly assumptions (as critique does), and pragmatic advice to decision makers (as ‘engaged scholarship’ does). However, these are tasks which other approaches may be more equipped to deal with. It is also important to recognize that a public organization theory comes with its own risks—such as the faddish following of public controversies (Burawoy, 2005). But public organization theory can provide space and indeed nurture a range of differing approaches to understanding and intervening in organizations.

NOTES

    1. Simon recognizes that this system of employing highly skilled theorists and asking them to focus on the practical problems of business will cause problems. He warns of ‘two equally deleterious developments’ which are implicit within this design. ‘On the one hand, the members of each discipline in the professional school demand increasing autonomy so that they can pursue the goals defined by their discipline without regard to the “irrelevant” professional school goals. On the other hand, the professional school environment looses any special attraction it might have as a locus for research and teaching, and the group becomes less and less able to attract and retain first class members’ (Simon, 1967: 12). He recommends a range of practical organizational design solutions to this problem. These have recently been added to by Rousseau (2012) in her commentary on Simon’s classic article. But despite these potential solutions, Simon is quite clear that mixing the practical and theoretical orientations of the B-school ‘is very much like mixing oil with water: it is easy to describe the intended product, less easy to produce it’ (1967: 16).

    2. To be sure, Europe had its own traditions of business education—such as the grandes écoles in France, schools of economics in the Nordic countries, the Spanish business schools which were (and remain) attached to religious factions or private companies. An even more complex picture begins to emerge if one takes a global perspective. Global institutional diversity has certainly produced very different traditions of knowledge production. It also means that when the Carnegie model has been transported into particular national contexts, it has often been accompanied by significant local translations (Wedlin, 2006). For instance, the introduction of the Carnegie model into Scandinavia was never particularly deep and was mixed with the longer tradition of ‘civil economy’ found in schools of administration. This meant that knowledge production about organizations was often tied more directly to public administration and the needs of the national economy. In The United Kingdom, the Carnegie model mixed with a university-based approach to business schools that initially came in the forms of departments of management. This meant knowledge creation was often still connected with home disciplines such as sociology (Fournier & Grey, 2001). In France, traditional business schools that were funded by local chambers of commerce have mixed in some elements of the focus on theory building. However, these schools largely remained tied to the local business community.
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CHAPTER 30

WHAT MAKES ORGANIZATION? ORGANIZATIONAL THEORY AS A ‘PRACTICAL SCIENCE’

PAUL DU GAY AND SIGNE VIKKELSØ

INTRODUCTION

THAT sociology and social theory continue to provide inspiration for scholars in the field of organization studies is beyond doubt, as the present volume makes abundantly clear. Indeed, as one recent survey indicates, substantively, conceptually, and methodologically, sociology and social theory (broadly defined) provide some of the most significant inputs to the clusters of concern animating contemporary studies of organization and organizing (Meyer & Boxenbaum, 2010). What we wish to explore in this chapter are some of the effects of this ongoing importation for the role and purpose of organization studies, not least in relationship to its earlier ‘classical vocation’ as a practical science of organizing (O’Connor, 2012). Does the continued importation of sociological theorizing take organization studies closer to or further away from its core object—organization? Does it add to or subtract from organization studies’ classical vocation? Indeed, does it matter either way? Although this is not the main manner in which concerns about the contemporary role, purposes, and standing of organization studies are predominantly framed, it nonetheless has clear connections to a number of current debates within the field concerning, for instance, what scholars see as organization studies’ increasing lack of practical relevance to and impact upon the conduct of management and organization (the issue of so-called ‘engaged scholarship’), and what others see as its deficit of critical and ethical purchase (claims associated most obviously with ‘critical management studies’ scholars). Certainly, so-called ‘grand societal challenges’ such as the financial and sovereign debt crises have given rise to an intense reconsideration of the contemporary norms and practices of managing and organizing, but the voice of organization studies has been noticeably absent from the heart of public debate on this and related matters of concern (Economist, 2009; Financial Times, 2009; Phelps, 2009), as both advocates of ‘engaged scholarship’ and critical management studies have noted. Indeed, they both agree that this poses some important questions for the field: if organization studies has had little to contribute to acute public and political controversies affecting its core object—organization—then why might this be the case, and what can be done to resuscitate it, and thus to revive its explanatory reach, practical relevance, and indeed ‘criticality’? Such questions are perhaps not only relevant for a revival of organization studies as a practical discipline focused upon the effective, efficient, and responsible arrangement and management of organizations, but also for the debates and conceptual universes of contemporary sociology and social theory (where there have been calls, not unconnected to the sorts of arguments we will make here, for a reorientation of disciplinary stance, approximating to the practice of a ‘civil science’, see Wickham, 2012). More specifically, in relation to the concerns of this chapter, and indeed, this volume more generally, will the continued importation of certain sorts of theories and concepts from sociology and social theory, for instance, increase the potential for such a revival in the fortunes of organization studies, or might it have directly the opposite effect?

    In what follows, we will sketch out one possible line of argument that could be seen as offering a small and inevitably underdeveloped intervention into these debates. At the heart of our argument lie the following propositions: that organization studies, viewed as a practical science of organizing, has at its disposal a number of tools (conceptual, technical, ethical, and so forth) that it has largely shaped itself in relation to its own core object—organization; that for various reasons, these tools are now treated as predominantly historic artefacts with little to no traction or raison d’être in the present; that this assumption is primarily based on a set of romantic or metaphysical commitments, which have the effect of dissolving or disappearing organization studies’ core object, and of depriving the discipline of access to some significant and useful ‘organizational reality devices’1 that may indeed have traction in the present; and that a suitably contextualized re-engagement with and reappropriation of the resources of ‘classic organization theory’ may well serve to enhance the relevance and reach of contemporary organization studies both intellectually and practically. We deploy this received term, ‘classical organization theory’, in a specific way, to refer to a geographically dispersed, institutionally disconnected, and historically discontinuous ‘stance’, characterized, inter alia, by a pragmatic call to experience, an antithetical attitude to ‘high’ or transcendental theorizing, an admiration for scientific forms of enquiry (in the Weberian sense of the ‘disciplined pursuit of knowledge’, and as such not reducible to the laboratory sciences, nor to the content of the sciences per se), a dissatisfaction and devaluation of explanation by postulate, and, not least, a practical focus on organizational effectiveness, for instance, born of a close connection to ‘the work itself’, or as we shall have cause to term it, ‘the situation at hand’. Our use of the term classic organization theory therefore refers primarily to an attitude, deportment or ‘stance’, and indeed an associated ‘persona’ who bears it. This allows us to cover a wider range of work than more restricted usage would allow. Alongside such figures as F. W. Taylor, Henri Fayol, Mary Parker Follett, and Chester Barnard (very much the usual ‘classical’ suspects), we will also include, for example, the work of Eric Trist, Eric Miller, and Wilfred Brown.

    In other words, in this chapter our ‘core task’ is to attempt to re-engage contemporary organization studies with classic organization theory, and not simply those of its ‘feeder’ disciplines, or indeed with the latter’s ‘contemporary currents’. Rather, we suggest that there may be potentially more to be gained for organization studies in reconceiving itself as a practical science of organizing in the manner of its classical antecedents and the stance associated with them, and thus in cultivating a renewed interest in its own ‘canon’ of concepts and tools, than there is in continuing to look to sociology, social theory, and a veritable host of other disciplines and interdisciplinary fields either for theoretical highs, critical capacity building, or that contemporary holy grail, ‘relevance and impact’.

    In making our case, we connect with some of the arguments for rereading the classics articulated by Paul Adler (2009) in the companion volume to the present Handbook, but inflect them in a rather different direction. Adler (2009: 7) argued that organization studies ignored its classical sociological foundations at its peril, not least, he suggested, because the latter ‘provide us not only with paradigms for rigorous engagement with big issues, but also with powerful concepts for making sense of these kinds of issues’. The pertinence of the classical sociological heritage to the explanatory power, reach, and relevance of contemporary organization studies, he argued, was clear and present. We suggest that a reconnection with classical organization theory has a not dissimilar potential for the field of organization studies. Indeed, these twin moves can, to some extent, proceed hand in hand. However, there are points at which they clearly part company. While certain forms of classical sociology, not least that of the Max Weber ‘reconstructed’ by Wilhelm Hennis (1988, 2000, 2009),2 have considerable affinity with the programme for organization studies as a practical science that we wish to sketch here, others operate in an entirely different register, and, as such, are not easily recuperable to such a programme.3 Much as practising the sociology of science and doing natural science are not the same project (they involve quite different ‘tasks’, and their respective ‘facts’, ‘discovery’ procedures, mechanisms of justification, and so on are therefore non-reducible, even if the boundaries between them can and do shift over time) (Collins, 1992), or doing contextual empirical history and doing philosophical history are different moves in different games (Fish, 1994; Hunter, 2009; Pocock, 2004), so, too, conceiving of organization studies as a practical science of organizing necessitates exercising a degree of care when it comes to the appropriation of theories and concepts from sociology and social theory. To put it bluntly, while organization studies will undoubtedly continue to borrow and translate theories and concepts from other fields, if it is to approximate to a practical science in the manner we suggest, not any old (or new) theory or concept will do. This is an important point, because the sorts of concepts appropriate to or requisite for the conduct of organizational analysis as a practical science differ considerably from many of those that have permeated sociology and social theory (and many other disciplines and fields in the social sciences and humanities) in recent years, as a result of the proliferation of what has become known as ‘the moment of theory’ (du Gay & Vikkelsø, 2013; Hunter, 2006, 2007; see also, Spicer, Chapter 29, this volume).4

    The shared attitude, deportment, or stance characteristic of this ‘moment’, which we suggest is largely metaphysical in orientation, has had the effect, as an intellectual activity within the field of organization studies, of disappearing its core object, ‘organization’, and taking us further away from, rather than closer to the situation at hand. In contrast to this metaphysical stance characteristic of so much recent and ongoing theorizing within sociology and social theory, we argue that a crucial concern of organization studies as a practical science is to develop a set of concepts that ‘correspond to empirically observable…situations’ (Simon, 1946: 62); in other words, to develop precise ‘empirical concepts’ that have a clear and pragmatic reference to the situation at hand. We will also argue that this attitude or stance is characteristic of a certain persona, sustained by a focus on organization as a practical concern, and that a brief account of this persona which will, of necessity, be less than historically exhaustive, provides some clues as to what is distinctive about the conduct of classic organization theory in contrast to much contemporary organizational theorizing; it also offers a potentially fruitful way to revive contemporary organization studies, and indeed, something of a source of ‘prestigious imitation’ (Mauss, 1979) for other fields seeking to get closer to, rather than to transcend, or otherwise move further away from, their own core objects.

THE AMBIVALENT STANCE OF ORGANIZATION STUDIES TOWARDS ‘CLASSIC’ ORGANIZATION THEORY

In a number of general accounts of ‘the history’ of organization studies (which are almost always attempts to create such a history, and indeed, a disciplinary or interdisciplinary ‘canon’), it is customary to sort the many and diverse contributions into a singular (in some instances almost teleological) narrative charting the unfolding of an increasingly sophisticated comprehension of organizations and organizational dynamics (what Bryson (1986) termed, in another context, the ‘essential copy’). Departing, more often than not, from the mutually independent work of Frederick Winslow Taylor and Max Weber and their respective interests in the effective management of labour, on the one hand, and the ethos of bureaucratic office-holding, on the other, the first port of call in the historical tour is almost always what is termed ‘classic management theory’ (Perrow, 1979) or ‘classic organization theory’ (Shafritz & Ott, 2001). In this tradition, a disparate group of figures, including, for instance, Henri Fayol and Lyndall Urwick, but also Mary Parker Follett and Chester Barnard (as classic ‘hinges’ between ‘the scientific management era’ and the ‘social person era’) (Wren, 2005: 321) are represented as seeking to formulate and systematize a repertoire of basic or ‘universal’ managerial principles to be applied to and in organizations. One common feature of their very different work is frequently highlighted: that their point of departure was from ‘within’ organizational life, rather than from one of the classic academic disciplines, as they all, in one way or another, had direct, practical experience of management and organization from their positions as business executives, directors, or management consultants (O’Connor, 2012). More often than not, their practical focus is deemed something of a weakness when seen through a ‘sociological’ lens (Silverman, 1970), as it indicates a restricted vision imposed by the dictates of a managerialist perspective, for instance.5 Indeed, the classic theorists are often portrayed as a group of practitioners with scientific aspirations who took an important step towards understanding aspects of organization, but one characterized by a narrow, instrumental outlook and a certain naïvety in their eagerness to formulate so-called universal standards and principles. The latter limitations are linked primarily to their focus on organizational effectiveness, which is deemed to inhibit their capacity to exercise sufficient ‘critical distance’, and/or to pay due attention to the broader (bigger, deeper, wider) social, cultural, economic, and political landscape within which organizations exist, including the unequal ‘power relations’ and structural conflicts of interest they contain and express (Fox, 1974):

    Like Michels and Weber, most of them took a limited view of organizations as being merely administrative hierarchies with well-defined tasks to perform, and they thought they were creating rigorous, scientific theories […]. But unlike Michels and Weber they used the plain language of managers, they rarely attempted to compare organizations from different areas, and they focused their thinking on how to make organizations more effective. (Starbuck, 2003: 167)

The focus upon effectiveness is therefore viewed as a sign of a simplistic understanding of organizations as formal and rational entities that reflected the managerial preoccupation of those writers:

    It seems clear that the rational-model approach uses a closed-system strategy. It seems also clear that the developers of the several schools using the rational model have been primarily students of performance or efficiency, and only incidentally students of organizations […] The rational model of an organization results in everything being functional—making a positive, indeed an optimum, contribution to the overall result. (Thompson, 1967: 6)

In line with such characterizations, the history of organization studies portrayed in many texts also turns out to be a narrative of theoretical progress, whereby the relatively unsophisticated, narrowly focused (and narrowly instrumental), bootstrapping efforts of the early pioneers have been followed, progressively, by ever more sophisticated understandings of organization and organizing, not least, perhaps, through the increased influence of sociological and social theoretical ‘currents’ which enable the original and enduring fiction of ‘the organization’ as a discrete entity to be finally laid to rest, and its social (material, political, discursive) construction to be made fully visible.

A SERIES OF PROBLEMATIZATIONS

Among the seemingly endless series of sociologically framed problematizations of the organization as a stable point of reference, we might include, for instance, a range of epochal theories of societal transformation, where it has been claimed, inter alia, that we have entered a post-industrial society (Bell, 1976), a global risk society (Beck, 1992) and/or a ‘network society’ (Castells, 2009), to name but just some of the most well-known designations, whose constitution has the effect of decentring the organization as a unity or even as a discrete object. This leads, inter alia, to a priority being allotted to ongoing processes of organizing aimed at stimulating a capacity for innovation, flexibility, knowledge, and the ability to continuously change. Other influential examples of sociologically inflected theorizing which are decidedly non-epochal, but whose increasing pretension to totalizing explanation have had the effect of directing scholarly interest in organization studies away from the inner workings of organizations as discrete entities and their responsible and effective management towards such overarching designations as ‘logics’, ‘fields’, and ‘intercurrence’, would include the institutionalist programme (Orren & Skowronek, 1994; Powell & DiMaggio, 1991. For a call to arms against such a tendency within institutional theory, which draws on the work of some of the practitioners of the ‘classic’ stance that we also seek to revive, see for instance, Barley (2011)).

    These two distinctive problematizations and their accompanying defocusing of the organization are by no means the only, nor necessarily the most significant, to have emerged at the interface of sociology, social theory, and organization studies in recent years. As we indicated earlier, one of the most influential intellectual developments in the humanities and social sciences since the late 1960s has been the growth of that attitude or stance we characterized as ‘the moment of theory’ (see Spicer, Chapter 29, this volume). It can be surfaced in a number of distinctive manifestations, in various forms of structuralism, post-structuralism, and deconstruction; as ‘postmodernism’ and ‘social constructionism’, (and the latter’s apparent antithesis, ‘constructivism’); in the ‘linguistic’, ‘discursive’, and ‘cultural’ turns, and, indeed, in their critical interlocutors, the ‘material’ and ‘practice’ turns. As we have suggested, these diverse developments are unified neither by a common object, nor a single theoretical language, but rather by a particular stance, attitude, or intellectual deportment (although, of course, they exhibit it to different degrees). Such a stance, as we have suggested, involves the philosophical problematization and reworking of an array of disciplines deemed positivist, empiricist, or representational as a result of this same problematization.

    We can get a clearer grasp of this attitude if we turn briefly to an example, in this case the question of ‘identity’ that has figured so large in ‘the moment of theory’ (and, indeed, in organization studies, in recent years, not least as a result of the permeation of the ‘moment of theory’ within that field). In post-structuralist lines of thought, for instance, ‘identity’ is assumed to arise from the manner in which a fixated consciousness exists by disavowing and repressing its ‘other’. It is this repression/occlusion that gives the ‘other’ the capacity to break through its disavowal and throw fragile identity into the flux of becoming. As Hunter (2006: 81) puts it, ‘[T]‌he notion that identity is the temporary fixing of consciousness by the occlusion of the transcendental phenomenon—the phenomenon whose ruptural appearance calls forth a higher and more fluid form of self—is endemic in poststructuralist thought’. We see this, for instance, in the practice of Derridean deconstructive hermeneutics, where the affirmative meaning of a text is taken to be the product of its repression or marginalization of contradictory or subversive meanings; while the recovery of these through deconstructive reading is taken to be the undoing of positive meaning. Here, the figure of ‘the other’, together with the whole architecture of occlusion and transcendence (breakthrough), is part and parcel of a practice of self-problematization and self-transformation—a spiritual exercise, in Hadot’s (1994) words—through which an individual learns to inhabit a post-structuralist persona. And this persona is not without its attractions. It appears to offer its practitioners a distinct muscle of the spirit or mind whose exercise allows it to float free of the boundaries and lines of demarcation that shape consciousness—those boundaries and demarcations that disavow the other—and thus to remain forever unsettled.6

    The ‘moment of theory’, then, emerges from a work of philosophical problematization and transformation performed on a variety of positive knowledges. As Foucault (1970) indicated in The Order of Things, linguistics, sociology, and the ‘psy’ disciplines can be seen to emerge from a certain kind of interrogative work performed on the positive knowledges of classificatory language studies, political economy, and biology. According to Foucault, the space in which this interrogation took place, and in which the human sciences emerged, is a field formed by three poles: mathematical formalization, the positive knowledges themselves, and a specific use of Kantian critical philosophy. The latter in particular performs a special role in enabling theory to approach the positive knowledges not in terms of their objects, but in terms of the a-positive structures or relations that make knowledge possible for a subject.

    This then raises the question: what drives this philosophical problematization of positive knowledges? As we have already seen, Ian Hunter’s (2006) answer concerns the forms of self-problematization that informs the activity of theory. He points in particular to the influence of Kantian and Husserlian techniques of self-problematization—means of acting on oneself with a view to suspending one’s commitments to one’s thoughts, perceptions, desires, etc.—through which the theorist learns to problematize an object by interrogating his or her commitment to the positive knowledge in which the object resides:

    This applies to all the founding moments of theory; for example, when it is said that meaning is never present and is only accessible in a deferred way through a chain of signifiers; or when it is said that historical time is only an appearance generated by a-temporal concepts unfolding themselves in the human sensorium; or when it is said that speech is the manifestation of deep structure, or a generative grammar. Each of these moments of doubt is contingent on an act of suspension of commitment performed on oneself with a view to becoming another kind of person. (Hunter, 2006: 5)

The philosophical or metaphysical problematization of positive knowledges is precisely designed to rob them of their self-evidence and to effect a shift in the theorist’s existential relation to those knowledges as a mode of inner intellectual conduct. For instance, the thesis that meanings are not freestanding and natural but are socially constructed takes many forms. In its Lacanian psychoanalytic or deconstructive guise, we learn that meanings are produced by a system of articulation from which we, as speakers or hearers, cannot distance ourselves, because we are situated within it. Since that system (the unconscious or différance) is the unarticulated ground within which specification occurs, ‘it’ cannot be specified and always exceeds—remains after, escapes—the specification it enables. What this means, of course, is that any knowledge cannot be in possession of itself. As knowledge it cannot grasp, or name the grounds of, its possibility, and whenever it thinks it’s done so those grounds actually appear elsewhere than they seem to be (become occluded). Ignorance, the forgetting of the enabling conditions of knowledge (conditions that cannot themselves be known), is thus deemed to be constitutive of knowledge itself. It follows from this, then, that if ignorance is the necessary content of knowledge, knowledge is not something that should be allowed to settle, since in whatever form it appears it will always be excluding more than it reveals; and indeed it is only by virtue of the exclusions it cannot acknowledge that it acquires its ‘identity’. As Fish (1994) suggests, the deportment demanded by this insight is one of anti-knowledge: the refusal of knowledge in favour of that which it occludes. But does the practice of anti-knowledge—as a stance or deportment—hold out the hope of anything beyond its continuous unsettling of whatever claims us in the name of positive knowledge? Clearly, as we have seen, it offers a prestigious persona, and the allure of being ‘always in process’ should not be underestimated. It is an allure that has certainly proved attractive to many working within the field of organization studies, broadly conceived, as the emergence and growing popularity of critical management studies testifies. As the ‘moment of theory’ has moved centre stage within organization studies, the series of philosophical reworkings of the empirical disciplines that constitute one if its founding moves (or ‘formulas’) have been put to work on its own distinctive objects, not least that object we call ‘organization’. This has led to a recurring dismissal of and hostility towards traditional managerial sciences as ‘positive’ (and hence occlusionary) knowledges.

DESCRIBING THE ORGANIZATION AS A PRACTICAL OBJECT

As a result of the problematizations outlined above (and others besides), both the stance characterizing classic organization theory, and indeed, the idea of organization (in the singular) as such, have gradually been put under erasure. As organization studies has become increasingly associated with sociologically, social theoretically, and philosophically framed studies of processes of organizing, for instance, references to classic organization theory now often serve simply as exemplars of anachronistic and ‘ideologically’ loaded thinking against which contemporary theoretical conceptions can parade their novelty and sophistication. Interestingly, though, there is also another side to this particular coin, one coming from the so-called ‘classic writers’ to those who would position themselves as somehow more sophisticated ‘analysts’ of organizational life. As Barnard himself put it:

    Always, it seemed to me, the social scientists—from whatever side they approached—just reached the edge of organization as I experienced it, and retreated. Rarely did they seem to me to sense the processes of coördination and decision that underlie a large part at least of the phenomena they described. (Barnard, 1968 [1938]: xxix)

Viewed from this angle, drowning the organizational baby in the bathwater of ‘social’ explanation, or subjecting it to philosophical reworking in order to problematize its self-evidence and ‘positivity’,7 is precisely to evacuate ‘organization’ of any of its determinate content, and to deprive practicing managers of empirical conceptual tools that can help to specify their tasks, authority, accountabilities, and responsibilities, and which might prove useful for ordering their daily work. The rigorous definition of concepts and operating procedures attempted, in their different ways by Urwick, Parker Follett, Barnard, and Brown, for instance, was an exercise that substantially increased the intellectual and practical resources through which managers in an organization could seek to take effective action. This does not mean that all such resources were used, but a tool-making job was undertaken that had not been done before, and the tools had to be made available before people could avail themselves of them.

    As we have already indicated, the concepts or ‘tools’ that each developed were crucial for the development of organization theory as a practical science of organizing, as well as giving impetus to the development of a distinctive discipline. In effect, they helped formulate a vocabulary for representing and intervening in ‘organization’ and ‘management’ in both intellectual and practical terms, and opened up scholarly debate over their respective content, wider implications, and mutual relationships. As organization theory became an increasingly recognized academic field, with it came a sense that its early founders, although worthy pioneers, were largely working at somewhat rudimentary formulations, and in a rather conjectural or ‘proverbial’ manner (Simon, 1946). However, one key question is whether later scholarly innovations and theoretical contributions, including some of those listed above, really have added a significantly more precise, sophisticated, or useful appreciation of organization? For Perrow (1979: 58–9), the answer is quite clear:

    though the classical theory was derided for presenting ‘principles’ that were really only proverbs, all the resources of organizational research and theory today have not managed to substitute better principles (or proverbs) for those ridiculed […] These principles have worked and are still working, for they addressed themselves to very real problems of management, problems more pressing than those advanced by social science.

In the following section, we seek to focus briefly on some of the contributions of the ‘classic’ stance within organization theory, concentrating, in particular, on two of the ‘organizational reality devices’ or ‘tools’ elaborated by its practitioners. We do so to indicate both the problems to which they were addressed, the manner in which they addressed them as indicative of a particular ‘stance’, and why the latter stance and tools might still prove useful to contemporary debates about the efficient, effective, and responsible management of organizations.

‘PURPOSE’ AND ‘PRIMARY TASK’: TOOLS FOR ORGANIZATION

Many of the conceptual tools developed by practitioners of the classic stance in organization theory no longer figure large in contemporary discussion of organizational life. Both mainstream and critical voices, consultant and academic, are preoccupied by different sorts of concepts and concerns, or so it would at first appear to those preoccupying the practitioners of the classic stance. Some ‘classic concepts’ have become little short of dirty words in many forms of organizational analysis, popular and critical (with the latter’s mutual obsessions with ‘empowerment’, ‘change’, ‘innovation’, and so forth, although couched in diametrically opposed, and equally underdescribed, normative terms); concepts such as ‘authority’ and ‘authorization’, and ‘command’, ‘office’, ‘hierarchy’, and ‘bureaucracy’, for instance. In this section, we explore two concepts (or organizational reality devices) not typically seen as having distinctive commonalities, yet sharing the idea that ‘requisite’, or ‘effective’ and ‘responsible’ organization is something that can be put together or, in the contemporary idiom, ‘assembled’, even if ‘requisite’, ‘effective’, and ‘responsible’ are contingently understood in relation to the particular situation at hand. Indeed, the two conceptual tools outlined, Barnard’s concept of ‘organizational purpose’ and Miller and Rice’s concept of ‘the primary task’, share a number of family resemblances, with the latter being in a certain sense literally inconceivable without the pioneering work of the former. Let us begin with Chester Barnard, and certain formulations outlined most famously in his The Functions of the Executive.

    For Barnard, the essence of an organization is its nature as a cooperative system—that is, an aggregation of people tied together around a particular goal or objective, although his preferred terminology is ‘purpose’:

    An organization comes into being when (1) there are persons able to communicate with each other (2) who are willing to contribute action (3) to accomplish a common purpose […]. The vitality of organizations lies in the willingness of individuals to contribute forces to the cooperative system. This willingness requires the belief that the purpose can be carried out, a faith that diminishes to the vanishing point as it appears that it is not in fact in process of being attained. (Barnard, 1968 [1938]: 82)

Individuals have their own purposes (in fact Barnard saw ‘purpose’ as a defining feature of the personal too), yet what binds together people in organizations, or ‘cooperative systems’, is the addition of a common purpose; something which can only be achieved through an organized effort. Without a common purpose, an organization withers away and leaves people with only their personal purposes; a truth which is simultaneously self-evident and elusive:

    The necessity of having a purpose is axiomatic, implicit in the words ‘system,’ ‘coordination,’ ‘cooperation’. It is something that is clearly evident in many observed systems of cooperation, although it is often not formulated in words, and sometimes cannot be so formulated. In such cases what is observed is the direction or effect of activities, from which purpose may be inferred. (Barnard, 1968 [1938]: 86)8

At the same time, the cooperative purpose has a dual nature seen from each organizational member’s point of view, comprising both a ‘cooperative’ and a ‘subjective aspect’, i.e. the general purpose and the particular significance which the cooperative purpose has for each cooperating person. Those two aspects may over time come to drift apart to a point where the individual understandings of the cooperative purpose are no longer overlapping:

    [A]‌ purpose can serve as an element of a cooperative system only so long as the participants do not recognize that there are serious divergences of their understanding of that purpose as the object of cooperation. If in fact there is important difference between the aspects of the purpose as objectively and cooperatively viewed, the divergences become quickly evident when the purpose is concrete, tangible, physical; but when then the purpose is general, intangible and of a sentimental character, the divergences can be very wide yet not recognized. (Barnard, 1968 [1938]: 87)

Accordingly, Barnard sees the purpose of an organization as something that must continually be framed and communicated in order to establish the very premise of the cooperative system with its few or many individual participants:

    The inculcation of belief in the real existence of a common purpose is an essential executive function. It explains much educational and so-called morale work in political, industrial, and religious organizations that is so often otherwise inexplicable. (Barnard, 1968 [1938]: 87)

Yet, it is an inculcation that requires both a moral stance of the executive, since personal motives and organizational purpose can easily be mistaken for each other, and a constant analysis of the organization as a whole and its possibilities and limitations:9

    [I]‌t should be noted that, once established, organizations change their unifying purpose. They tend to perpetuate themselves; and in the effort to survive may change the reasons for existence. I shall later make clearer that in this lies an important aspect of executive. (Barnard, 1968 [1938]: 89)

To Barnard, ‘purpose’ designated a crucial concern of the executive function, but also, in a broader sense, a defining premise of the organization as a distinct entity. The clarification of this was, on the one hand, a continuation of the agenda successfully introduced by F. W. Taylor and the scientific management movement: that it is necessary to develop a clear understanding of the practical work to be undertaken in an enterprise and the role of management in guiding the accomplishment of this work. On the other hand, it also instantiated a conceptual and practical realization that the enterprise was not simply providing the physical and economical framework for the management of the worker, but that the relationship between activities, workers, foremen, and managers, for instance, constituted a larger cooperative system, which posed a wealth of managerial concerns not covered or perhaps even understood by advocates of scientific management. The notion of ‘purpose’ was not simply an addendum to Taylor’s programme, but helped conceptually and practically to constitute the reality of an enterprise as an organizational reality or, as Barnard preferred it, as a ‘cooperative system’—a reality surrounding and pervading the individual work tasks and employees, tying them together into an overarching ‘purpose’. Through the insistence that the many activities and elements of an enterprise were to be understood as parts of a whole arising around a common purpose, Barnard established the ‘organizational’ or ‘cooperative reality’ as a distinct entity in its own right, which the executive must systematically address, monitor, and intervene into if necessary, and without which an enterprise is nothing but a more or less incidental collection of individuals.

    Barnard’s focus upon ‘purpose’ as a core characteristic of organizations was not unique. He borrowed from others (including, notably, Mary Parker Follett), just as others have borrowed from him. Barnard’s conception, though, had considerable resonance. In particular, it was to be revived in distinctive ways by two rather different, yet contemporaneous schools: the ‘contingency theory school’, on the one hand, and the ‘socio-technical systems school’, on the other. In the first, it would turn into something of a core axiom that there was no ‘one best way of organizing’ an enterprise, but that any organization must be structurally arranged and managed depending on a number of ‘situational factors’: for instance, its core technology, and, completely in line with the above argument, its basic task (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1986 [1967]). In the latter, the notion of ‘primary task’ acquired an even more pivotal role, and we will briefly seek to show how for writers in this tradition, any statement of task-objective became basically synonymous with a full statement, or precise specification, of the task itself.

    In 1951, two members of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations published an article in Human Relations entitled ‘Some Social and Psychological Consequences of the Longwall Method of Coal-Getting’ (Trist & Bamforth, 1951). As a contribution to social science of the time, it was unusual in two respects: it provided a detailed, precise description of the technical characteristics and operation of the partially mechanized coal mining situations with which it was concerned, a level and type of specification which was considerably in advance of much that had gone before (or has since) in sociology and organization studies; and it stressed the interrelation between technology and social relations, for instance, in a way that challenged many of the then prevailing conceptualizations of the place of the ‘human factor’ at work. As one of the authors reported in later work, the article basically argued that ‘socio-psychological factors are in-built characteristics of work systems rather than additional—and possibly optional—features to do with “human” relations’ (Trist et al., 1963: xii). The focus, then, was on the organization as a ‘socio-technical system’—rather than on one side or another of a set of a priori distinctions, between ‘formal and informal’, instrumental rationality and affective sociality, or ‘production’ and the ‘human factor’, for instance—and while this designation did not feature in the original article, it came to explicitly frame a series of studies that followed in its wake.

    For the next two decades, members of the Tavistock Institute followed the lead offered by Trist and Bamforth’s paper to develop the notion of ‘socio-technical systems’ as the appropriate framework for analysing and intervening in organizational life, whether at the level of the enterprise conceived of as a ‘whole’, divisions and departments therein, or indeed the primary work group. The most significant empirical studies were those in coal mining (Trist et al., 1963) and in the textile industry in India (Rice, 1958).

    The most notable applications of the socio-technical systems concept or ‘tool’ were in the empirical examination of work groups, but it was also applied to analyses of the supervisor and management functions which coordinate the work of such groups, and of organizations as ‘wholes’ with particular reference to their ‘structure’ or ‘design’. A key concept in such analyses was the ‘heuristic’ of ‘primary task’. For the Tavistock writers, the identification of the primary task of an organization, or some part of it, has been the starting point for investigating, evaluating, and seeking to reform an organization’s structure or design, and hence improve its effectiveness, in light of its ‘purpose’, in Barnard’s terms, the various task-properties of the work it performs in relation to this purpose, and the context(s) in which it operates.

    The notion of a socio-technical system was initially conceived of as one

    that exists, and only can exist, by exchanging materials with its environment. It imports materials, converts them, and exports some of the results. Its outputs enable it to acquire more intakes, and the import-conversion-export process is the work the enterprise has to do to live. (Rice, 1958: 25)

Taking inspiration from the British psychoanalyst and one of the directors of the Tavistock Institute, Wilfred R. Bion, the socio-technical systems writers suggested that these activities are all connected to a fundamental basic task: a ‘primary task’. This primary task is not to be understood as a once and for all designation that the organization is ‘created’ to fulfil and from which it must not depart, since the primary task may change over time as a result of internal modifications, and/or external dynamics (Miller & Rice, 1967; Rice, 1963). Furthermore, there might be organizations which have more than one primary task, e.g. a university, a teaching hospital, or a prison service in which three primary tasks of ‘punishment, confinement, and rehabilitation’ are all equally important (Rice, 1963: 189), and where a balancing act between sometimes incompatible demands is evident. Nevertheless, it is around primary task(s) that the ‘technical’ and ‘social’ parts of the organizational system must be arranged, ideally in a way that minimizes the constraints of one part on the other. Accordingly, it is a key concern for managers as well as organizational analysts to inquire into the relationship between the organization’s primary task and its internal and external environments, the technical and social relations, and to ‘fit the organization to its task’. Exactly how a best possible fit can obtained cannot be determined once and for all. Tasks, environment, and technical and social systems develop over time, which is why an organization that is requisite at one point in time may, at a later point, begin to present a number of dysfunctions. However, the role of the executive leaders of an organization is to secure an appropriate balance. Ultimately, ‘the function of leadership must be located on the boundary between the enterprise and the external environment’ in order to manage the relationship between them in a way ‘that will allow […] followers to perform their primary task’ (Rice, 1963: 209–10).

    Despite the brevity of this presentation, we hope to have indicated that the use of ‘primary task’ in the socio-technical systems theory bears a clear family resemblance to Barnard’s emphasis on ‘purpose’ as a defining element of organization. Despite differences in metaphor and vocabulary, both approaches insist that ‘organization’ invariably must be seen in connection with an overall aim or objective—whether phrased as a ‘purpose’ or a ‘primary task’. To conceive of and theorize about ‘organization’ without this basic awareness, they both suggest, is to treat the topic in a tangential and sometimes even mystifying way. Yet despite the similarities of their conclusions, born of practical experience and definitional precision, their message was treated rather casually by their contemporaries—something that both Barnard and Rice and Miller regretted. In fact, we will argue, it is a message that is even less recognized today. Within organization studies, the term ‘organization’ is often underdescribed (e.g. by sociologically inclined scholars treating it as an ‘actor’ among other actors in ‘institutional fields’, ‘business systems’, or ‘networks’; or as a black box pervaded by or reacting to social forces) or treated as an end in itself (e.g. as Luhmann-inspired analyses have it, as an ‘autopoietic system’ or as is standard within ‘process ontological’ approaches to organizations: a ‘becoming entity’) rather than as a ‘dispensable means’ (Rice, 1963: 196). One could speculate whether the contemporary situation in the eyes of Barnard and Rice and Miller would look like one in which there is much theorizing, yet little practical understanding.

    In addition to the shared focus upon ‘purpose’ or ‘primary task’, there is another point in which the work of Barnard and the socio-technical systems school come together in a way that stands in contrast to much contemporary organizational analysis (and indeed sociology). This concerns the role of theory in the understanding of organization. In contrast to many scholars within organization studies today, ‘theory’ was for Barnard and the Tavistock writers not something to aim for in and of itself or to assist its practitioners in reaching a deeper ‘Truth’ behind the immediately present. Concepts were not something to be ‘applied’, but approximations, incomplete and simple, to a whole which must be encircled and grasped through empirical specification of its ‘total arrangement’ and its effects and imbalances. Completeness, in this sense, was a condition of accurate description but such completeness was not to be achieved by exhaustiveness per se, but by relevance to the determination of what was to be done—to the ‘purpose’ or ‘primary task’ at hand:

    It has repeatedly been made evident to me by inquiring students that this subject is the most difficult so far as the approach to concrete situations is concerned, although intellectually it is grasped easily. Probably the reason is that a sense of a situation as a whole can usually only be acquired by intimate and habitual association with it, and involves many elements which either have not been or are not practically susceptible quickly to verbal expression by those who understand them.[…] All of our thinking about organized efforts tends to be fallacious by reason of what A.N. Whitehead calls ‘misplaced concreteness’. Analysis and abstraction we must and do make in everyday conduct of our affairs; but when we mistake the elements for the concrete we destroy the usefulness of the analysis. (Barnard, 1968 [1938]: 239).

The basic conceptual apparatus, the theoretical doctrine and the subset of propositions, are not treated as is often standard in scientific disciplines, as the ultimate and pure grasping of a phenomenon. Rather, they should be understood as heuristic concepts that exactly because of their ‘empirical character’, i.e. their immediate recognizability by the participants of the field which they seek to describe, have the potential to instigate an investigation of or conversation about ‘the situation as a whole’:


    One point that needs to be made is that such effectiveness as Rice had as a change agent did not come from applying a general theoretical framework of organization to specific situations. His concept of the primary task and of the enterprise as an open system emerged in the course of working with clients to help clarify their problems. (Miller, 1976: 10)

        In the analysis of organization, the primary task often has to be inferred from the behavior of the various systems of activity, and from the criteria by which their performance is regulated. One may then be able to make such statements as: ‘This enterprise is behaving as if its primary task were…’; or: ‘This part of the enterprise is behaving as if the primary task of the whole were…’ (Miller & Rice, 1967: 27)10



THE PROTREPTICS OF ORGANIZATION: CASUISTRY AND ‘THE LAW OF THE SITUATION’

As we noted earlier, one of the main criticisms made of the classic stance in organizational theorizing concerns the presumed ‘universalistic’ nature of the principles of organization adumbrated by its exponents. However, rather than simply advocating or offering a systematic ‘theory’ of organization, or indeed, of organizing, the classic stance, we suggest, is fundamentally concerned with enunciating a ‘protreptic’, a practical concern with organization and management as a ‘vocation’ (Weber, 1989, 1994), ‘habitus’ (Mauss, 1979), or ‘way of life’ (Hadot, 2011). For Barnard, as for the Tavistock consultants, when it comes to organization there was a fundamental recognition that principles underdetermine conduct. Even if the conscience of the executive, or the worker, was furnished with perfect knowledge of the principles of proper organization, they still needed applying in situations that might qualify their authority—a point made most famously, and succinctly, perhaps, by another ‘classicist’, Mary Parker Follett (1982) in her paper ‘The Giving of Orders’. While Barnard, Parker Follett, and Wilfred Brown, for instance, are clearly preoccupied with matters of form and system, they are not at all interested in developing a conceptual edifice as an end in itself. Metaphysics and ontology are almost completely absent. Rather, it is possible to glean a mutual concern with ‘protreptics’ in their work (O’Connor, 2012)—in other words, they are not seeking simply to ‘inform’, but equally to persuade, transform, or produce a ‘formative effect’ for a specific audience—as well as a concern with ‘casuistry’, and the significance of ‘case-based reasoning’. We can begin to see this, if we briefly consider the way they approach the practical performance of the various ‘tasks’ constituting the work of an organization. For each, the standards (or ‘principles’) set for different aspects of a specific task are always in conflict with each other, to some greater or lesser extent, and hence confront those charged with performing them as something approximating to a ‘balancing operation’. Should they, for example, take a little longer to achieve some significant increase in quality? Should they reduce the weight of this component or that at the price of some reduction in safety? Should they increase the performance of this or that product at some marginal increase of expense? There is no ‘ideal’ or ‘principled’ solution to the dilemmas posed by this kind of situation. Rather, the classic stance expresses a casuistic insistence of on the necessity of a principle of situation-specific judgement. Principle and rules are indeed important, but as assessment is required, practical experience becomes the soul of wisdom (Brown, 1965). In short, in classic organizational theory, as in ethical theory, casuistry shadows the whole repertoire of practice, and it constitutes a necessary, indeed crucial, dimension of organizational reasoning and conduct; most significantly, when people are caught, as we indicated, between conflicting patterns of duty in relation to task performance. Parker Follett’s (1982) analysis of the exercise of authority and the giving of orders, Barnard’s (1968) acute distinctions between ‘economy’, ‘efficiency’, and ‘effectiveness’ and their relationship in the practice of the executive function, and Wilfred Brown’s (1965, 1974) exploration of the relation between ‘proscribed’ and ‘discretionary’ aspects of task performance, and the managerial judgement of that performance, make the centrality of the casuistic balancing operation abundantly clear. Indeed, seen from the perspective of the classic stance the now commonplace philosophical opposition between universalist deontology and consequentialism, and its ‘organizational’ manifestations in the seemingly mutually exclusive doctrines or principles of the right (honestas, or the ‘human factor’), and the useful (utilitas, or ‘the production side’), make little to no sense. We can see the ‘casuistical’ dissolution of such principled distinctions in the work of ‘the British Barnard’, the chief executive and organizational theorist Wilfred Brown (1965), when he considers the matter of what we have now come to term ‘performance management’.

    For Brown, all work, and thus all work roles, no matter how ostensibly routine or circumscribed, requires ‘decision making’ by those performing it. He defines work as ‘the totality of discretion which a member is expected to exercise, and the proscribed acts he must discharge, in carrying out the responsibilities of the role he occupies’ (1965: 308). By discretion, Brown refers to an act or course of action adopted by an organizational member in a specific role, where the policy set for that role leaves alternative courses of action from among which that member has to choose. By proscribed acts, Brown means an act or course of action performed by a member in undertaking their work role, where the policy set allows that member no choice. In framing employment work in this manner, Brown is keen to highlight that the main basis on which the assessment of the performance of such work is to be undertaken is how an organizational member uses experience, knowledge, and judgement in making decisions, rather than on the apparent results of their use of such experience, knowledge, and judgement. As he puts it:

    We too readily agree that chief executives should be assessed on the basis of the profit and loss account, that the factory manager should be solely assessed on the volume of output, or the civil servant on the speed with which they can introduce arrangements that put into practice a change in Government policy. But these achievements—profit, volume of output, speed—are the end results of processes that involve not only the quality of the decisions made…but also a host of other variables outside their control. It would be very convenient if these were objective parameters of the performance of people, but they are not. Many find this so distressing that they sometimes fail to face up to it and go on trying to assess the work done by subordinates or others on a quite unreal basis. The reason for their distress is that instead of the relatively easy task of looking, for example, at the output volume achieved by the factory manager and accepting the figures as an index of their performance they must, instead, take their whole experience of their performance over a period of time into account and use their own judgment in coming to a decision as to whether their performance is good, bad, or indifferent. Judging the performance of subordinates is, in a very real sense, hard work. (Brown, 1974: 110–11)

This ‘hard work’ is the balancing operation outlined above, and its basis is a form of casuistical reasoning where practical judgement is crucial. The quality of assessment depends on judgements concerning the significance of situational factors. In the case of the chief executive, for instance, the profit and loss account is itself affected by variables outside the control of any one member of the organization, such as the state of the market, the changing costs of raw materials, changes in government policy, the decisions of the board about such things as capital investment, and so on and so forth. The existence of these variables is obvious enough, so the question then is: exactly how useful or practical is it to undertake assessment of a chief executive’s performance in terms of financial results alone? Quantitative indices such as profit, output, volume of sales, and so on, are very important, but in using them as the basis of an assessment of performance, ‘it is essential to consider the other variables that have affected them, and to assess how far they are a function of a manager’s performance’ (Brown, 1974: 111).

    Moreover, as Brown (1974: 112) continues, ‘[I]‌f one introduces the time element, the fallacy is compounded’. To the extent that profits are affected by the decisions of the chief executive, the effects virtually never show up during the year in which such decisions were made, and for which the profit and loss account is constructed. The chief executive may take decisions in one year. The results may not appear until several years later. The larger the organization, the longer the time-span of the chief executive’s discretion is likely to be. If it is decided to develop a new product line, for example, it may be some years before sales in volume result. In the intervening years the profit and loss account will include all the costs of a plan that has yet to introduce any revenue. How can it then be said that the chief executive’s efforts can be assessed in terms of profits in those intervening years?

    Brown (1974: 112–13) argues that:

    [F]‌allacious perceptions like this about how to assess an individual’s work exist at all levels in employment hierarchies and are widespread in society. Factual results are very important, but they must be used intelligently. Their crude use as sole criteria of success not only results in injustice to individuals but can also bring about decisions that damage the future of companies.

However, he continues, if managers encourage their subordinates to discharge the tasks allotted to them by precisely cultivating and deploying their practical, situational judgement—in, for instance, deciding how best to distribute work among their own subordinates, how to devise new methods of obtaining results when normal methods have failed, how to keep things on schedule, how to deal with personnel difficulties, how to train people to do their jobs, how to match changes in the environment in which they work that no one foresaw, with initiatives that nobody ordered them to take—then the fallacy can be avoided:

    [If] we realize that we have to judge subordinates on the way they use their judgment, then we will realize that our judgments of their work are based on experience over time and on our use of intuition and judgment. There is no easy formula. (Brown, 1974: 114)

For Brown, an effective and equitable assessment of a subordinate’s performance must of necessity be mediated by a principle of specific judgement:

    It is only by considering a subordinate’s work in this way that a manager can help him. It is no help to him to say: ‘Your output has fallen, there must therefore be something wrong about your approach to running the factory and you must do better’. You can help him only by pointing to examples of errors or marginal errors of judgment, and to do that you must have a pretty extensive knowledge of the types of decisions that his work involves. (Brown, 1974: 114)

As with Weber (1994), with whom, alongside Barnard, he is often compared (see Kelly, 1968: chapter 10), Brown roots almost everything to ‘Fraglichkeit der situation’ (‘the uncertainty of the situation’; see also Power, Chapter 16, this volume). As Weber’s work can be seen to reside within both a classical tradition of political judgement and an ‘ethics of office’, so too can Brown’s work be located within a ‘classic’ tradition of organizational theory as a practical science, where practical action and situational (political) judgement are at a premium.

CONCLUSION

Many of the concepts and concerns animating practitioners of what we have described as the ‘classic stance’ in organizational theory are now seen as having little explanatory ‘traction’ in the present, possibly because a different terminology is deemed more supple, subtle, and possessing greater reach (the classic focus on ‘task’ has been superseded by the contemporary turn to ‘practice’—especially communities thereof—and ‘process’, for instance), or because some of its key artefacts seem so much part and parcel of the flotsam and jetsam of organizational life they no longer appear worthy of sustained discussion, even if the precision with which they are understood and used often leaves a lot to be desired (‘manager’, ‘role’, ‘performance’). While many of the ‘reality devices’ developed by practitioners of the classic stance are now deemed anachronistic, out of step with the demands of the present, it is interesting to note how they frequently appear, even if ‘in mufti’, in the present, not least in the context of contemporary corporate scandals and ‘crises’: Barnard’s concern with executive ‘personal responsibility’ and ‘purpose’ finding resonance in the context of the debacles at Enron and Lehman Brothers, or, most recently, in the HBOS scandal in the UK:

    The corporate governance of HBOS at board level serves as a model for the future, but not in the way in which Lord Stevenson and other former Board members appear to see it. It represents a model of self-delusion, of the triumph of process over purpose.11

Brown’s concern with the ‘judging of performance’ resonating with debates about the conducts associated with ‘shareholder value’, and its organizational effects, and with the tension, anxiety, and stress experienced by organizational members generated by contemporary performance management regimes; or Weber’s concern with ‘Office’ based forms of ethical agency, and their casuistical mediation, likewise appearing in a diluted form in official reports into the quality of political decision making on both sides of the Atlantic in the lead up to the invasion of Iraq. If the concepts and tools the classicists developed and deployed, and the concerns animating them, are often held to be out of kilter with the present, it also seems that the present can’t entirely do without them, even if this ‘dependence’ cannot be explicitly acknowledged, but has to take place ‘in the dark’, when no one is looking. This leads us to suggest that there might be something to be gained from making that unacknowledged ‘dependence’ on the classic heritage more explicit. Perhaps the assumption of the present having ‘moved beyond’ their concerns, and their toolkit, is somewhat overblown, or even misplaced. Perhaps contemporary matters of organizational concern are not so far removed from those animating the practitioners of the classic stance. And maybe their conceptual toolkit is not quite so anachronistic as we might assume. Maybe their highly formulated knowledge of ‘what makes up good organization’ (Brown, 1965: 32) has some possible traction for us, here and now. This is a matter for future research.

NOTES

    1. By this term we refer to the concepts and tools through which the reality of a particular organization is framed and formatted. Clearly these ‘organizational reality devices’ (one classic example of which, the heuristic of a ‘primary task’ as developed in the work of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations, we will refer to later in this chapter) will inevitably bear the imprint of the contexts in which they were elaborated, and the specific cluster of concerns to which they were addressed. However, this does not mean that they are anachronisms with no potential to address pressing matters of contemporary organizational concern. Just as, according to Dewey (1981), you can’t know a priori how property should be distributed after a social upheaval, so you can’t know in advance what you might need to draw upon or where you might need to find it to generate an appropriate solution to a pressing organizational problem. Ultimately, this is an empirical matter.

    2. Indeed, Hennis’s (2009) recent collection of essays is entitled Politics as a Practical Science.

    3. Many of the most powerful criticisms levelled at ‘classic’ organization theory, for example, have come precisely from those committed to certain forms of ‘social explanation’. The practical orientation of much classic organization theory—the tool-making job it undertakes to assist organizations in engaging in more effective action, no matter what direction this may be inflected—often appears less than savoury (‘amoral’, ‘instrumentalist’, ‘ideological’—think of various sociological critiques of scientific management, or indeed, its apparent antithesis, human relations) from the perspective of a stance committed to highlighting the social construction of organizational reality the better to claim that a given state of affairs could have been and indeed can be otherwise.

    4. Following Hunter (2006: 81) we suggest that the various intellectual developments referred to as the ‘moment of theory’ (which includes, most obviously, forms of ‘structuralism’ and ‘post-structuralism’) are unified neither by a common object, nor by a single or agreed upon theoretical language, but rather by a shared intellectual deportment or ‘stance’, albeit to differing degrees. This stance is sceptical towards empirical experience (in a more or less Kantian way), but also towards a priori formalisms, which it regards as foreclosing a ‘higher’ level (transcendental) experience—and hence seeks to cultivate openness to ‘breakthrough’ phenomena of various sorts.

    5. Similar criticisms were also directed at the work of members of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations (Child, 1969; Fox, 1971; Silverman, 1970). In his review of Miller and Rice’s (1967) Systems of Organization in Sociological Review, Duncan (1968) writes of the authors ‘isolation from academic sociology and the restrictive vision imposed by previous consultancy assignments’, and concludes that ‘[I]‌t is important to distinguish between sociological problems and the problems with which managers are preoccupied. Excessive involvement with the latter inhibits clarification of the former’.

    6. If one were to replace the word ‘identity’ with the word ‘organization’, the sorts of decentrings that such a stance undertakes on this as on so many other objects (robots, death, money, fish) becomes very evident.

    7. Today, this tendency has perhaps become even more pronounced judging from the way in which ‘network’, ‘institutions’, ‘practice’, and ‘process’ have become standard in tropes in organization studies, each offering rather abstract depictions and analyses of organization.

    8. The family resemblances between Barnard’s description of ‘purpose’ here, and Rice and Miller’s discussion of ‘primary task’, which we will turn to shortly, are quite striking.

    9. ‘[W]‌e have to clearly distinguish between organization purpose and individual motive. It is frequently assumed in reasoning about organizations that common purpose and individual motive are and should be identical. With the exception noted below, this is never the case; and under modern conditions it rarely even appears to be the case’ (Barnard, 1968: 89).

10. As we noted earlier (see note 8), Miller and Rice’s definition of ‘primary task’ here is very similar to Barnard’s description of ‘purpose’.

11. <http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-select/professional-standards-in-the-banking-industry/news/an-accident-waiting-to-happen-the-failure-of-hbos/> (accessed May 2014).
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