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Chapter 1

Introduction
Mats Alvesson and Hugh Willmott

This collection presents a series of critical reflections upon key themes,
topics and emergent issues in management studies. Written by specialists in
their respective fields, it provides an informed overview of contemporary
contributions to the study of management. Shared by its contributors is a
concern to interrogate and challenge received wisdom about management
theory and practice. This wisdom is deeply coloured by managerialist
assumptions – assumptions that take for granted the legitimacy and efficacy
of established patterns of thinking and action. Knowledge of management
then becomes knowledge for management in which alternative voices are
absent or marginalized. In contrast, critical perspectives on management
share the aim of developing a less managerially partisan position. Insights
drawn from traditions of critical social science are applied to rethink and
develop the theory and practice of management.

The predecessor to this volume – Critical Management Studies (1992) –
arose from a small conference held in 1989. This event brought together
scholars from Europe and North America to connect critical work that was
emerging on both sides of the Atlantic. Since then, the field has grown and
diversified, spawning various conferences (notably, the biennial Critical
Management Studies Conference) and workshops and the establishment of
journals (e.g. Organization, Electronic Journal of Radical Organization Theory,
Tamara) that are supportive of Critical Management Studies as well as spe-
cial issues (e.g. Academy of Management Review, Administrative Science Quarterly)
and regular contributors to longer established journals (e.g. Journal of Manage-
ment Studies, Human Relations, Management Learning). In North America, the
Critical Management Studies Workshop (CMSW) has met annually at the
Academy of Management Meetings and is now a special interest group of
the Academy. In recent years, Critical Management events have been held in
Japan, Brazil, Australia and elsewhere and there have been conferences,
journals and collections that provide vehicles for Critical Management in
different specialisms (e.g. accounting, marketing). 
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CRITICAL THEORY AND BEYOND

The tradition of Critical Theory, established in Frankfurt in the 1930s (see
Alvesson and Willmott, 1996: Ch. 3, for a brief history and discussion), was,
in the earlier volume, the chief, though by no means exclusive, inspiration
for its contributors. Influential thinkers in this school include Horkheimer,
Benjamin, Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm and, most recently, Jürgen Habermas.
The influence of the Frankfurt School tradition is apparent in the work of
writers such as Lasch (1978, 1984) and Sennett (1998). Critical Theory (CT)
proceeds from an assumption of the possibilities of more autonomous indi-
viduals, who, in the tradition of the Enlightenment, in principle can master
their own destiny in joint operation with peers – possibilities that are under-
stood to be narrowed, distorted and impeded by conventional managerial
wisdom. CT aspires to provide an intellectual counterforce to the ego admin-
istration of modern, advanced industrial society. CT apprehends how
employees in large bureaucracies, and consumers of mass goods, are affected
by corporations, schools, government and mass media; and how personali-
ties, beliefs, tastes and preferences are developed to fit into the demands of
mass production and mass consumption, thereby expressing standardized
forms of individuality. CT challenges the domination of this instrumental
rationality, which tends to reduce human beings to parts of a well-oiled
societal machine (Alvesson, 2003; Steffy and Grimes, 1992). 

Critical Theory provides a (not the) critical-constructive intellectual coun-
terpoint to mainstream management studies. In Parker’s (2002: 9) words, it
contributes to ‘a cultural shift in the image of management, from saviour to
problem’. The principal strength of Critical Theory resides in its breadth,
which offers an inspiration for critical reflection on a large number of central
issues in management studies: notions of rationality and progress, technoc-
racy and social engineering, autonomy and control, communicative action,
power and ideology as well as fundamental issues of epistemology. In com-
parison to orthodox Marxism, CT has been rather more alert to the cultural
development of advanced capitalistic society, including the growth of admin-
istration and technocracy (Alvesson and Willmott, 1996) and offers an incisive
perspective for the understanding of consumerism and ecological issues (see,
for example, the chapters by Morgan, and Jermier and Forbes in this volume).

During the 1990s, other streams of critical and disruptive thinking (e.g.
varieties of feminism) – many of them collected under the umbrella headings
of ‘postmodernism’ and ‘poststructuralism’ – have emerged and developed
within the field of management to complement and challenge analyses
guided by Critical Theory. Notably, the thinking of Michel Foucault has been
important in providing an alternative, critical voice – in both style and sub-
stance – to the vision of Critical Theory. His ideas have, for example, ques-
tioned the humanist concept of autonomy ascribed to subjects and
challenged the assumption that knowledge can be cleansed of power

Studying Management Critically2
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(Foucault, 1980). Given the diverse critical traditions of analysis that are now
being deployed to interrogate management theory and practice, then the
current challenge is perhaps to appreciate commonalities and continuities in
different strands of critical thinking rather than becoming preoccupied with
differences and detained by schisms. The unqualified dismissal of rival
approaches in favour of a single, ‘enlightened’ conception of Critical
Management Studies is, in our view, likely to be diverse and counterpro-
ductive in terms of any aspiration to scrutinised and change the theory and
practice of management. 

Critical Theory comprises an important, but by no means a single dom-
inant, strand of Critical Management Studies (CMS) that continues to be an
inclusive, pluralistic ‘movement’ wherein a diversity of critical approaches –
from non-orthodox forms of labour process analysis, through varieties of
Critical Theory to deconstructionism (Derrida) and approaches that have
broader affinities with many contemporary social movements (e.g. femi-
nism, environmentalism, postcolonialism, etc.) – is accommodated. This
diversity has grown during the past decade (see Fournier and Grey, 2000 for
a discussion of this). This volume does not try to cover all varieties of Critical
Management Studies, but incorporates some of its most influential currents.
So, rather that being religiously attached to Critical Theory, in the sense of
the Frankfurt tradition, a way forward could involve recognizing and even
celebrating, rather than minimizing, key and very probably irreconcilable
differences in the conception of what it means to ‘think critically’. These dif-
ferences are evident in the respective writings of Critical Theorists, such as
Habermas, and poststructuralists like Foucault. In principle, they provide a
rich and diverse source of inspiration that can enrich rather than confound
critical studies of management (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000). If this tack is
taken, then it is acknowledged that CT has limitations that should be con-
fronted, rather than be regarded as remediable or inescapable shortcomings.
More specifically, it is relevant to recognize the tenuousness of efforts to
establish secure foundations for CT’s truth claims – in the consciousness of
autonomous individuals or in the structure of language. Challenging the
normative ideals to which Critical Theory appeals, and that it seeks to provide
with rational foundations, Foucault has commented that

The thought that there could be a state of communication which would
be such that the games of truth could circulate freely, without obstacles,
without constraint and without coercive effects, seems to me to be
Utopia. (Foucault, 1988: 18)

Foucault, of course, has a point, but inspiration from Foucault as well as
Habermas may be a way of avoiding either Utopia or Dystopia – by main-
taining a potentially productive tension between scepticism and inspiration
for the development of alternative management practices. The difference

Introduction 3
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between Foucault and Habermas is substantial, but their ideas seem to
encourage productive debates (Kelly, 1994). There are arguably shared inter-
ests between Foucault and a large part of the Frankfurt School, in particular
Adorno (Bernstein, 1994). It is worth noting that Foucault himself late in life,
when he learned about German Critical Theory, expressed himself very posi-
tively about the Frankfurt School and emphasized his affinity: 

it is this form of philosophy that, from Hegel, through Nietzsche and
Max Weber to the Frankfurt School, has founded a form of reflection
in which I have tried to work. (Foucault, 1994: 148)

We refrain here from commenting more extensively upon the relationship,
critiques and debates between CT and other forms of critical analysis (see
Alvesson and Willmott, 1996). Instead, we underscore our belief that there is
less point in stressing theoretical rigour and orthodoxy than in welcoming
inspiration from a variety of theories and ideas that share ‘enough’ affinities
to advance and extend critical studies of management. 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THIS VOLUME

More than half of the present volume comprises commissioned chapters that
cover new topics and themes (see table below). The inclusion of more new
rather than revised chapters is signalled by a modification of the book’s title,
rather than its replacement or just labelling it the second edition. 

The collection has a number of potential readerships and uses. For
researchers committed to studying management critically, it provides an
overview of work from a variety of perspectives and across a range of topics,
subdisciplines and themes. For academics interested to learn more about the
field, the collection offers a comparatively accessible point of entry into a range
of areas so that specialists can readily appreciate what is distinctive about
studying management critically. For teachers, it provides a series of resources
that could be used to complement established courses by providing students
with a taste of non-mainstream approaches to particular topics. It could also be

Studying Management Critically4
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adopted selectively as a supplementary text for advanced studies of areas
covered by the collection. Or it could provide the basis for advanced under-
graduate or postgraduate courses and modules in Critical Management
Studies. For more reflective practitioners (including researchers and teachers in
their organizational work), the collection offers access to ideas and perspectives
that, by providing alternative, non-managerialist frameworks of interpretation,
can be valuable in broadening their repertoire of theoretically informed ways
of making sense of their experiences and moving in directions that are
informed by the concerns addressed by critical studies of management. 

A brief overview of each of the following chapters provides an outline
of the volume’s scope and focus. Stanley Deetz (Chapter 2) addresses how
modern corporations have a variety of stakeholders with competing interests
within and between each of them. Many have documented the way arbitrary
advantages are given to management and the questions this raises for a
democratic society. Deetz argues that a productive analysis of these issues
must consider the politics involved in the construction of the human subject
and his/her knowledge. He contends that the basic democratic issue is not
the representation of stakeholder interests, but the social production of
stakeholders and their interests. Human resources management is seen to
provide the most explicit treatment of the recruitment, development and
regulation of the human subject in the workplace. Drawing upon Foucault’s
analysis of power as discipline, this chapter offers insights into the everyday,
practical manner by which power is deployed and potential conflicts sup-
pressed through human resources management. 

John Forester (Chapter 3) probes a transcript from a staff meeting of
urban planners in a small municipality’s city hall to challenge/refute the
view that Critical Theory, and especially Habermas’s theory of communica-
tive action, has little relevance for the analysis of empirical cases and has less
to say about how we might explore the work of managers and administra-
tors. Forester shows how we might develop an empirically grounded, pheno-
menologically sensitive, and politically critical sociology by appropriating
and building upon Habermas’s action theory and his analysis of speech acts
in particular. Much more than claims about any ‘truth’ of the matter is at
stake in organizational and political interaction. Actors construct and contest
agendas and identities alike; they use humour and irony to do actual work;
and they not only continually negotiate relations of status and authority, but
they shape each other’s imaginations and commitments as well.

Joanne Martin’s contribution (Chapter 4) explores the affinities and
divergences between feminist theory and Critical Theory. Although they both
focus on social and economic inequalities and share an agenda of promoting
system change, these fields of inquiry have developed separately and sel-
dom draw on each other’s work. This chapter identifies areas of common
interest and assesses the validity of critiques of feminist theory – such as
claims that it focuses on privileged women and does not challenge existing

Introduction 5
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hierarchical arrangements. It is suggested that these critiques fail to recognize
and address much contemporary feminist scholarship, and it is argued that
synergies between Critical Theory and feminist theory could and should be
better appreciated and further explored.

David Levy, Mats Alvesson and Hugh Willmott (Chapter 5) present a
critique of strategic management, contending that it needs to be taken seri-
ously as the exercise of power in contested social networks of firms, govern-
mental agencies, and non-governmental actors such as labour and
environmental groups. Building on prior critiques of the strategy literature,
the chapter draws from Gramsci to offer a historical materialist perspective on
struggles for influence within social and economic networks. The Gramscian
perspective is seen to facilitate and enrich attempts to integrate strategy,
dynamics and agency within institutional theory and social movement theory.
If power lies in the strategic coordination of resources rather than mere posses-
sion of them, then a strategic conception of power offers the opportunity for
subordinate groups to develop coalitions capable of challenging dominant
groups and effecting change at the corporate, industry or issue level. 

Glenn Morgan’s chapter on marketing (Chapter 6) notes how the domi-
nant paradigm in marketing embraces various versions of positivism and,
ethically, has identified itself with ‘the needs of the consumer’. Marketing
aims to provide a scientific approach to uncovering what consumers as indi-
viduals ‘really, really want’. An effect of this, Morgan contends, is to corrode
other potential forms of collective identity, particularly around ideas of citizen-
ship. Critiques of marketing emanating from the Frankfurt School, post-
modernism and Foucault-inspired research are then reviewed before
commending an approach that conceives of marketing as a set of practices
and technologies with specific origins and effects which constitute the sub-
jectivity of the ‘consumer’ and the objectivity of the ‘market’ in distinctive
ways. Such an approach, Morgan contends, offers the possibility of devel-
oping an empirical and theoretically informed critique of marketing.

Michael Power, Richard Laughlin and David Cooper (Chapter 7) iden-
tify accounting as a pervasive force in modern society that is strongly con-
nected to pressures for globalization and economic rationalization as it affects
decision-making by governments, corporations and individuals. Accounting
claims to represent reality – to tell us ‘true costs’ and ‘the bottom line’ – and,
in so doing, it helps to constitute what is seen as legitimate performance. It
would seem that if control of complex modern societies is to be secured, then
ever more elaborate forms of economic calculation are required, of which
accounting is a dominant instance. In this chapter, some central elements of
Habermas’s work are reviewed in order to explore the role and function of
accounting. In particular, its role as a steering medium and its potential for
enabling or distorting communication is considered. Critical Theory, it is sug-
gested, can play a part in recovering the public dimension of accounting’s
legitimacy and to comprehend its possible effects on society.

Studying Management Critically6
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John Jermier and Linda Forbes (Chapter 8) note how negative
environmental trends are, in unprecedented ways, ‘spiking’ – simultaneously
and in combinations – adding credence to the hypothesis of a looming,
global environmental crisis. The crisis has many causes and few apparent
solutions but increasingly responsibility for solving environmental problems
is being placed in the domain of organizations and their managers. The
chapter  examines existing approaches to organizational greening and to
help generate more systematic, critical thinking in this emerging and crucial
area of management studies. Critical Theory is deployed to analyse the con-
ceptual adequacy and political content of existing approaches to greening.
Jermier and Forbes conclude that existing approaches to greening do not go
far enough in addressing concerns for nature. While they do not seem to
undermine other forms of green politics, they should not be seen as the van-
guard of the environmental movement or as a substitute for regulatory and
adversarial initiatives. 

Gibson Burrell and Karen Dale (Chapter 9) explore the relationship
between real material architectures and the creation of social, specifically
organizational, spaces. Through the work of Critical Theorists such as
Adorno and Benjamin, they go further than considering the power relations
embedded in architectural and spatial arrangements. Drawing in particular
on the concepts of ‘representational space’, as delineated by Lefebvre, along
with Benjamin’s writing on ‘phantasmagoria’, they consider how spatial
arrangements have been central to the construction of certain organizational
categories and of the life experiences of these groups. The focus is upon the
development of factory design for mass production, giving special consider-
ation to the influence of Albert Kahn, and on the growth of large-scale
bureaucracy, taking the buildings of the architectural practice of Skidmore,
Owings and Merrill (SOM) as an exemplar. They conclude by asking, if we
can recover the material and embodied conditions of organization, whether
it is possible to create emancipatory organizational spaces. 

Martin Parker (Chapter 10) notes how the rise of business ethics has
involved making a series of claims about expertise and legitimacy. Does this
mean that businesses were not ethical before business ethics? What expertise
do professional ethicists have that ordinary mortals do not? And, perhaps
most importantly, will business ethics actually make businesses ethical?
These questions are addressed in this chapter, but there is a further question:
What is ‘Critical Management Studies’ to make of business ethics? Business
ethics texts are interrogated in order to expose some of their conventional
assumptions, and absences. Business ethics is re-viewed through the lens of
Horkheimer’s Critical Theory and Adorno’s quasi-deconstructive ‘negative
dialectics’, as well as a more conventional form of economic determinist
Marxism. It is argued that these approaches are critical in some sense, and
Marxist in some sense, yet they position the subjects and objects of criticism
in very different ways. Finally, these understandings are returned to Critical
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Management itself to open up the possibility that the differences between
business ethics and Critical Management Studies are not so great as is often
assumed, or perhaps hoped.

RETHINKING MANAGEMENT DISCIPLINES

How are the disciplines of management and the activities of management
academics commonsensically understood? We suggest that this understanding
typically assumes a devotion to the (scientific) improvement of managerial
practice and the functioning of organizations. In this vision of management
practice and theory, questions directly and indirectly connected to efficiency
and effectiveness are made central; and knowledge of management is
assumed to be of greatest relevance to managers. Accordingly, in the main-
stream literature on management, exemplified in its door-stopping, jaw-
dropping textbooks, managers are routinely presented as carriers of
rationality and initiative (for example, in many versions of strategic manage-
ment and corporate culture). ‘Better management’ – by which is meant the
transfer of responsibility for ‘getting things done’ to an elite of technocrats –
is increasingly commended as the solution to diverse political and social, as
well as economic, problems. Other agents – employees, customers, citizens –
are then cast as objects or instruments of managerial action. Where technoc-
racy is in the ascendancy, knowledge based on science and placed in the hands
of an army of engineers, administrators, managers, psychologists and com-
puter specialists is viewed as the best or even the only possible way of effec-
tive problem-solving. Images and ideals of ‘professional management’ which
emphasize the skilled employment of neutral and objective techniques – from
accounting and personnel appraisal to conflict and knowledge management –
exemplify this technocratic understanding of knowledge and social affairs.
Against this, Critical Management insists on the political nature of what is
seemingly neutral or technological, and highlights the dangers of technocracy
for human autonomy and responsibility. 

In the conventional narrative of management, the assumption is that
managers perform valuable functions, and proceed in a (professional, impar-
tial) way that fulfils the common interests of workers, employers, customers
and citizens alike. Absent from this rosy picture is an appreciation of how
managerial action is embedded in wider, politico-economic institutional
arrangements that operate to steer and constrain as well as enable manager-
ial action. Contributors to this collection survey and advance a body of
knowledge that questions the wisdom of taking the neutrality or virtue of
management as self-evident and unproblematical. Critical thinking about
management reflects and advances the understanding that management is
too potent and potentially corrosive in its effects upon the lives of employ-
ees, consumers and citizens to be represented through, guided by, and
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shrouded in, a narrow, instrumental form of means–ends rationality. By
drawing upon critical traditions of social theory, it is possible to advance a
different, broader understanding of the work of administrators and man-
agers. For example, in his study of planners, Forester notes how

Critical Theory gives us a new way of understanding action, or what a
planner does, as attention-shaping (communicative action), rather
than more narrowly as a means to a particular end (instrumental
action). . . .we can understand structures of action, e.g. the organiza-
tional and political contexts of planning practice, as structures of
selective attention, and so systematically distorted communication.
(Forester, 1985: 203) 

In this way, the insights of critical thinking may then be taken into account
in counteracting communicative distortions in the private sector. Profit
motives and the more contradictory relations between participants in corpo-
rations may of course amplify and compound the difficulties that constrain
its application. Even so, Forester’s analysis of planning is informed by the
insights of Critical Theory (CT) – ‘pragmatics with vision’ (1985: 221; see also
his chapter in this volume) – and demonstrates how CT has much relevance
for everyday organizational action. 

Critical Management Studies draw and build upon numerous earlier
contributions that have addressed management as a historical and cultural
phenomenon that merits serious critical examination (e.g. Anthony, 1977;
1986; Bendix, 1956; Child, 1969; Jackall, 1988; Knights and Willmott, 1986;
MacIntyre, 1981; Reed, 1989; Watson, 1994). In general, these works have
derived their inspiration from Weber, from moral philosophy or from Marx’s
analysis of the labour process, and make limited reference to Critical Theory.
Yet, it was Horkheimer, a highly influential Director of the Frankfurt-based
Institute of Social Research, the institutional origin of the School, who iden-
tified white-collar employees, among which may be included many man-
agers and supervisors, as a social group that demanded urgent critical
examination (Horkheimer, 1989). In setting out his vision of Critical Theory,
Horkheimer contrasts it with a view of scientific study that assumes a seem-
ingly objective, instrumental relationship to its ‘objects’ (e.g. managers), and
that contrives to reserve the exercise of value judgements for conduct in
other spheres (e.g. politics). Rejecting this (bourgeois) division of science and
politics – which fuels a technocratization of management based upon the
understanding that ‘good practice’ can be objectively determined by using
scientific methods – Horkheimer contended that 

The scholarly specialist ‘as’ scientist regards social reality and its pro-
ducts as extrinsic to him [sic] and ‘as’ citizen exercises his interest in
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them through political articles, membership in political parties or social
science organizations, and participation in elections.. . .Critical think-
ing, on the contrary, is motivated today by the effort really to transcend
the tension and to abolish the opposition between the individual’s pur-
posefulness, spontaneity, and rationality, and those work-process rela-
tionships on which society is built. Critical thought has a concept of
man [sic] as in conflict with himself until this opposition is removed.
[Critical] theory never aims simply at an increase in knowledge as
such. Its goal is man’s [sic] emancipation from slavery. (1976: 220, 224)

Contributors to this volume vary in their affinity with Horkheimer’s
specific formulation of critical thinking and, more specifically, to the conception
and methodology of emancipatory action commended by Critical Theorists.
Those of a more sceptical disposition would doubtless question, for a variety
of reasons, whether ‘emancipation from slavery’ can ever be fully accom-
plished and/or whether CT provides the intellectual resources for its realiza-
tion. This scepticism is also part of the Frankfurt School tradition and was
strongly expressed in the later works of Horkheimer and, in particular,
Adorno (see Parker’s contribution to this book). Nonetheless, there would be
widespread agreement with Horkheimer’s broad concern to problematize the
idea (and associated practice) of (social) scientists as people who can remove
or disembed themselves from their life and responsibilities as human beings
and citizens. In critical thinking, (social) scientific practice is conceived to
have an ethico-politico dimension that is at the core, rather than the peri-
phery, of its operation and effects. Accordingly, the activity of the social
scientist is framed in terms of a practical rationality that, in contrast to techni-
cal rationality, does not study managers (for example) in a way which
separates politics/ethics from the production of knowledge. Instead of pro-
ceeding by examining and striving to perfect the means of organizing work
(for example) independently of an (unacknowledged) articulation and pursuit
of certain ends, attention is directed from the outset to the interrogation of
ends and their inextricable connectedness to means. In this process, there is
an appreciation of how the ‘objects’ of managerial and scientific interests are
formed within particular, historical and cultural contexts. These ‘objects’ are
not given but, rather, are shaped by relations of power and domination that,
in principle, can be transformed to develop very different ‘objects’. Instead of
confining change to reform within the status quo, Critical Management chal-
lenges the necessity of its current boundaries and anticipates the possibility
of future forms of management that transgress and redraw them. 

BROADENING THE AGENDA OF MANAGEMENT STUDIES 

Working within different specialist fields of management, the interest of the
contributors to this volume flows from a disillusionment with traditional forms

Studying Management Critically10

3099-CH-01.qxd  8/4/03 11:02 AM  Page 10



of management theory and practice in which, as Horkheimer notes, the
actions of scientists qua observers of social practices (e.g. managerial practice)
is distanced, or alienated, from their lives as participants in the social world.
Management is simply too important an activity and field of inquiry to be left
to the mainstream thinking of management departments, business schools
and, increasingly, corporate universities and sponsored courses. Saying this,
we are not denying that mainstream texts and practices can be ‘well inten-
tioned’ in their concern to eliminate inept and self-serving practices.
Sometimes these purposes may be partially fulfilled, yet their broad effect, and
often their intent, is probably the creation of (more) compliant, controllable
employees and customers. So much management theory and practice is tun-
nel-visioned and dangerous – practically as well as intellectually, ecologically
as well as culturally. As a counterweight to technical (or technocratic) images
and ideals of management – in which a narrow focus on the improvement of
means–ends relationships is predominant – there is a strong case for advanc-
ing sociological, historical, philosophical and critical studies of management.
It is in the light of these considerations that the force of Habermas’s concern to
recognize and renew the emancipatory impulse of science can be felt:

Science as a productive force can work in a salutary way when it is
suffused by science as an emancipatory force, to the same extent as
it becomes disastrous as soon as it seeks to subject the domain of
praxis, which is outside the sphere of technical disposition, to its
exclusive control.The demythification which does not break the mythic
spell but merely seeks to evade it will only bring forth new witch
doctors. (Habermas, 1974: 281)

Many contemporary advocates of critical thinking, including some contribu-
tors to this volume, would doubtless question the apparent ease with which
adherents of Critical Theory are able to see through ‘the mythic spell(s)’ pro-
duced within bourgeois culture. Nonetheless, they would broadly sympa-
thize with the spirit of Habermas’s intent to subject scientific practice – which
includes knowledge of management – to wider forms of accountability.
Generally speaking, diverse forms of Critical Management scholarship share
the view that technical knowledge (means) should be subordinated to, and
guided by, the domain of praxis – so that science is used critically and reflex-
ively as a resource for, rather than a master, of social development. 

The contributions to this volume share Habermas’s commitment to
break the mythic spell of conventional management theory and practice to
which people in organizations, managers included, are routinely subjected.
Instead of assuming the neutrality of management theory and the impartiality
of management practice, each contribution challenges the myth of objectivity
and argues for a very different, critical conception of management in which
research is self-consciously motivated by an effort to discredit, and ideally
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eliminate, forms of management and organization that have institutionalized
the opposition between the purposefulness of individuals and the seeming
givenness and narrow instrumentality of work-process relationships. The task
of critically examining management perspectives becomes more urgent in the
context of the increasing social, political and ecological implications of deci-
sions made by managers within modern corporations, as Deetz has argued: 

The modern corporation has emerged as the dominant means of insti-
tutionalizing working relations. In achieving dominance, the commer-
cial corporation has eclipsed the state, family, residential community,
and moral community. This shadowing has hidden or suppressed
important historical conflicts among competing institutional demands.
Corporate practices pervade modern life by providing personal identity,
structuring time and experience, influencing education and knowledge
production, and directing entertainment and news production. (1992: 2)

To the extent that management has a ‘productive’ role to play in organiza-
tional work – and it would be unwise (and certainly inconsistent with
Critical Theory) to assume or exaggerate its vital importance (Carter and
Jackson, 1987; Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978) – it is not restricted simply to facil-
itating the innovation, production and distribution of valuable social goods.
Companies and management are also implicated in ‘producing’ people-
workers, customers, as well as citizens in other capacities. That is to say, they
shape, are involved in, and promote, needs, wishes, beliefs and identities.
Advertisements and other forms of consumer marketing maintain and rein-
force gender stereotypes, problematize identities and make self-esteem
precarious. That they foster a materialistic and egoistic lifestyle is a compar-
atively obvious aspect of corporate activity (Alvesson, 1994; Lasch, 1978;
Pollay, 1986). Companies – and thus their leading actors – bear some respon-
sibility for unemployment as well as employment, for pollution and ecologi-
cal disasters, for psychic and social problems associated with the (often low)
quality of work and for the exploitation of workers. Companies and top
managers selectively promote or even block socially beneficial innovations
(Egri and Frost, 1989) as they labour tirelessly to advance their own careers
and increase their benefits packages, pensions and share options. As Deetz
(1992, and Chapter 2 in this volume) stresses, corporations and their execu-
tives can act, through lobbying and agenda-setting, as a powerful force
that undermines democratic accountability in modern Western society: the
technocracy of management subverts the democracy of citizens.

PRISING MANAGEMENT OPEN 

Closely associated with the notion of critical studies of management is the
ideal of representing other interests and perspectives than those immediately
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associated with a managerial position (the manager managing people and
activities). There are a number of groups that have a legitimate interest in
being represented in the illumination and development of management
functions, processes and discourses. Management is not the sole preserve of
(predominantly male) managers: subordinates, customers and citizens in
general have a legitimate interest in management. So is also the case with
groups marginalized in management practice and theory, such as females
and members of ethnic minorities. For example, the significance of gender
relations has been seriously neglected in management and organization
studies. Only quite recently have feminist voices been heard, but even then
they are often restricted to issues of access to existing professional/managerial
career tracks (Marshall, 1984). To an increasing extent, broader issues are
being addressed and deeper critiques of management theory and practice
are being addressed (see e.g. Alvesson and Billing, 1997; Calás and Smircich,
1996; Martin in this volume). Also ethnic groups outside White Anglo-Saxon
Protestants need to be considered in the context of dominant notions of
management and leadership ideals that frequently bear subtle imprints of a
particular cultural and/or postcolonial tradition (see A. Prasad, 2003; P. Prasad,
1997). A careful scrutiny of managerial discourse and practice in terms of
voices that not only speak loudly, but also quietly or cannot yet be heard is
an important task for Critical Management Studies. 

Turning to consider management as a technical function, we can point
to a number of activities that at the present time, and for the foreseeable
future, will be undertaken. These include the physical and intellectual
labour of production and distribution, including the planning and coordi-
nating of activities. Engagement in productive activity necessarily involves
the performance of a variety of tasks and processes that can be (narrowly)
conceived and examined as technical functions. Yet, their particular organi-
zation – which includes the issue of who is to occupy positions of authority
within the division of labour and who is to derive greatest advantage (sym-
bolic as well as material) from this social division – is inescapably a matter of
politics that cannot be determined neutrally by an impartial appeal to the
requirements of an impersonal, technical logic. Or, rather, when such
appeals are made, they are heard by Critical Management as involving more
or less conscious efforts to defend or advance sectional interests in the name
of an avowedly rational and universal interest.1

In the world of work, there are recurrent struggles over the question of
whose purposes, or interests, work (production) is to serve – owners, man-
agers, producers, consumers? Equally, there are struggles over how work is
organized – autocratically, bureaucratically, democratically? These struggles
may not take the form of collective actions and disputes that challenge the
status quo. But they exist nonetheless as owners endeavour to exert tighter
control over corporate management, and not least when employees, including
managers (except possibly at the very highest level), manoeuvre to circumvent
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hierarchical control; and as consumers (citizens) lobby to influence the
specification and manufacture of products that are safe and healthy. Studies
of management that take little or no account of such struggles are intellectu-
ally shallow and politically naïve as well as ethically problematic. To deal
with these issues, the technical functions of management require organiza-
tion and control in ways that do not systematically privilege the ends of
those who currently own, control and manage modern organizations. In
principle, the ideal of democracy could be extended from the political (par-
liamentary) to the economic sphere by facilitating much greater participa-
tion in decision-making, and making those who undertake the management
functions more widely accountable for their actions. As Deetz (1992) points
out, however, this must be addressed more deeply than in terms of empower-
ment and access to formal participation, as dominant discourses tend to con-
stitute forms of subjectivities that act in accordance with, rather than
challenge, dominant social codes and interests.

Critical analyses of management draw back from conceiving of those
occupying management positions as mere functionaries. Representing them in
this way serves to legitimize their position and facilitate their control, but it does
not produce credible social science. Managers are not sensibly represented as
ciphers who serve the predetermined needs of some higher entity (e.g. capital or
the state). Different groups of managers struggle over positions and privileges,
and conflict over their competing claims to possess superior knowledge and
skills (Armstrong, 1986; Chalmers, 2001). Nor are managers adequately con-
ceived as selfish agents who act exclusively in accordance with their own per-
sonal interests. ‘Self-interest’ is part of the picture, but most managers to some
extent act upon feelings of responsibility for the corporate whole and/or various
interest groups: consumers, shareholders, employees, the ecological environ-
ment and so on. At the very least, managers are routinely obliged to rationalize
and legitimize their actions by reference to wider considerations, obligations
that risk a discrediting of personal and corporate reputations if they are not at
least partially fulfilled – as the recent scandals of Enron and WorldCom (among
many others) have borne witness. Caught between contradictory demands and
pressures, managers encounter ethical problems; they run the risk of dismissal;
they are ‘victims’ as well as perpetrators of discourses and practices that (un-)
necessarily constrain ways of thinking and acting (Jackall, 1988). Managerial
ideologies – notably a belief in managers’ prerogative to manage – tie them to
ideals and identities that, paradoxically, limit their options as they simultane-
ously appear to secure for them a position of relative power and influence (see
Knights and Willmott, 1999; Nord and Jermier, 1992). Critical social science is of
direct relevance to managers in interpreting such experience, and it is therefore
not entirely surprising to find that managers, who are of course also citizens, are
not necessarily unreceptive, as individuals, to its concerns. 

At the same time, it is important to recognize that others, including
employees who are the subordinates of managers, are sometimes entranced
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with, and supporters of, an extension of managerialism. Employees may be
more critical of what they regard as the incompetence of their supervisors
than of the social division of labour out of which hierarchies and elites are
produced. Managers are not alone in endorsing managerial ideologies or
advocating the expansion and refinement of technocracy. Workers may
favour similar ideals – means as well as (assumed) outcomes. An important
role for critical social science is to relate what is perceived to be a manifesta-
tion of individual, technical incompetence to a system that institutionalizes
the non-accountability of managers to their subordinates. The central
problem of management resides in the social relations of production which
systematically foster and sustain very limited forms of relating and commu-
nicating between those who occupy positions within the horizontal and
vertical divisions of labour. Exercises designed and controlled by managers
to improve levels of ‘involvement’ and ‘participation’ among employees, for
example, are frequently limited in their effectiveness as employees are
excluded from, or assigned a managerially defined ‘bit part’ in, the design
and operation of these programmes – an exclusion that stems from the desire
of managers and owners to retain control as well as from the suspicion or
indifference of employees towards such programmes. 

A non-technocratic agenda for management studies requires that man-
agement theory and practice be examined in a critical light – that is, a light
that considers not only means–ends relationships, but also the ends and
institutionalized conditions of management discourse and action. Issues of
power and ideology are to be taken seriously – a move that pays attention to
various interest groups and perspectives that are under-represented or
silenced in mainstream writings and in corporate talk and decision-making.
For these groups, there exist issues and ideals other than the effective uti-
lization of resources in order to attain certain (economic) ends. Their con-
cerns extend, for example, to workplace democracy, quality of work, gender
equality (absence of gender domination), respect for ethnic diversity, environ-
mental protection, informed and independent consumption, and so on. In
sum, Critical Management has an agenda for research, teaching and organi-
zational practice that understands management as a political, cultural and
ideological phenomenon, and addresses managers not only as managers but
as people, and is attentive to other social groups (subordinates, customers,
clients, men and women, citizens in other capacities) whose lives are more
or less directly affected by the activities and ideologies of management. It is
important to recognize that managers are not only carriers of more or less
repressive rationalities and exploitive or patriarchial relations, but also as
subjects caught in complex, difficult situations, with responsibilities for eco-
nomic results, but also worker safety, customer satisfaction and so on.
Scholarship and research that takes the difficult work situation of many
managers seriously has a place within the broad church of Critical
Management Studies (Thomas and Linstead, 2002; Watson, 1994).
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A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR CRITICAL STUDIES
IN AND OF MANAGEMENT 

Initially guided by Critical Theory (CT) as a primary source of inspiration, yet
subsequently open to other thinking that complements and/or stands in a posi-
tion of ‘fruitful tension’ to CT, a number of foci for critical studies of manage-
ment can be identified: resisting technicistic and objectivistic views; drawing
attention to asymmetrical power relations and discursive closures associated
with taken-for-granted assumptions and ideologies; exploring the partiality of
shared and conflictual interests; and paying careful attention to the centrality of
language and communication. We briefly examine these below. 

Developing a non-objective view of management
techniques and organizational processes 

In opposition to traditional social science and management studies, critical
studies of management proceed from a ‘non-objectivist’ understanding of
ontology and epistemology (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000; Burrell and Morgan,
1979). Social reality then appears as much more arbitrary and precarious than
is indicated by commonsense management theory and management tech-
niques. The presumptions that knowledge products and techniques can
mirror reality, and thus turn it into an object for efficient action, are questioned.
Instead of suggesting that knowledge more or less exactly reflects corporate
economic reality, accounting, for example, is understood to be inescapably
implicated in creating that reality (see Power, Laughlin and Cooper, in this
volume). Instead of responding to people’s diverse needs and wants, market-
ing produces (people as) consumers as it divides them into market segments,
thus producing social stereotypical categories (such as gender and youth) (see
Morgan, in this volume). Instead of ‘leadership’ simply responding to a
psychological or functional ‘need’ to have an authority figure who provides
direction and defines key meanings, leadership may be seen as creating
‘leader-dependent’ subjects (Alvesson, 2003). Needless to say, management’s
role in the social construction of social and economic reality is not omnipotent,
and to some extent it must adapt techniques and actions to a pre-existing
socio-historical reality. But any claim, however qualified, that management is
essentially a matter of grasping and manipulating elements of objective real-
ity (such as structures or cultures) through efficiency-enhancing techniques is
viewed as a mystification that is practically as well as intellectually deficient. 

Exposing asymmetrical power relations

The practices and discourses that comprise organizations are never politi-
cally neutral. Sedimented within asymmetrical relations of power, they
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reproduce structures in which there is differential access to valued material
and symbolic goods. Top management is routinely privileged in decision-
making and agenda-setting, and in defining and shaping human needs and
social reality. This is strongly emphasized in the strategic management liter-
ature, most of it singling out top management as the only actors worth con-
sidering (see Levy, Alvesson and Willmott, in this volume). An objective of
studying management critically is to challenge the centrality and necessity
of the dominant role of elites in defining reality and impeding emancipatory
change. By questioning the rationality of elite structures, critical studies of
management seek to reduce the disadvantages of groups other than those of
the managerial elite in determining the practices and discourses that com-
prise organizational realities. As is clear from the writings of Foucault and
other poststructuralists, power neutralization is, at best, a very tricky project,
and at worst, a matter of self-deception. This is because, in common with all
kinds of knowledge, critical studies exert a disciplining effect upon subjec-
tivity (see Burrell and Dale, in this volume). In the development of method-
ologies for change, the issue of power must be taken seriously and handled
in a ‘constructive’ way, something that some critical studies of management
have done at least to a limited extent (e.g. Knights and Murray, 1994) . 

Counteracting discursive closure 

Related to the problems of objectivism and power is the commitment to
explore critically taken-for-granted assumptions and ideologies that freeze
the contemporary social order. What seems to be natural then becomes the
target of ‘de-naturalization’: that is, the questioning and opening up of what
has come to be seen as given, unproblematic and natural (see Martin, in this
volume). This can also be formulated as a counteracting of discursive
closure. Whereas earlier versions of Critical Theory tended to operate with
the notion of false consciousness, the implicit idea of a ‘true’ consciousness
is rejected: ‘ideology’ ‘is best seen as drawing attention to arbitrary repre-
sentational practices rather than a false or class consciousness’, as Deetz (in
this volume) notes. Expert cultures, such as those of management spe-
cialisms, are ‘socially structured silences’ that ‘exhaust the space of possible
discourse’ (Power, Laughlin and Cooper, in this volume). The role of Critical
Management is thus one of encouraging ‘noise’ to break these silences – to
trigger critical comments and inspire dialogue (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000). 

Revealing the partiality of shared interests 

Another vital focus for Critical Management Studies concerns the dynamic
partiality of consensus and shared interests. This understanding is posi-
tioned between traditional consensus (including weaker forms of pluralism
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theory) and more pronounced conflict assumptions (such as in Marxism and
other types of radical theory). In opposition to traditional Marxist under-
standings, critical studies of management do not assume the primacy of a
fundamental contradiction between capital and worker interests, nor is
(higher-level) management lumped together with capital (see Martin, in this
volume). Nonetheless, attention is drawn to contradictions in society and
organizations, and to latent social conflicts (see, for example, Levy, Alvesson
and Willmott, in this volume). These are related by recognizing the political
nature of techniques and seemingly objective descriptions. For example, the
colonization of the lifeworld (cultural meaning patterns) by the system’s for-
malized media (Power, Laughlin and Cooper, in this volume) is critically
examined; and in this way conflict is reviewed as a potentially constructive,
liberating force. 

Especially in Habermas’s (1984) idea of communicative rationality, it is
suggested that conflictual matters can quite often be brought into the open
and resolved through dialogue in which participants explore each other’s
validity claims and let the force of the better argument decide (see Forester,
in this volume). As many commentators have pointed out, this model for
handling social conflicts has clear limitations (e.g. Bubner, 1982; Deetz, 1992;
Thompson, 1982) and it must be appreciated that arriving at arguments and
opinions that all concerned agree to be the best possible ones (i.e. most truth-
ful, most normatively appropriate) is a rarely fulfilled ideal. Nevertheless,
the prospect in principle of this outcome, encouraged by the opening of an
arena for comparatively free debates created by societal modernization (e.g.
the discrediting of religious dogmas and authoritarian states), makes appro-
priate a focus on the partiality of shared interest as well as conflicts (see
Levy, Alvesson and Willmott, in this volume). 

Appreciating the centrality of language and
communicative action 

An interest in communication is to some extent inherent in all the areas men-
tioned above, but such an interest can also be a central focus of investigation.
Communication is central to all structures and actions – however instru-
mental or self-evident they may appear. Establishment of facts, appeals to
norms of legitimacy, inner dispositions expressed by a speaker and the fram-
ing of attention – all are involved in everyday statements and claims
(Forester, in this volume). Studies of management informed by Critical
Theory examine their organization to discern forces that distort processes of
communication. An interest not only in communicative action – which
involves speakers as well as listeners, as Forester emphasizes – but also in
language which carries historically established meanings and distinctions
that tend to create a certain version of the social world, resonates with the
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emancipatory concerns of Critical Theory. This latter perspective understands
language not as representational – able to refer to external objects through
containing a fixed meaning or at least making clarified meanings possible –
but as inherently ambiguous and constitutive. Language viewed in this way,
as Deetz (in this volume) stresses, is not about how people use language to
accomplish goals as much as how language constitutes the identity of
groups, their relations and their priorities. From this standpoint, and espe-
cially when informed by poststructuralism, studies of management strive to
open up representations in a way that has unsettling and potentially eman-
cipatory consequences. 

A MANAGERIAL TURN IN CRITICAL THEORY? 

Habermas’s efforts to ground critique in the presuppositions of language
rather than the structure of consciousness have been described as a ‘linguis-
tic turn’. Can the contributors to this volume be characterized as proponents
of a ‘managerial turn’? 

At the most fundamental, metatheoretical level, the answer must be in
the negative. The concern of critical students of management is not to change
the basis or direction of critical theorizing but, rather, to apply it to the mun-
dane but socially significant world of management. In this respect, they may
be seen to exemplify the broad intent of Critical Theory: to combine the
respective strengths of theoretical and empirical modes of investigation. The
empirical focus is upon the theory and practice of management, principally
in its contribution to the organization and development of modern (e.g.
advanced capitalist) societies and the lives of everyone engaged in their
future formation. The theoretical focus ensures that the taken-for-granted
world of management is examined critically, with the intent that the opposition
between science and politics – individuals as neutral observers/managers
and as engaged citizens – is debunked and overcome. 

So, rather than a ‘turn’, the concern of Critical Management is to recall
the commitment of critical thinking in a way that makes an appeal and poses
a challenge. This challenge is directed to critical thinkers, including Critical
Theorists who have largely disregarded the empirical realm of management,
as well as to management academics and practitioners who have marginal-
ized or disregarded traditions of critical thinking. From critical thinkers is
sought an understanding of their deep appreciation of the philosophical
foundations of critical thinking to enrich the study of the mundane, empiri-
cal world of management. The relevance of critical thinking – from
Habermas’s complex theory of communication to the insights into social
relations yielded by feminist and poststructural analyses – could no doubt be
better appreciated if those most familiar with its complex features were to
apply it to the study of management. From management academics and
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practitioners is sought a reconstruction of management theory and practice
that is informed by an engagement with critical theoretic traditions. The pre-
sent volume is intended as a further stimulus to this project.

NOTE 

1 Typically, managers are obliged to justify their existence by demonstrating their
added value. Yet the demonstration of their value in the language of universal bene-
fit barely conceals their sectional interests – as functional specialists or as an elite
within organizations – in developing or sustaining arrangements that, they anticipate,
will secure their (institutionalized) position of comparative privilege. A key skill in
the management game is to pursue sectional interests – of management as a whole
or (functional and product) divisions within management – while appearing to be
fully committed to the organization as a whole – for example, by mediating between,
or synergizing, the claims or contributions of diverse social groups (Pfeffer, 1981).
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Chapter 2

Disciplinary Power, Conflict
Suppression and Human
Resources Management
Stanley Deetz

Concepts from Critical Theory have been widely used to support studies of
social arrangements and practices in work organizations. Many studies have
identified systems and practices of unwarranted control and decisional
asymmetry and the costs of these for people, organizations and host socie-
ties. Other studies have fostered the development of wider and more open
participation in the productive codetermination of the future. Much of this
work has focused on power, ideology and symbolic/cultural practices (for
review see Alvesson and Deetz, 1996). As this volume, as well as others,
demonstrates, these studies range in focus from macro to micro and investi-
gate a variety of material and symbolic resources and practices. One central
concern has been an understanding of the relations among power, discursive
practices and conflict suppression as they relate to the production of indi-
vidual identity and corporate knowledge. Critical and postmodern scholars
have approached these relations in various ways. At other places I have com-
pared and contrasted these approaches (Deetz, 1992, 1996). Here I wish to
look more narrowly at the politics of person/personal structured around
Foucault’s conception of ‘disciplinary’ power in relation to the theory and
practice of human resource management 

Understanding the relations among power, discursive practices and
conflict suppression requires a relatively new conception of political
processes of everyday life (see Deetz, 1992). The political battles of the last
several years, in at least the Western world, can be seen as waged over the
content of the subjective world not just its expression and subsequent impact
on decisions. Such conflicts, however, often remain obscured and misrecog-
nized. As Baudrillard (1975) argued, the issues cannot be attributed to eco-
nomic distributions and speaking opportunities within the existing mode of
representing interests, but the fight must be against the monopoly of the
‘code’ itself. With such a view, scholars’ concerns have shifted to examining
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alternative codes. Such analyses have demonstrated that ‘free’ and autonomous
expressions often suppress alternative representations and thus hide the
monopoly of existing codes. 

Traditional critical analyses have shown that work organizations have
often been guilty of economic exploitation. Various reproduced ideologies
can make it difficult to see and discuss such exploitations. But decisional
asymmetry can also be seen as subtle, arbitrary, power-laden manners of
world, self and other constitution requiring no structure of exploitation nor
ideological cover. With such a conceptual shift, contemporary critical analy-
ses more often focus on systems that develop each subject’s active role in
producing and reproducing domination. Fostering more democratic com-
munication in these terms must look to the formation of knowledge, experi-
ence and identity, rather than merely their expression. The development of
the conceptual shift to a politics of meaning and identity construction, how-
ever, is often limited through linguistic and social forces, including the bor-
rowing of most conceptions of power, domination, freedom and democracy
from political theories concerned with the relation of the individual to the
modern state. This can be seen in ‘negotiated order’ theories, for example. In
most of these conceptions the free agent, knowledge and decision-making
are based on eighteenth-century conceptions of the individual and reason,
views which both help sustain managerial domination in corporations and
hamper the development of alternatives. 

Modern human resources management (HRM) is clearly in the culture
and meaning business, its focus is on the production of a specific type of
human being with specific self-conceptions and feelings. And, equally
importantly, much of the work promotes concepts of the person that make
the critical investigation of the person and his or her experience less likely
and seeming necessary. The very notions of free contract, social relations and
agency as well as personal identity as a manager, secretary, or worker that
are core to HRM can be seen as corporate productions and reproductions
needing investigation (Jacques, 1996). 

Laclau and Mouffe summarized the three assumptions regarding
people that are fundamental to contemporary social relations: ‘the view of
the subject as an agent both rational and transparent to itself; the supposed
unity and homogeneity of the ensemble of its positions; and the conception
of the subject as origin and basis of social relations’ (1985: 115). These are
clearly manifest in contemporary organizations. The first is necessary for the
illusion of freedom that allows the subject to be conceptualized as freely sub-
ordinating him/herself in the social contract of the corporation and having
choices based on self-interests there. The second sets out the hope of a well-
integrated work environment where the work relations fit without conflict
into other institutions and coexist with the democratic processes and the
basis for consensual decision-making and mutual understanding. And
finally, the individual is conceptualized as the fundamental site of meaning
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production choosing specific relations with others, hence the personal itself
is protected from the examination necessary if it were seen as an arbitrary
historical social production resulting from certain social arrangements. Each
of these conceptions is misleading and reproductive of forms of domination.
As an outcome of such assumptions, HRM relies on the rationality of the
work contract for justification of control over people but functions primarily
to manage the extra-rational requirements of the person to achieve the
efforts and commitments not specified in the work contract while at the
same time hiding these extra-rational activities from political analysis (see
Baldamus, 1961).

The most common conceptions of the human character and the com-
munication process are thus ‘imaginary’, that is, they are constructed as real
within particular social/historical systems of domination. And corporate
processes like those organized as HRM actively support and reproduce these
images. If we understand this imaginary nature, we can displace the
constructed-as-presumed-free subject as centre and origin of meaning and
better understand how the subject is produced. And if discourse itself is
understood as power-laden rather than neutral and transparent, we can
better reveal the sites of power deployment and concealment. This chapter
will provide a reconception of power in regard to cultural formations, an
analysis of possible hidden antagonisms in discourse and the manner of the
suppression of conflict among them, and a description of the role of organi-
zational analysis in the recovery of antagonism and member agency.

CORPORATIONS AS COMPLEX POLITICAL SITES

Concern with the representation of interests in corporations has provided
useful initial conceptions for examining the politics of corporate practices.
Critical Theory’s concern with interest representation is an essential step
towards a more basic conception possible from recent works. From a Critical
Theory perspective, organizational processes and products fulfil certain
human needs, hopes and wants. These together can be described as the inter-
ests or ‘stake’ that various parties (managers, workers, consumers, suppliers
and the wider society) have in the organization (Deetz, 1995). Beyond these
work-related distinctions, interest differences can often be demonstrated in
groups divided by gender, ethnic and racial considerations. 

The advantages given to management arise from neither rational nor
open consensual value foundations, nor are they simply acquired through
management’s own strategic attempts. They are produced historically and
actively reproduced through discursive practices in corporations them-
selves. Such discursive practices range from the choice of specific vocabu-
laries producing and distinguishing people and events in specific ways to
telling stories and giving instruction and orders. Even the conception, practices
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and legal standing of ‘ownership’, which is often used to justify specific systems
of control, is not ‘natural’ but an outcome of specific historical processes. 

The managerial advantages and prerogative can be seen as taking place
through historically produced, economic-based structures and systems of dis-
cursive monopoly – domination of the ‘code’ and speaking opportunities. In
modern corporations such an advantage is not so much conceptualized as a
right or as legitimate but is unproblematically reproduced in routines and
discourses. As such this privilege is treated as normal, natural and neutral.
The presumed neutrality makes understanding the political nature of organ-
izations more difficult. Order, efficiency and effectiveness as values aid the
reproduction of advantages already vested in an organizational form.
Concepts of organizational effectiveness tend to hide possible discussion of
whose goals should be sought and how much each goal should count.

Critical Theorists have argued that workers and the general society have
interests in work that are only partially and indirectly shared by management
and owners. These include the quality of the work experience and work envi-
ronment, mental health and safety, the skill and intellectual development of
the worker, the carryover of thinking patterns and modes of action to social
and political life, and the production of personal and social identity
(Alvesson, 1987). Organizational life could be an explicit site of political
struggle as different groups openly develop and try to realize their own inter-
ests but the conflicts there are often routinized, evoke standard mechanisms
for resolution, and reproduce presumed natural tensions (e.g., between work-
ers and management). The essential politics thus become invisible. 

The work site could be considered a polysemic environment where the
production of the individual or group interests could itself be seen as an end
product (or temporary resting place) in a basic conflictual process defining
personal and group identity and the development and articulation of inter-
ests. But such potential conflicts are often suppressed in normalization of
organizational knowledge, identity formation and decisional practices aided
by human resource professionals. The production of the conflicts that exist
and the lack of other equally plausible ones more signify a type of discursive
closure than ideology or false consciousness. The possible development of
alternative interests and the subsequent tension between them is often sup-
pressed in organizational practices and discourse through representational
marginalization, reduction of alternative interests to economic costs, social-
ization of members, and the shift of responsibility to the individual. The
human resources division of organizations plays a key role within these
moves.

Under such conditions what might be accepted as legitimate power dif-
ferences are best represented as a system of domination, since the empirical
manifestation is that of free consent but yet structures are reproduced which
work against competitive practices and fulfilment of the variety of interests.
The human interior is itself a construction where under different historical

Studying Management Critically26

3099-CH-02.qxd  8/4/03 11:02 AM  Page 26



processes and forms of discourse, wants and preferences would be different.
With such a view, what is taken as legitimate consensual processes are more
often evidence of domination and suppressed conflict than of free choice and
agreement. Compliance and consent are often a result of clear member under-
standing of the material conditions for their success but in systems contrived
against them. As Przeworski (1980) and DuGay (1997) argued, the desire to
live well and to engage in a consumption-based society provides pressure
towards active consenting participation in the corporate system. 

The concern expressed here is not just managerial domination, but the
corporate development of the obedient, normalized mind and body which
is held up against equally legitimate but unrealized alternatives. The critical
interest is in describing the ways by which both managers and workers
become obedient in their own structurally prescribed manner (Burrell, 1988:
227). While managers and sometimes owners gain in these structures, the
structures are not simply or directly owing to those gains. Rather it is a set
of practices and routines which constitute identities and experiences and in
doing so provide unproblematic asymmetries, privileged knowledge and
expertise located in some and not others, and in doing so instantiate inclu-
sions and exclusions in decisional processes (Knights and Willmott, 1985). 

Critical research is to reclaim conflicting experiences through describ-
ing the practices and routines by which alternatives are disregarded or ren-
dered invisible. The understanding of the processes by which value conflicts
become suppressed and certain forms of reasoning and interests become
privileged requires an investigation into the politics of meaning, language
and personal identity. 

THE DISCURSIVE POLITICS OF IDENTITY

The politics of identity and identity representation is the deepest and most
suppressed struggle in the workplace and, hence, the ‘site’ where domina-
tion and responsive agency are most difficult to unravel. Conceptions that
place experience within individuals, present language as a neutral trans-
parent representation, and treat communication as if it were simply a trans-
mission process make it difficult to carefully describe these processes. The
position here differs greatly from this. As recent social theory has shown,
conceptualizing the individual as the original site of meaning and decisional
choices is misleading. Rather, each individual exists with produced identi-
ties placed in an already meaningful world. The psychological subject with
experiences and the presumed objective world to be described arise out of a
set of discursive and non-discursive practices which constitute the subject
and produce a world of distinguished objects (Knights and Willmott, 1989).
Central to understanding the workplace is an understanding of these prac-
tices. Prior to any analysis focusing on managers, workers or women and
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their various interests and reasoning processes is a concern with how these
classifications and identities come to exist at all and how actors themselves
are enticed to embrace them and use them as personal resources (see
Holmer-Nadesan, 1996, 1997). This leads further to questions regarding how
they are reproduced as meaningful, how they are utilized in producing cer-
tain types of conflicts and their resolutions, and how they preclude other
interests and conflicts within and among the various groupings. 

With identities come interests and relations with other identities, but
the first identities are not fixed but are themselves arbitrary social produc-
tions. Social groupings and their interests, types of rationality, and the con-
cept of profit are social productions. Each is produced as distinguished from
something else. The questions posed for Critical Theory are thus not how do
these things exist, have power, or explain organizational behaviour, but
rather how do they come to exist, coexist and interrelate in the production
and reproduction of corporate organizations and work in the process of
potential inner and outer colonization? 

Several questions arise that are of concern. Which personal/relational
identities are produced in the modern corporation? How are these identities
specified with particular forms of interests and types of knowledge? How
are these identities discursively and non-discursively inscribed, interrelated
and reproduced? How do such identities become naturalized and reified so
as to be taken for granted and suppress the conflict with potential competing
identities? How do activities within HRM contribute to these processes? 

POWER, IDENTITY AND CONTROL

The task of the critical scholar rests in developing a vocabulary so that we,
and the wider society, may better understand these processes, discuss them
critically, and learn new ways of thinking and acting together (Alvesson and
Deetz, 2000; Deetz, 1992). The questions posed here already initiate a new
vocabulary, and require relative new ways of thinking and talking about
organizations for their answer. Most centrally, as scholars following Foucault
have argued, concepts of power and control need to be reconsidered if we
are to open new and more democratic discussions in organizations. 

In Western societies few topics have commanded as much critical atten-
tion as the twin issues of freedom and the exercise of power. Foucault (1980b),
perhaps better than anyone else, has demonstrated that it is frequently because
of these discussions rather than an inattention to power that we have failed to
understand its presence and manners of deployment. So too in corporate orga-
nizations the attention to inter-group conflict, coalitions, regulations and rights
have often led us further from understanding power and control. Most con-
ceptions and analyses of power in organizations have been derived from politi-
cal scientists. Each of these conceptions was primarily designed to discuss
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power in relation to the influence different people or groups have in political
processes or the rights of individuals in opposition to possible state domina-
tion. This I believe to be true in the Critical Theory tradition. Discussions of
leadership, coalition formation, special interests, and authority in corporations
are often only distinguished from similar ‘public’ process by scale and the spe-
cial applicable rights. Similarly, discussions of loyalty and collective priorities
closely parallel conceptions developed for the relation to the state. 

Foucault has shown how each of these conceptions is tied to sovereign
rights as expanded in a ‘juridico’ discourse. Since power is conceived as
restrictive of individual freedom, the question ‘by what right or necessity is
the rule made?’ serves as a fundamental issue for the exercise of power. This
was the case, for example, in Weber’s conception of ‘Herrschaft’ (by what
authority or rule) and ‘Dominium’ (the state of achieving supremacy). The
legitimacy of governance of this sort required specific conceptions of human
beings such as those suggested by Laclau and Mouffe (1985). But governance
may be achieved by other means also.

Following Foucault (1980b), disciplinary power rather than sovereign
power is of utmost significance. The state or central administration still has
much power but it is limited if only because power in its ‘sovereign’ form is
experienced today as restriction and oppression. In corporations a kind of
sovereign power exists and can be described as parallel in character to that
of the state. But attention to this can be misleading and often conceals more
pervasive and subtle procedures of power and the sites of its deployment. As
seen in relation to HRM, in modern corporations control and influence are
dispersed into norms and standard practices as products of moral, medical,
sexual and psychological regulation – Foucault’s disciplinary power.
Foucault’s conception of disciplinary power allows a description of the
enabling as well as constraining constitutive capacity identified as power.

Disciplinary power resides in every perception, every judgement, every
act. In its positive sense it enables and makes possible, and negatively it
excludes and marginalizes. Rather than analysing power in the organization as
if it were a sovereign state, the conception of power has to be reformed to
account for this more massive and invisible structure of control. Administration
has to be seen in regard to order and discipline if its power is to be understood.

Disciplinary power for Foucault is omnipresent as it is manifest and
produced in each moment. Power is thus not dispersed in modern society to
citizens who argue and vote, but spreads out through lines of conformity,
commonsense observations, and determinations of propriety. Disciplinary
power is evidenced in the production of a normalized body and response
which is produced, reproduced and supported by arrangements of the mate-
rial world which result in coordination and consent, not only regarding how
the world is but how it should be. The focus on order with accompanying
surveillance and education shifts control away from the explicit exercise of
power through force and coercion and places it in the routine practices of
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everyday life. What is of interest then is not so much the powerlessness of
the state, which presumably represents the will of the people, but the organ-
ization of these innumerable sites of power through other institutions and
the complicity of the state in these hidden power relations.

Disciplinary power has been present in corporations from their outset.
Perhaps the clearest case is the development of the assembly line. The assembly
line transformed an explicit authority relation between the worker and super-
visor into a partially hidden one. Rather than the supervisor having to tell the
worker how hard or fast to work and dealing with the question, ‘by what right?’,
the movement in the line already accomplished it. In doing so the functional
relation changed. This can be seen in Edwards’ (1979) conception of the assem-
bly line in terms of ‘technical control’. The assembly line extended and enabled
a particular worker capacity; instead of being restrictive of the worker, it facili-
tated an accomplishment. The assembly line, like the new organization, was a
new tool extending collective bodies’ capacity to produce. But it was also a new
kind of tool. Rather than being subjugated to the body’s rule, it subjugated the
body into an extension of itself – a docile, useful body. Like any technology, it
‘subjects’ the individual in a particular way. While there was still no doubt that
authority and explicit power kept the worker at the line and that it was the com-
pany’s decision to implement work in this way, the relation to the supervisory
could also change. Through training the worker could keep up with the line
with less effort, thus the supervisor could be on the side of the worker in the
worker’s complicity with the systems that controlled him or her. The manage-
ment interest in suppressing and routinizing conflict could be realized often
with the full involvement of the worker. While new forms of resistance are made
possible, they are also made less likely by the complicity and new form of sur-
veillance. Piece-rate payments on up through the various worker participation
programmes merely extend this basic model (Burawoy, 1979). Systems such as
these do not lend themselves well to ideological criticism. They are not filled
with false needs or hidden values. Rather it is the truth and naturalness of the
domination, the free acceptance, that make it so powerful.

DISCIPLINE AND IDENTITY

The interest here is in how discipline occurs in the discursive practices of
specific work environments. The focus is on how the individual comes to
have a determinate identity at work with particular experiences. Discursive
practices include: 

1 The organizational vocabulary which involves the linguistic constitution
of identities through systems of distinctions. 

2 The presence of specific subject positions in organizational talk that the
individual takes on as his or her own.
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3 Subject positions embedded in institutional structures and practices that
further provide the point of view from which the individual has experiences. 

Language as a system of distinction

The most common misleading conception of language is that it represents an
absent, to-be-recalled, object. Rather language is primarily constitutive rather
than representational. The character of the object and expression arise
together. As a system, language holds forth the historically developed dimen-
sions of interests – the attributes of concern or the lines along which things of
the world will be distinguished. Language holds the possible ways we will
engage in the world and produce objects with particular characteristics. Thus
when we consider language from a political point of view within organiza-
tions, the interest is not primarily in how different groups use language to
accomplish goals, the rationality in language usage, nor how the profit motive
influences language use. The concern is with the dimensions utilized to pro-
duce classifications and thus produce groups and their relations. And further,
we must understand how representational conceptions of language them-
selves aid in making classification and identity production appear neutral and
based in natural divisions rather than choices with distinct political effect.

Every linguistic system, because it is a system of distinction, puts into
place certain kinds of social relations and values – that is, certain things that
are worthy of being distinguished from other things – and puts into play the
attributes that will be utilized to make that distinction. For example, when-
ever we distinguish between men and women, in using a description that
notes gender, we claim that distinction along the line of gender is important
and valuable to this society and that particular attributes can be used to
make that distinction (Hollway, 1984). Both the choice of distinction based
on gender and the choice of attributes are arbitrary. They are chosen in choosing
the signifying system. The words ‘man’ or ‘woman’ does not simply repre-
sent something real out there. It puts into play a way of paying attention to
the ‘out there’. The employment is not neutral. The distinction performs a
production of identity for the subject as a woman or man and of the persons
as objects with certain rights and characteristics. As the chain of signifiers
webs out, the female can be upheld as a mother in a kinship system, a wife in
a marital relation, and so forth. In each case, each individual so constituted is
both advantaged and disadvantaged in the way institutional arrangements
specify opportunities and constraints. But the distinction remains arbitrary.
The signifiers are arbitrary in the sense that at the next moment, distinction
on the basis of gender can be overlooked, irrelevant, or difficult and in the
sense that the system of relations among signifiers could be different.

To many it appears self-evident that men and women are different and
that therefore the distinction is important. But such ‘self-evidence’ guides
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attention away from the political consequences of making the distinction and
the choice of sites where it is deployed. Each distinction enters into the play of
power in the organization in important and conflicting ways. On the one hand
many would wish that the gender distinction would become irrelevant in the
place of work so that the identity of people constituted as women, as well as
pay and routine treatment practices, would be based on other dimensions of
distinction and other constituted identities. Yet rendering gender invisible
would exclude the possibility of women organizing and working towards dis-
tinct group interests which arise in a gendered society. Thus the distinction
socially separates women, marginalizes female experience and provides a uni-
tary identity that denies personal complexity and internal identity conflict. Yet
it also provides a ground for resistance and retains a place for conflict of a
different sort. The same type of analysis can be applied to each identity produced
in the corporation. The double effect of representational practices is a key issue
in any emancipatory project in corporations. First we must understand the
systemic nature of distinction and then move to develop the complexities of
alternative practices within the discursive system.

Gender distinction is only one of many critical distinctions in the work-
place, for example, worker/manager, facts/opinions, private/public infor-
mation, rational/irrational, and expert/non-expert. Understanding the
importance of the gender issue reminds us of the multitude of classificatory
activities having political implications and protected by their seeming self-
evidence and other-worldliness. Further, each of these becomes interwoven
in a complex of signifiers, for example, gender becomes tied to forms of
understanding and knowledge, private and public becomes critical to
various forms of expertise and proprietary information. Moreover, occupa-
tional classification is only one of many signifying practices that has signifi-
cance for gender politics, such as stories, jokes and dress codes – each
implements distinctions and a chain of signifiers. Far less has been done
about these things than about gender and occupational classification. If
people could work back through the systems of distinctions they implement,
they would often find a gap between what they reflectively think and feel
and what they unwittingly express. The point is not to determine what they
‘really’ or freely think. But recalling the arbitrariness of such constructions is
a step in understanding the plurality of equally plausible subject articula-
tions momentarily out of the reach of proclaimed ‘naturalness and self-
evidence’. It is this self-evidence and presumed transparency of language
that must be given up to understand power and the politics of experience. 

The production of subject identity 

The individual being born into an ongoing system, acculturated into it, and
finally selected into a work organization, largely takes on socially available
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identities. While freedom and agency may be possible, the individual’s
capacity to be articulate about the interlaced systems and their alternatives
is usually fairly limited (Giddens, 1991). More often active consent to try to
fit in to acquire choices within systems exceeds the capacity to choose sys-
tems (Willis, 1977). The social attempt actively to suppress conflict reduces
the moments when choice might be perceived. With the passive acceptance
of existing systems and one’s own identity in it come unobtrusive social and
organizational control and active compliance.

Direct forms of domination or control are unnecessary to the extent
that the individual takes the imaginary construction of self as if it were real.
The individual feels relatively free and in control. But, as Weedon suggested, 

The crucial point . . . is that in taking on a subject position, the individual
assumes that she is the author of the ideology or discourse which she
is speaking. She speaks or thinks as if she were in control of mean-
ing. She ‘imagines’ that she is the type of subject which humanism pro-
poses – rational, unified, the source rather than the effect of language. It
is the imaginary quality of the individual’s identification with a subject
position which gives it so much psychological and emotional force.
(Weedon, 1987: 31)

The consideration of alternative meanings and alternative subjectivities poses
a threat to the individual’s claimed identity, thus an individual may reject the
possibility of freedom that still resides. The individual may protect the con-
structions as natural and one’s own even though they are not, and reject alter-
natives as mere constructions and potentially unnatural and ironically
politically motivated (see Deetz, 1998; Knights and Willmott, 1985, 1989). The
first political act is forgotten as attention is paid to the second. As such, the indi-
vidual is not simply identifying with those in power; that power is the subject. 

The subject as mediated through language is always produced. There is
no place out of the formation to claim an independent subject. The individual
experiences a particular world, one that is the product of socially inscribed
values and distinctions like the subject itself. Only on the basis of this does
the individual claim personal beliefs or values or come to share them with
others. The possible subjectivities are a particular way of being in the world,
a social sharing prior to any individual taking it on as his/her own. Systems
of thought and expression contain embedded values that constitute a partic-
ular experience through the making of distinction and relations through per-
ception. The very ordinariness of common sense hides implicit valuational
structure of perceptual experience. Each discourse and attended technology
constitutes ways of knowing the world, privileges certain notions of what is
real, and posits personal identities. Specific discourses posit specific subjects,
have an epistemology, and structure value choices. Further these are embed-
ded in material institutions beyond linguistic discourse.
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Institutions as discursive practices

Everyday life is filled with institutional artefacts, routines and standard
practices. Each implements values and establishes a subject point of view.
Institutional practices are concretized (sometimes literally) in the construc-
tion of buildings, the laying of sidewalks, the writing of legal codes, the
placement of postings and signs, the development and implementation of
technologies, and the development of stories, jokes and vocabularies.
Cultural researchers have long noted the presence of such features.
Unfortunately, they are often treated as expressive of the individual or culture
and in so doing their constitution of the subject and world is lost. Institu-
tional forms are textual, they are human creations which, like language,
position a subject and direct the construction of particular experiences with
particular conflicts and opportunities for alternative perceptions.

The relation among institutional arrangements produces a complex
subject, a subject who is at once dispersed among many and competing insti-
tutions and unified as an integrated identity across inter-relatable institu-
tions. The desire for or expectation of autonomy in certain institutions can
create dependency in others. For example, to the extent that freedom and the
pursuit of happiness are institutionally inscribed as a leisure activity outside
of work, dependency and control become acceptable and even necessary
characteristics of the place of work towards a greater promise of leisure. The
worker may demand greater work, presumably for his or her own interest.
Not only across institutions but the modern workplace itself evidences such
dispersion and provides a set of practices that unify, thus suppress, the
potential conflicts. The very complexity frequently hides the one-sidedness
of the matrix and stops exploration of possible identities that would be con-
stituted in different institutional arrangements. The task of working out
these relationships at any particular corporate site or for the more general
corporate experience is great. The subject is subject to a range of institutional
and discursive practices, some of which conflict. There is never one linguis-
tic expression in one institutional arrangement but many. 

HUMAN RESOURCES AND CONTROL OF
IDENTITY PRODUCTION

If the subject and the subject’s world are an arbitrary production remarkably
integrated and appearing necessary and unproblematic, we must account
for its accomplishment, the complexity of the formation, and the political
gains and losses in particular formations. Clearly this production is not in
any simple sense intentional or singular in origin. The subject and subject’s
world result from a complex array of intentional activities, institutional prac-
tices retained from a past, accidents and unintended consequences. Invading
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and unravelling the tangle can be accomplished from many angles.
Understanding the function of HRM elucidates key portions of this in
contemporary organizations. 

To a large extent the conceptional development of HRM parallels what
Foucault describes as the move from sovereign to disciplinary power. Two
portions of this are significant. HRM was to provide a knowledge-based
system of managing to replace an authority-based one. And, HRM was to
provide orderly scientific knowledge to replace common sense. Thus power
passes from based in position to knowledge, and the knowledge to be pre-
ferred comes from professionals. HRM thus became a system standing
alongside managers and other employees disciplining both. And the content
of HRM knowledge increasingly focused on the management of the employ-
ees’ insides – their values, commitment and motivation – and less on the
supervision of their behaviour (Kochan et al., 1986).

Of course this characterization highlights an overall thrust at the
expense of the complexity of HRM. HRM did not arrive on the scene full
blown and intact. Its origins were multiple, often reactive and ad hoc
(Guest, 1987; Niven, 1967). Often its issues are defined so broadly as to
encompass all of organizational behaviour and much of management itself
(see Lewin et al., 1997). And clearly, HRM differs as it is developed in differ-
ent industries and cultural settings (see Begin, 1997). But as Townley (1993)
argued, what makes all of these diverse understandings of the same thing,
rather than about different things, is its ‘functionalist’ orientation: 

In HRM, connotations of goal-directed activity, inputs and outputs,
stability, adaptability, and systems maintenance predominate. From this
perspective HRM is the black box of production, where organizational
inputs – employees – are selected, appraised, trained, developed and
remunerated to deliver the required output of labor (Townley, 1993: 518) 

Even where issues of the quality of the life of workers are clearly added to
this, the conception of the functional maintenance of systems is expanded
but rarely changed (Begin, 1997; Legge, 1998). Clearly, the focus on resource
management is based on ‘creativity in acquiring, using and creating
resources’ (Constantin and Lusch, 1994). To list people as a ‘resource’ is a
particular world understanding that creates positive husbandry of employ-
ees and configures their worth functionally. Whether HRM is conducted in
US companies or elsewhere, it functions to advance a kind of ‘American’
dream of personal growth, increased opportunities and entrepreneurial indi-
vidualism (Guest, 1990: 390).

Thus, the type of systems functionalism advanced by HRM is not a
dehumanizing mechanical one achieved through explicit control, but a specific
form of humanizing largely dependent on managed will and unobtrusive
controls – i.e., discipline. Through HRM, the willing assent of employees is
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engineered through the production of the normalcy of specific beliefs and
practices. Rather than visible control by elites, HRM professionals become
‘organic intellectuals’ (in Gramsci’s [1971] sense), producing a variety of cul-
tural forms that express and shape values, actions and meanings, and repro-
duce hidden forms of domination. Some of the outcomes are intentional and
many others are important consequences without self-conscious intent.

The site of HRM’s discipline is the myriad everyday institutional activ-
ities and experiences that culminated in ‘common sense’, thus hiding the
choices made, and ‘mystified’ the interests of dominant groups. Dominant
group definitions of reality, norms and standards appear as normal rather
than political and contestable. HRM professionals are ‘symbolic elites’ (in
Bourdieu’s [1977] sense) defining the preferred representational systems in
the organization. When Foucault discusses discipline he develops psychia-
trists, doctors and wardens as controllers of discourse. Their definitions of
deviance and normalcy can be seen as expressions of power that often arbi-
trarily support certain ways of life as normal and others as pathological. The
preferenced knowledge of HRM functions in this same way.

In the modern organization, disciplinary power exists largely in the
new ‘social technologies of control’. HRM experts and specialists operate to
create ‘normalized’ knowledge, operating procedures, and methods of
inquiry, and to suppress competitive practices. Like Gramsci’s (1971) organic
intellectuals, in the strongest cases the outcome of their activities is a hege-
monic social cohesion lacking the conflicts and differences that characterize
an open world context. But unlike Gramsci’s conception, in contemporary
organizations the effect is neither simply coherent nor primarily accom-
plished through values and ideological consent. Foucault (1980a) usefully
reconceptualizes hegemony as a free-floating set of conflicts and incompati-
bilities but which yet maintain asymmetrical relations. Power relations arise
out of aims, objectives and strategies but there is no simple key to determing
the network of power. 

For example, no management group can control the actions let alone
the thoughts of other groups. The presence of fear (warranted or not),
assumptions of knowledge differences, principles of least effort, wanting
rewards, and so forth must be provided by the controlled groups. However,
these are not usually knowingly so, and such things are not formed outside
of specific power relations which are often supported by other institutions.
The explicit and unilateral display of authority more often denotes the
breakdown of power relations rather than the presence of them. It is the last
resort of normal power relations.

Another key aspect of Foucault’s conception of disciplinary power rele-
vant to understanding the function of HRM is in the presence of new forms of
surveillance. While the worker was always watched, disciplinary control
allows a new form of surveillance, self-surveillance. Self-surveillance uses
norms backed by ‘experts’ for areas previously in the ‘amateur’ realm.
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Foucault (1977) developed Bentham’s ‘panoptic’ prison design as the root
vision of this new self-surveillance. In Bentham’s design a single guard house
stood with a view into each cell but the prisoner could never tell when he or
she was being watched. The surveillance, hence, could be more complete than
from any number of guards walking the cell block; the prisoner imagined
being watched constantly. Certainly this is a feeling enforced in the modern
organization, particularly at the managerial levels. Whether or not it is true, the
employee can never tell who might use what against him or her or when a
statement will come back to cause their own demise. And the wider the group
participating in decision-making, the fewer people who are safe confidants.
Worker participation programmes, for example, can move the work group
from interest solidarity to member self-surveillance. No cohort in resistance
exists when everyone/anyone can be a member of the ‘management team’.
The implicit lawyer at the side censors discussion today as well as the fear of
eternal damnation did in a past time. In such a configuration, managers are
not simply controllers but are controlled as much as any other group.

The human resources specialist and human resources management
practices provide a special type of elite or expert in the contemporary organ-
izations. Gradually industrial and occupational psychologists have become
more sensitive to the constructed and relational nature of identity and its
relation to HRM (Hollway, 1991; Legge, 1995; Rose, 1990; Townley, 1993). As
Townley argued, HRM, 

constitutes a discipline and a discourse, which organizes an analytical
space – the indeterminacy between promise and performance. HRM
serves to render organizations and their participants calculable arenas,
offering, through a variety of technologies, the means by which activi-
ties and individuals become knowable and governable. (1993: 526) 

Core to the human resources function is to provide and police the vocabu-
laries of attention and division in the workplace. This includes partitioning
the organization into functions, ranking, differential pay and job classifica-
tion. To the extent that both members and work processes are produced in
specifiable ways through processes of distinction, skill inventories, perfor-
mance appraisal systems and various other assessments and measurement
forms become central (Townley, 1993). Rose (1990; Miller and Rose, 1995)
shows the importance of psychology as a discourse in ‘dividing’ individuals
and rendering them inscribable and calculable. The complex history
enabling psychological discourse to arise in this way is beyond the scope of
this chapter, but the costs from it to the possibility of open democratic par-
ticipation are clear. The potential attention to processes of person and work
construction often become eclipsed by the attempt to conform and accom-
plish the ascription well. The implicit values and hierarchies become reified
and suppress potential discussions and conflicts. 

Disciplinary Power, Conflict Suppression and HRM 37

3099-CH-02.qxd  8/4/03 11:02 AM  Page 37



The individual’s identity in this discourse becomes connected to the
vocabulary and divisions of the work function in the organization. The
member’s attributes are rewritten and assessed in terms of the attributes of
the job (Hollway, 1991). As such, ‘desirable’ personal attributes can be
defined and measured. The produced individual is now open to examina-
tion and comparison to others. Selective recruitment, training, evaluations
and rewards are rendered both possible and seemingly objective. As
Holmer-Nadesan (1997) showed, ‘personality testing’ is both a core process
and illuminating exemplar in the activities of governing the individual and
his or her experience.

The complicity of humanistic, cognitive and behavioural psychology
in these processes should not be underestimated. Psychology has provided
the study of the individual, especially the prediction and control of the indi-
vidual. Fostered by the massive research support of the military and profes-
sional drive of therapy, it has been the ideal provider of the tools of the new
‘discipline’ of corporations. The prospect of a well-integrated worker appro-
priately matched to the job, and the job to the individual, bespoke of the har-
mony of managerial hope. And it also provided the motives and confidence
of self-manipulation by the upwardly mobile employee. The centred-self
who knows who he or she is and what he or she wants provides the trust-
worthy person in control (well subjected/subjected). The testing/training
programmes provided the mechanism of correction in systems oriented to
control rather than autonomy. And significantly, the human self-understanding
as malleable and values as subjective and learned, discredited competing
voices and glorified the secular and modern. The ‘helping profession’ could
define healthiness based on social integration and lack of personal conflict,
disqualifying radical voices and the fragmentation within and without.
Adjustment and retooling could put problems within the person or at least
the solutions to them within the person. Both the individual and corpora-
tion could be seen as gaining at once. The corporation is active in the pro-
duction of unitary personal identity armed with a science of the person.
And all this is done in the realm of a value-neutral social research, a discipline
at its best.

The vocabulary of psychology provides for surveillance of the life of the
person beyond explicit words and actions. With the battery of psychological
(and chemical) tests – experts in attitudes, culture and bodily fluids – the cor-
poration assesses the purity of one’s mind and soul. But more importantly,
employees self-assess on the corporation’s behalf. The fear of someone seeing
beneath the surface to detect a doubt or disloyalty or the fear that one’s own
gender or belief structure won’t cut it, conspire to enforce the norms. The New
Age self-manipulations are often far deeper and more extreme than Huxley
could have imagined or that any corporation could explicitly require.

As my own empirical research (1998) shows, many individuals are
not just governed from the outside. The individual is given a vocabulary for
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self-management. The individual with the help of this new knowledge can
now monitor and act on the self, thereby working to remove defects and
acquire capacities to match the qualities of the job. One’s own mind, body
and soul now become conceptualized as the negative control and constraint
rather than the contrived nature of the organization. The now enlightened
individual acts on the self on behalf of the company, even turning to the com-
pany, and specifically Human Resources, for help in this self-improvement.
And in doing so, he or she displays newly prized skills in adaptation and
continuous learning. 

In several ways the 1960s move of the ‘backstage’ (the hidden social
order negotiation talk, professionalized by Goffman and the ethnomethod-
ologists) into the open, has provided new areas of surveillance, especially
this self-surveillance. For example, when common practices are totally taken
for granted in traditional societies, they discipline invisibly and completely,
but they are also protected from manipulation by this same invisibility. As
common practices are revealed as mere social conventions, a measure of
freedom is acquired, since they can be enacted or not or even openly negoti-
ated. But as such they may be trained or manipulated. Goffman may have
made visible the invisible disciplinary processes of cultural inscribed face
work, but in doing so he initiated an industry of ‘facial’ surveillance and
‘facial’ production in the form of image management. Similarly in corpora-
tions, performance appraisals, which are designed to enable employee
input into the formation of objectives, turn to open the personal to public
appraisal. Not only is one’s work being appraised, but one’s hopes, dreams
and personal commitments. Most employees learn to bring these under
prior assessment by their own private/public eye. 

RECOVERING CONFLICT IN DISCOURSE AND AGENCY

The discipline afforded by HRM both enables and disables. The enable-
ments, which are the primary focus of HRM writings, primarily regard the
increased control over and productivity of employees and the increased
capacity of employees to succeed in the corporate system. The disablements
remain relatively invisible. They arise primarily from the reduction of poten-
tially meaningful conflicts. The presence of such conflicts could lead to
broader assessment of the organizational system itself, greater creativity and
innovation in fulfilling social and economic values in decision-making,
greater representation of diverse organizational stakeholders, more employee
choice in definitions of success, and greater productive tensions among
identities acquired from competing institutions. 

Thus far, the focus in this chapter has been on constraints enacted with
HRM, but positive programmes towards greater democracy are possible.
A positive critical programme needs to display the potential, show how it is
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constrained, and offer new openings. For example, as argued, an individual is
‘subjected’ in a variety of discourses and such formations may be contradic-
tory and competitive in particular sites. A woman with a young child and
holding a position in a corporation is produced as a subject in both family and
corporate discourses. To the extent that these offer conflicting images and
behavioural scripts, she will experience considerable tension. This tension can
productively display each image as partial and as a construction, but more
often the conflict and tension are suppressed by various means of ‘articulating’
(in the double sense of expressing and providing an interface) the discourses,
thus providing an integrated identity to the corporation’s advantage (Martin,
1990). The male counterpart, being subjected in different discourses, has dif-
ferent potential tensions with different articulated unities. The complexity and
diversity of the individual are channelled to specifiable identities and conflicts
within dominant discourses. The political implication of the production of
roles and approved, understandable conflicts, is thus overlooked and the indi-
vidual becomes the site of felt conflict and resolution. The production of the
modern corporate form in a period of white, Western, male domination posits
a cluster of ‘normal’ roles, identities and discourses constituting them. The
conflicts that males, as well as females and other groups, experience are articu-
lated with the individual but have external origins. HRM works to treat such
conflicts as personal defects and suppresses productive tensions rather than
investigates or critiques organizational practices (e.g., Martin, 1990). 

From a critical standpoint, any hope for an openly formed, responsive
agent in the modern corporation arises in the recovery of suppressed con-
flicts within the organizational site. Identifying the gaps and incompleteness
of the produced order is key to this. The free subject cannot be conceptual-
ized as a thinking, choosing or reflecting one. The illusionary ‘free’ subject
as a part of the disciplinary practice must be rejected. But neither is the sub-
ject determined by any condition of necessity in the disciplinary formation.
The subject may be forgetful of the constitutive process and there may be
active conditions of concealment, but each is partial and incomplete. The
recovery of the subject as agent is not in recovering the subject as unitary and
rational, but as responsive. Responsiveness can be seen as a reclaiming of the
processual quality of subjectivity as it is produced in relation to something
that is concretely other over and against reification. The concrete ‘other’ is
that which exists prior to reduction to categories and normal scripts. The
complexity of the self is dependent on the preservation of the complexity of
otherness and the indeterminacy that comes with its demands to be more
than that which is already determinant. Agency is not dependent on a new-
found internal will, but a recovery of the demand on the outside, of ‘other-
ness’. It is fostered by communicative processes that perpetually recover a
space for exceeding personal and systemic restraints and distortions, a com-
municative practice outlined in Habermas’s many works but aimed at the
recovery of conflict rather than a new consensus. 
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In order to describe how disciplinary power is dispersed and organized
in particular corporations, the various members, discourses and sites of dis-
course including but also beyond HRM need to be analysed. Research and
professional practices need to show both how conflicts are suppressed and
how to make aspects of life and the world contestable again (see Deetz,
1995). Included in this examination would be relative access to speaking
forums and information (as equality of opportunity), social relations (a cri-
tique of historically derived asymmetries), personal experience (as conflictual
rather than unitary), and the claim of the subject matter (a critique of the
reduction of the otherness of the external world to any single description).

Laclau and Mouffe (1985) helped accomplish this in their development
of the concept of articulatory practices. They argued that the contingent con-
ditions of each experience within totalizing formation allow a distinction
between ‘elements’ and ‘moments’. In total domination an element would
have no meaning outside its moment of discursive articulation, but while
each articulation is of elements in a totalizing relation, it does not exhaust the
possibilities of other articulations. In other words the element is always left
open to different and further articulations, hence domination is always
incomplete. Quoting Laclau and Mouffe: 

Since all identity is relational – even if the system of relations does not
reach the point of being fixed as a stable system of differences –
since, too, all discourse is subverted by a field of discursivity which
overflows it, the transition from ‘elements’ to ‘moments’ can never be
complete.The status of the ‘elements’ is that of floating signifiers, inca-
pable of being wholly articulated to a discursive chain. (1985: 113)

This is, of course, not a new claim for the object as a thing-in-itself capable of
being described accurately. This relation can be seen as like the relation sug-
gested in Gadamer’s (1975) terms, the demand of the subject matter over
every determination of it (see Deetz, 1990). The assumption of fixed objects,
i.e., naturalization or reification, is the move of control that tries to reduce the
‘element’ to its moment of articulation. Quoting Laclau and Mouffe further: 

This presence of the contingent in the necessary. . .manifests itself as
symbolization, metaphorization, paradox, which deform and question
the literal character of every necessity. Necessity, therefore, exists not
under the form of an underlying principle, of a ground, but as an effort
of literalization that fixes the differences of a relational system. The
necessity of the social [historically defined] is the necessity proper to
purely relational identities – as in the linguistic principle of value
[Saussure’s] – not natural ‘necessity’ or the necessity of an analytic
judgment. (1985: 114)
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The possibility of excess or difference presents the possibility of socially
determinable antagonisms and a discourse of conflict. The political charac-
ter and open formation of experience are left a space, a space experienced as
conflict and fostered by appropriate analysis. The production of alternative
social memories and counternarratives demonstrates the possibility of new
articulations of the elements of experience and opens them to a new politi-
cal understanding. The open formation of personal identity is dependent on
recovered conflict processes.

The presence of a space for conflict does not assure its actualization. In
fact, as shown there are active processes of closure often facilitated by HRM
which protect current articulations against the possibility of competing ones
(Deetz, 1992). Fundamentally we must reclaim a conception of the commu-
nicative process powerful enough to give liberatory guidance to commu-
nicative practice. A new understanding of HRM could aid in this process. If
HRM could be freed from the focus on system integration and the psycho-
logical theories of people and human interaction, the space would be open
for the development of HRM conceptions focused on the recovery of mean-
ingful conflicts. The recovery of such conflicts allows for forms of human
interaction and collaboration focused on new creative articulations of the
elements rather than reproduction of past articulations. Central to this is a
new understanding of human communication.

The contemporary everyday conceptions of interacting with others
through effective communication is conceptually flawed as a basis for more
open and democratic organizations. The everyday conception focused atten-
tion on the act of self-expression and the processes by which that is trans-
ferred to others. With such a view the self is held as fixed and knowable and
language and information technologies are rendered invisible. The constitu-
tive conditions of self-production cannot be seen as politically charged. In
practice this gives a false sense of the individual as the originator of mean-
ing and leads to self-expressionism and strategic control of others through
expressive acts. The stage is set for control of self and control of others, but
strategically positioned outside of the illusionary self. The growth, differen-
tiation and progressive individualization of the self require giving up the
unitary self and its control fostered by HRM. Only in the development of the
‘other’ (the outside as concretely different) can the self develop. Otherness
can be discovered in seeing present conceptions as partial and incomplete, in
recognizing alternative possible determination, and in recognizing complex-
ity and contradictions.

With a new understanding, the point of communication as a social act
is to overcome one’s fixed subjectivity, one’s conceptions, one’s strategies, to
be opened to the indeterminacy of people and the external environment.
Communication in its democratic form is productive rather than reproduc-
tive. It produces what self and other can experience, rather than reproducing
what either has. Self-expression is misleading not because people don’t or
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should try to express their experiences, but because such expressions are the
raw material for the production of something new rather than the product of
self interests. The self cannot simply choose to be open for that would pre-
sume that it has already determined that which it is to be open to. Rather
process subjectivity happens in the responsiveness to the pull from the out-
side. The recognition of ‘the otherness of the other’, and the resultant com-
plexity of self in regard to the other, breaks a discursive stoppage by posing
questions to any particular conception of self or other. The ‘other’ exceeds
every possible conception of it and in so doing deconstructs any singularity
of the self. 

‘Otherness’ is a property of people, but also of things and events. The
excess of the element over its articulation represents its pull of otherness. The
fundamental otherness suggests that any possible label or conception of self,
other, and world is capable of being questioned. Perception, as well as con-
ception, is the end product of a conflict: a struggle between one’s fixed iden-
tity and conceptual scheme and the excess of the ‘other’ over that. The
remembrance of this struggle leaves each and every attempt to form an object
potentially available to be questioned. Otherness in this sense is critical to the
formation of self and other. Every interaction thus holds both the possibility
of closure or new meaning, either a reproduction to the dominant socially
produced subjectivity or responsiveness to the excess of external events over
these conceptions. Developing a sense of care, as an appreciation of otherness, is
central to reclaiming a form of democracy appropriate to the modern age. Greater
democracy of this sort in organizations can aid organizational innovation and
adaptation while enhancing employee and societal self-determination. The
ability to reclaim contestation in place of reproducting past solutions enables
redecisions based in conditions of the present and shows the possibility of
choice even where that existing seems neutral and natural.
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Chapter 3

On Fieldwork in a Habermasian
Way: Critical Ethnography and
The Extra-ordinary Character
of Ordinary Professional Work 
John Forester

On the train to a Rotterdam conference on critical social theory, I’d been
prepared to discuss Jürgen Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action (1984).
I had read the relevant literatures, but I found the terribly abstract and often
tortured commentaries on Habermas’s work more frustrating and pointless
than ever. These commentaries missed much of the real sociological and
political promise of his work, I thought – but how could I show that? Here
was work, I felt, that had enormous implications for the analysis of everyday
practice and politics, especially an interactive micropolitics with which I was
fascinated. But academic readers of Habermas’s action theory hardly seemed
to see its connections to ordinary practice and political life at all. 

So I opened my briefcase and turned to several transcripts I’d made of
meetings of city planning staff in a small New York municipality, and I won-
dered if I could put my prepared paper aside and do something altogether new:
try really to show, not just to promise, that Habermas’s work could illuminate the
ordinary daily work of professional-political conversation and interaction.

As I scanned the meeting transcripts on the train, I found a twelve line
passage that seemed self-contained enough to make sense to an audience
who would not be familiar with the history of the municipality. Here was a
brief, if frustrated, discussion of a new information system, a system which
seemed destined like many other bureaucratic innovations to run aground
soon enough. If Habermas’s work was so promising, as I’d tried to argue in
a string of publications (Forester, 1989, 1993), would it not surely illuminate
this brief passage from the city hall staff meeting? This would be a test, then,
to show rather than to claim, to talk a bit less about Habermas’s theory and
to do a bit more with it.
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When the train arrived in Rotterdam, I found my way to the conference
and asked the organizers for an overhead transparency so I could show the
audience the transcript, line by line, speech act by speech act, statement by
statement, question by question. Since Habermas’s work argued that the
crux of communicative action was performative action and not some mystical
communication of meaning from soul to soul, my presentation explored the
practical work the staff were actually doing in the performance captured by
the transcript. Reading back from the transcript to the meeting, I asked what
actions were reflected in the transcript. What were the staff doing? Could
Habermas’s work help us see not the foundations of ethics but the real prac-
tice of agents in an ordinary but quite political and institutionally structured
setting?

My presentation went well enough so that several members of the
audience sought me out to say they’d never seen such an appropriation of
Habermas’s work. I took that as enough encouragement to write up the talk –
and to try to carry this line of analysis farther. Habermas’s own recent work,
unfortunately, has not been helpful here, if only because it largely treats
another problem altogether, the principled character of moral theory, not
the earlier problems of social interaction worked over in the Theory of
Communicative Action. 

The result of that Rotterdam talk and several subsequent drafts now
takes the shape of this chapter. This analysis begins, rather than concludes,
a research strategy. But it shows clearly, I hope, that the basic elements of the
Theory of Communicative Action suggest a rich and productive approach to the
analysis of actual flows of social and political interaction. This, and not only
the clarification of moral theory, represents a contribution of Habermas’s
Critical Theory that we can ill afford to neglect. 

CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHY AND PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

When we walk into a meeting in a city hall (or in a church basement, or in a
Dean’s office, and so on), we want to know typically who seeks which ends
and has which purposes, interests, wants and intentions, but we want to
know much more than that too. We want to know not only about other
actors’ likely decisions about costs, benefits and trade-offs – in general, about
their utilities – but we want to know too about their allegiances and loyalties,
their trustworthiness and integrity – in general about their political and
social identities. 

In Steven Lukes’s terms, we want to know not just about their instru-
mental decision-making, but about their abilities to shape agendas and even
others’ senses of their own best interests (Lukes, 1974). We want to know
how in shaping attention – and neglect – selectively, they will shape other
people’s senses of ‘can’ and ‘can’t’, others’ senses of what is and is not
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possible, and thus others’ political senses of self, their political identities
(Forester, 1989, 1999; Sager, 1994). As actors pursue ends, they refashion
social and political relations as well. As decisions are made, relations of
power are refashioned too. When we decide what to say and what not to say,
when to challenge and when not, we often consider both our immediate pur-
poses and our future relationships, today’s goals and tomorrow’s prospects
of acting with others, our ‘strategic position’. 

James March and Johann Olsen put the point crisply, writing that 

choice situations are not simply occasions for making substantive
decisions. They are also arenas in which important symbolic mean-
ings are developed. People gain status and exhibit virtue. Problems
are accorded significance. Novices are educated into the values of the
society and organization. Participation rights are certification of social
legitimacy; participation performances are critical presentations of
self. (March and Olsen, 1976: 52)

But how does all this happen? 
When we examine it, ordinary action turns out to be extraordinarily

rich. What passes for ‘ordinary work’ in professional-bureaucratic settings is
a thickly layered texture of political struggles concerning power and author-
ity, cultural negotiations over identities, and social constructions of the
‘problems’ at hand. 

As this chapter will illustrate by considering just a fragment of a profes-
sional staff meeting, the purpose of critical ethnographic work is to reveal the
politics of this multilayered complexity. Such work is ‘critical’ insofar as it
focuses on relations of power and hegemony and their contingencies – not
because it provides any decision-rule or simple tool with which to ‘measure’
domination. Such work is ethnographic insofar as it is empirical and pheno-
menological: sensitive to socially constructed meanings, looking beyond distri-
butions of utilities to the construction of identities (Fay, 1996; Sandercock, 1998). 

Critical ethnographic work in general, then, and fieldwork done in a
Habermasian way in particular, should show us practically how much more
than instrumental action, deciding which means to use to get to which ends,
takes place in ordinary practice, and what difference this makes for ques-
tions of power and powerlessness, community and autonomy (Alvesson,
1996; Flyvbjerg, 1998; Habermas, 1984, 1987; Mumby, 1988). Building on pre-
vious work, this chapter seeks to show, too, as very few others have done,
how we can appropriate Habermas’s work to promote insightful and politi-
cally acute, empirically rich social research (Forester, 1993). 

We tell ourselves far too easily that ordinary action must be understood
‘in its context’, but the very context itself is not given but made, inherited
and appropriated in subtle political ways (Fay, 1996; Heritage, 1984). Too
easily too we assure ourselves that the ‘micro’ and the ‘macro’ must fit
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together, that any action occurs on a structured stage, that to understand any
action we must understand the particular historical stage on which it takes
place. But the same stage can support a bewildering variety of actions,
judgements, deceits, strategies and expressions. We should certainly not put
issues of context, stage and political structure aside, but look closely at prac-
tice, at careful action as it takes place. By looking closely, listening carefully,
we can appreciate even the most apparently simple ‘bureaucratic’ inter-
actions as entry points, as windows through which we might look to see the
extraordinary political complexity of professional and organizational work
(Fischler, 2000; Innes, 1995; Knorr-Cetina, 1981). 

This chapter, accordingly, will argue that one small part of critical social
theory – Habermas’s sociological analysis of communicative action – has a
vast and yet unrealized potential for concrete social and political research, for
critical ethnographic analysis. Unfortunately, though, academic critics have
often obscured the promise of such ethnographic research in favour of a flurry
of narrow epistemological debates. We should not devalue those philosophi-
cal debates, but neither should we hold sociological and ethnographic inquiry
hostage to their less than imminent resolutions (Alvesson and Deetz, 1999).

As a window to a field setting, we consider below a simple twelve-line
fragment of a conversation taken from a staff meeting of a small city’s
Department of City Planning. The staff meeting provides an example of a
professional setting – a relatively non-controversial, ordinary, even ‘boring’
setting – in which we can explore the ongoing ‘micropolitics’ of city planning
practice. The conversational sequence we shall consider here followed some
forty minutes of discussion of all the data the staff might want from a poten-
tially new city-wide information system.

In this small city, as in many other small municipalities, the planners
have found themselves attempting to balance development pressures with
neighbourhood preservation and environmentalist pressures. The staff have
been working on studies of low-income housing needs, downtown trans-
portation patterns, the redesign of the city’s most important public park, the
location of a farmers’ market, and ongoing economic development needs.
Unemployment has been relatively low, compared with other municipalities
in the state. Local politics have been largely controlled by the Democratic
Party, with increasingly strong challenges being mounted recently from a
‘green’ and no-growth coalition – whose leaders have routinely attacked the
planners for doing too little, too late in the face of ‘new development’.
Planning staff turnover has been fairly low, but the planning staff typically
feel overwhelmed with the number of projects and issues for which they
seem to be held responsible. 

After ‘brainstorming’ a long, long list of desired information, a junior
planner, Helena, finally asks, ‘So now that we know everything that we want
(data-wise), how do we get it?’ and the stream of interactions presented in
Figure 3.1 had begun. 
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What, then, do the staff do in this brief interaction? How do they
refashion social and political relationships? What forms of rationality do the
staff exhibit? And, finally, so what?

These questions reflect the theoretical agenda of this essay. We appro-
priate Habermas’s account of the pragmatics of communicative action
(Habermas, 1979; Sager, 1994) to examine how in practice the four pragmatic
‘validity claims’ Habermas discusses actually work. By developing work of
John Austin and John Searle, Habermas suggests, roughly, that we can
understand our actions by considering their practical-communicative, per-
formative character. In particular, when we speak, we typically make four
practical claims on listeners all at once: 

1 we refer to ‘outer’ states of affairs, which a listener may explore as truly
or falsely existing; 

2 we invoke contextual norms that legitimate the action we’re undertaking,
norms to which listeners may consent or alternatively challenge as
inappropriate to the situation at hand; 

3 we express ‘inner’ states of self, emotions and dispositions such as
seriousness, anger, impatience or frustration, which a listener may trust
or alternatively challenge as feigned or inauthentic; and 

4 we represent the issues before us in a selective language, terminology or
framework, which a listener may accept or challenge as possibly incom-
prehensible (Habermas, 1979; Forester, 1985, 1989). 

Listeners may challenge speakers or they may not, in a given setting, for no
action is guaranteed. The point here is not to predict what listeners will do,

1 Helena, Jr plnr: So now that we know everything that we want (data-wise),
how do we get it?

2 Director (facetiously): Oh, Peter’s gonna take care of that!
3 Peter, Asst Director: Yeah, that’s a minor detail…
4 Jack, Sr plnr: Let John do it.
5 Kate, Sr plnr: Is there any interest on the City Council to fund this sort

of thing?
6 Director: Well, we’re going to ask them for money...
7 Peter: And they’re gonna give us a quarter of what we’re

going to ask for...
8 Director: Then we won’t do it.
9 Jack: What kind of finance data would be appropriate for this? 

10 Director: I don’t know.
11 Jack: If we could interest people like Kano [another agency

director], maybe we’d get a little more support for this.
12 Director: That’s an interesting idea. No, he’s only interested in

whether the numbers add up right…

FIGURE 3.1 Field Data: Interaction in a City Planning Staff Meeting, City Hall,
Northville
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but to understand how much is at stake when speakers speak and, more
generally, whenever we act meaningfully, thus communicatively. Habermas’s
analysis of these performative claims can help us empirically to explore
just how complex, how contingent, and how rich, social and political actions
actually are.

We can also explore what happens when listeners accept and do not
challenge these four pragmatic claims. As I have argued more politically,
because much routine interaction enacts all four of these pragmatic claims
simultaneously, such interaction (most of what we do!) refashions four sub-
tle yet powerful relations of social belief, consent, status and attention
to problems (Forester, 1989, 1993). Because social and political interactions
have such a performative, pragmatic-communicative structure, this analysis
can inform a far-reaching analysis of hegemony and discursive power
(Alvesson, 1996; Benhabib, 1992; Forester, 1989; Throgmorton, 1996). 

Let us return now to the meeting of our planners. What sort of prag-
matic claims-making do they do? How can Habermas’s attention to a claims-
making structure of interaction help us? Once we have addressed those
questions, we can turn to the issues of power and reproduction by asking
what relations of belief, consent, trust and attention we see reproduced here.

What do the staff do here?

Notice that in the flow of the staff’s interaction, whatever the role of ‘com-
munication’ may be, any claims about ‘what is true’ are perhaps least impor-
tant of all. In some frustration, Helena refers to ‘everything we want’, a list
of information desired. The director responds by making a prediction – that
Peter will accomplish the goal – which he and everyone else know to be
patently false. The very untruth of his claim is central to its meaning and his
action; taken literally, his words communicate nothing ‘true’. The director’s
answer, ‘Peter’s gonna take care of that!’ states a simple proposition, but it
also enacts a far more complex performance. After all, everyone knows he’s
not trying to ‘con’ or lie to the assembled staff.

The same holds for Peter’s response, ‘Oh yeah; that’s a minor detail.’
This claim too is patently false, as everyone knows. ‘Truth’ is not the point of
these communicative acts. Not conveying, describing or reporting facts here,
the director and then Peter in turn instead rebuild their own working relation-
ships – their moral order – in the face of a daunting and massive information
gathering problem. So, Peter will be in charge, even if the staff will never
really get all the information they’d like. 

Similarly, Jack’s claim that the summer intern, John, could do the job is
quite obviously untrue too – but that, of course, is his point. Following
Peter’s reference to ‘a minor detail’, Jack identifies the least experienced
member of the staff, the new student intern, as a (hardly) potential solution
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to the problem, and in doing so, he acknowledges ironically the immensity
of the practical problem at hand.

So in the sequence of: 

2 Director (facetiously): Oh, Peter’s gonna take care of that!
3 Peter, Asst Dir.: Yeah, that’s a minor detail…
4 Jack, Senior plnr: Let John do it.

the obvious untruth of what’s said is far more important than the ‘facts’ of
any state of affairs. Practical communicative action, obviously, involves far
more than the communication of true information. 

Yet truth-claiming performances do matter. So Kate refers to a particu-
lar strategy of going to the City Council, and the staff predict the likely con-
sequences of adopting that strategy. So too does Jack refer later to another
strategy of involving another agency’s director, Kano. The truth of the likely
consequences of adopting these strategies – what’s really likely to happen if
the staff do one thing or another – does seem to matter. Knowing what’s so
and what isn’t will help the staff gauge whose support they’ll have, and
what they can and can’t effectively do.

But the staff do much more than gauge and predict the consequences
of alternative strategies. They act politically and ethically: they assign
responsibility, they reshape hierarchy, and they confer and challenge legiti-
macy too. Responding to Helena’s call to action – essentially, ‘Enough
already! What’re we going to do?’ – the director says, in effect, ‘As you all
know, difficult projects like this are Peter’s responsibility.’ 

Peter’s facetious response then suggests a subtle political point: since
the task is so intractable, the data that the planners will ultimately get will
largely be a function neither of community need nor of the merit of cases at
hand, but rather of the administrative difficulties of gathering good data.
Information is not free, Peter is saying, and the quality of the public planning
and decision-making process will be affected as a result. In discharging our
responsibilities, Peter suggests, the staff will have to – and ought to – practi-
cally speaking, ‘settle for less’ than the ‘everything we want’ that Helena has
referred to moments before.

When Jack suggests, ‘Let John do it’, he places John in a staff hierarchy
as everyone’s junior: for a job involving ‘a minor detail’, assign the least
important, the most ‘minor’, member of the staff. John is new, relatively
inexperienced, and free of prior commitments. Identified as powerless and
subordinate, John’s difference from the rest of the staff defines them as much
as it characterizes him: the other staff have prior commitments, ongoing
obligations, and obviously higher status. No other member of the staff could
have been as casually invoked to deal with ‘minor details’. 

The ensuing discussion of ‘what ought to be done’ is revealing too. Just
as Helena intervened to set a new agenda for the staff by saying, in effect,
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‘Enough talk! What are we going to do?!’, Kate then intervenes by bringing
her colleagues back to strategic issues. Her question identifies the City
Council as the authority to be approached first, and she legitimates the coun-
cil in that way. She tests staff support for the particular strategy of asking the
City Council for its blessing. Yet as Peter predicts unhappy results, the staff
explore the virtues of a second strategy: should they try to get support from
Kano?

But the staff do more than evaluate, legitimate and recommend strate-
gies. For they reconstitute themselves, too, in part as a community of frustra-
tion, in part as a community of strategists. Helena asks in frustration, what
now? The director passes the burden of responding to Peter. Peter satirizes
the massive problem as a minor detail. Jack echoes Peter’s sentiment. As the
City Council’s response is predicted to be inadequate, the director backs off,
‘Then we’re not going to do it’, if we don’t have the necessary support. 

The staff frame the issue at hand in terms of task assignments, City
Council’s or another agency director’s support, and issues of personality too
(‘No, he’s only interested in whether the numbers add up right.’). Surely this
raises questions about other ways of addressing the issues: for example,
addressing ‘the merits’ of gathering the needed information or organizing
public, community support. 

Consider too the three presumptive uses of ‘we’ in Helena’s opening
question, ‘So now that we1 know everything that we2 want, how do we3 get
it?’ The first use presumes the recognition of shared knowledge: we the staff
know something together. The second use presumes a set of collectively
shared goals and desires, just what it is that we the staff want here. The third
use, in ‘how do we get it?’ refers to shared activity: we’re a community of
actors. These uses of ‘we’ appear as the quite ordinary expressions, or pre-
sumptions – altogether unchallenged here – of staff solidarity in the face of
the practical problems at hand. 

In these ordinary ways the staff accomplish extraordinary work:
evaluating strategies, building solidarity, reinforcing hierarchy, legitimating
courses of action, and adjusting their own expectations too. What we
see here, then, is the many-layered practical significance of performative,
communicative action. 

As actors speak together, they act together. To explore this ordinary
world of action, we must not just hear words, but listen to people. We must
attend not only to what is said, but to what is being done in the saying – or
in the gesture, or even in the silent refusal to speak. The same sentence can
of course have multiple pragmatic meanings, as Habermas’s delineation of
the pragmatic ‘validity claims’ makes clear: each utterance can have signifi-
cant referential, norm-invoking, feeling-expressing, and attention-framing
aspects to it (Habermas, 1979; cf. Forester, 1999). So, observing and probing
a wide range of interactions, we can assess how communicative actors, in
their actual performances of speaking, simultaneously make each of the four
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practical claims upon one another that we have referred to above. We can
study the actual and contingent ways that actors make practical claims that: 

1 refer to states of affairs, and so shape their listener’s beliefs; 

2 invoke legitimate norms, and so appeal to their listener’s consent; 

3 express the speaker’s disposition, and so appeal to their listener’s trust; and 

4 adopt a conventional way of representing issues, and so frame their
listener’s attention selectively. 

Accordingly, our twelve line transcript can be explored as a series of four
overlays so we can understand how, for example, a superficially factual
claim (‘Peter’s gonna take care of that!’) is at once (1) untrue; (2) responsibility-
shifting; (3) distance-creating; and (4) problem-setting. As ordinary and
natural listeners, of course, we are often able to interpret all four levels of
such practical claims-making simultaneously and almost pre-reflectively.

Facing our transcript, then, we could ask after each utterance – if doing
so were not so endless – a series of practical and ultimately political ques-
tions. First, what facts does the speaker refer to or seek to establish? Second,
what norms of legitimacy does the speaker invoke? Third, what inner dis-
positions does the speaker express? Fourth, what categories are used by the
speaker to frame attention to the issue at hand? In every communicative
action, then, we might investigate issues of the control of information and
belief, the management of legitimation and consent, the presentation of self
and the construction of trust, and the selective organizing or disorganizing
of others’ attention (for the analysis of professional practice, see Alvesson,
1996; Forester, 1989; Innes 1995). Consider just two examples within our tran-
script: how the staff, first, make practical claims to legitimacy and so manage
a moral order, and, second, make expressive claims and so shape both
individual and collective senses of self. 

Practical claims to legitimacy

Consider the performative claims to legitimacy made in just the first four lines:

• L1: Helena argues, in effect, we’re planners, so wanting data isn’t enough.
We have to try to get that information so we can work with it. Shouldn’t
our wishes be tempered by what we can realistically do?

• L2: The director passes the ball: Peter, as the associate director, will be in
charge of this project; it’ll be his responsibility to figure out what we
should do.

• L3: With his opening acknowledgement, ‘Yeah’, Peter says facetiously, in
effect, ‘I’m in total control’, meaning, of course, that he is not. Further,
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with ‘minor detail’, he implies that the data that will be available for planning
purposes will be shaped by the major details of political-administrative
considerations: the staff should appreciate the difficulties to be faced and
so they should be prepared to accept a partial, limited, ‘solution’.

• L4: Jack, as we have noted, suggests that John, the student intern, is sub-
ject to assignment. In echoing Peter’s reference to the ‘minor detail’, Jack
further legitimates Peter’s and the director’s professional judgements
about the intractable character of the tasks at hand.

In four lines – four actions – we see, then, a call to action, the shifting of
responsibility for that action, an argument about what the staff should settle
for, and a supporting professional judgement. In the staff’s ongoing work of
making these claims, we see a subtle and ordinary micropolitics of practical
argumentation. Questions and claims regarding what ought to be done, and
what norms, obligations, rules and judgements are to be respected, are con-
tinually at issue here, in the most ordinary moments of professional practice.

Claims establishing the ‘self’

In the same four lines we also find expressive claims that seek to establish
identities:

• Helena begins in line one with a mixture of frustration and anticipation.
She does not simply say, ‘how do we get this information?’ She begins,
‘So…’ to mark a turn, finally, in the conversation to an issue that she
knows and feels needs attention: action. She also uses ‘know everything
we want’ and not ‘know what we want’ – again marking the close of the
prior topic, emphasizing its completeness, and expressing some irritation
perhaps that that earlier conversation has not yet addressed how the staff
will get the data they need.

• In the second line, then, the director deflects a potential criticism – should
he have addressed the feasibility question earlier? – by humorously claim-
ing that Peter (his thus esteemed associate director) would take care of
everything. In so doing, he acknowledges the point of Helena’s question,
expresses a confidence in Peter, and at the same time distances himself from
the responsibility and desire to solve the problem. Even so he manages the
staff – pointing to Peter, hoping Peter will have a strategy of response, and
indeed shifting responsibility to Peter to come up with something. In one
quick response, the director expresses distance, confidence, acknowledge-
ment and respect for Helena, and scepticism about success too.

• Peter follows in the third line by expressing both confidence and scepticism
too. His acknowledgement, ‘Yeah’, reconstitutes or maintains his status as
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associate director: Of course I’ll do it, whatever the task, that’s who I am
here. But of course he expresses his practical judgement too, by facetiously
saying it’s a ‘minor detail’ and meaning, of course, that it’s a big deal! So
he sympathizes with Helena and the director, acknowledges their con-
cerns, shares them, and shows that he’s the kind of person who’s willing to
take on projects and yet who’s realistic and competent as a practical actor,
too, one who shares the staff’s concerns sympathetically while nevertheless
being willing to laugh at their shared predicament. Notice that both the
political difficulty, getting the desired information, and the substantive
problem, lacking adequate data for public purposes, are internalized and
then expressed in interpersonal humour, a building of solidarity among
staff who face the same – collectively – exasperating conditions.

• In the fourth line, Jack does not literally mean, ‘Let John do it’, even
though that’s exactly what he’s said, for that would be absurd on its face:
the problem is enormous and complex, and John has just arrived. Instead,
Jack welcomes John to the staff, acknowledging that he is there to perform
productive (but possible!) work in the coming months. Yet he also seconds
the sense of the director and Peter: he shares – he claims – their sentiments
about the scale and difficulty of the task at hand. So he expresses a level of
quite moderated, tongue-in-cheek, hope (his lowered expectations too), at
the same time that he includes the new intern in the group while marking
and defining as subordinate the intern’s new status.

The line-by-line analysis illustrated here suggests the extraordinary richness
of what the staff do with each quite ordinary utterance, with each action in
speech. Of course, the virtues of such a method of close reading of social
interaction also suggest its liabilities. How could we assess a two-hour meet-
ing in this way, a meeting whose transcript would reveal many hundreds of
pragmatic moves by the participants, each of which might be referred to later in
potentially political and practical ways by other participants, ‘Well, you said…’?

This threat of over-specificity reflects in part the challenge of articulat-
ing mid-level analyses devoted to the structure and change of organizations –
a level of research relatively more aggregate and ‘macro’ than that focusing
on interaction, and a level quite a bit more ‘micro’ than that focusing on
political-economic structures (Forester, 1989; Healey, 1992, 1997). Yet the very
plausibility of participants’ later saying, ‘Well, you did say…’ suggests that
participants in social interaction do already, routinely and quasi-naturally,
ordinarily and tacitly, actually perform the intricate and detailed validity-
claim analysis illustrated here. A critical ethnographic reading should do
justice, then, both to participants’ interpretations and to the ongoing
production of hegemonic relations, a topic to which we turn in a moment.

Notice that the role of gender can be interpreted in quite different ways in
this interaction (Mumby, 1996). What are we to make of Helena’s opening and
Kate’s suggestion that follows? At least two interpretations are possible. First, the

Studying Management Critically56

3099-CH-03.qxd  8/4/03 11:03 AM  Page 56



actions of these two women appear authoritative, agenda-setting, effectively
initiative-taking. The men in our excerpt seem to act satirically; the women can
be interpreted as exerting leadership, referring to collective challenges and
strategies. On this interpretation, neither Helena nor Kate is a second-class
citizen in this meeting or this staff. Yet another reading is possible too.
Helena’s intervention seems to be deflected and treated lightly by the director;
Kate’s suggestion is quickly superseded rather than discussed in any detail. 

Which interpretation is correct? On the evidence before us, both might
be right and actually far more compatible than they might first appear. It
may well be that the staff is hierarchical, that Helena and Kate have neither
the power nor status of the director or associate director, and that they are
able nevertheless to exert leadership, bringing the staff and their ‘superiors’
back to the pressing tasks at hand. To pursue the issue, we need more evidence
of the interactions of staff. We might then well be able to judge whether
Kate’s suggestions are deflected more than Jack’s, whether Helena’s partici-
pation is slighted or fully respected, and so on.

Now we could go beyond the first four lines of this one simple frag-
ment to assess further norm-invoking and expressive claims, and we could,
as well, probe the referential and attention-framing character of each utter-
ance, each practical move in this meeting excerpt. But let us instead turn in
the next section to consider how these same actions sustain and re-make the
very institutional setting in which the staff work.

WHAT SOCIAL AND POLITICAL RELATIONS 
DO THE STAFF RESHAPE?

The staff not only act with purpose, seeking ends, but they also refashion the
social and political order in which they work – learning about it, shaping it
and changing it as they go. Habermas suggests that broad processes of social
rationalization can actually be distinguished as learning processes in two
dimensions, roughly instrumental and moral, which have systematic con-
nections to the double structure of speech, to claims-making involving ‘truth
claims’ on the one hand and ‘legitimacy’ and expressive claims on the other
(1979: 142, 1984; cf. Forester, 1993). How do the staff in our meeting learn in
such ways? 

How, we can ask, do communicative interactions maintain or alter
social structures – patterns of social action that make investments, recognize
or discredit identities, establish or evade normative sanctions (e.g. regula-
tions), and form or refute beliefs and world-views (Sayer and Storper, 1997)?
To address this question, we must examine our transcript by focusing on the
actors not only as speakers, but as listeners too. What, we should now ask,
do the staff establish, contingently reorder or reshape, as they talk and listen –
as they act together? Consider, then, how the staff reshape patterns of belief,
consent, status and identity, and perceptions of ‘the problem’ at hand.
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Shaping patterns of belief

How do the staff construct and reconstruct patterns of belief about the
world? Helena makes the point that the issues of feasibility have to be faced:
she has set out the topic, and as the following responses make clear, the staff
recognize her problem as a serious one, one they share. The problem really
is tough, the staff learn as they consider it together. Not only does Helena
have the question, but the director, Peter, and Jack confirm the level of diffi-
culty here. The desired information is not to be had. The information
obtained will be a function of politics, not need, of funding levels, staff time,
negotiations perhaps, but not ‘the merits’ – they now come jointly to believe.

The exchange about who’s to fulfil the task establishes another common
belief: getting the data will be quite difficult; the staff won’t be able actually to
get what they need. The subsequent two exchanges, one about approaching
the City Council and one about approaching Kano, develop strategic beliefs as
the staff explore possible lines of action and practice. The City Council will be
approached, but they’re not likely to be helpful. So other strategies are neces-
sary. What about Kano? An interesting idea, but perhaps not a good one. As
these beliefs are developed, so do the staff explore the world together and
learn, factually speaking, about their common possibilities.

Shaping patterns of legitimacy: the management of consent

The opening exchange, before the City Council comes into the picture, also
establishes the legitimacy of a quite modest, if not necessarily conservative,
norm of action, a norm of politically bounded rationality (Alvesson, 1996, but
cf. Flyvbjerg, 1998). The staff construct their common problem to be concretely
practical, context-bound and limited. They have no illusions about acquiring
perfect information. Instead, they prepare themselves not only to settle for
less, to desire less, but to accept, condone, legitimate and judge as proper,
obtaining far less information than they would like, and far less, too, than their
professional knowledge suggests would be good and proper to have. 

These planners acknowledge conflicting norms. Thus they propose as
legitimate – and mutually consent to – what they take to be a reasonable and
balanced way of proceeding. The city’s problems – seen abstractly – warrant
and deserve more information than the staff will be able to get, but the oblig-
ations of practical action, acting in a timely manner with limited resources,
justify settling for less.

The staff’s attention to an evolving political order, one they are actively
seeking to fashion themselves, does not stop here. They legitimate the City
Council as the authority of first resort, and then they quickly undercut its
legitimacy (‘Well, we’re going to ask them.. .’; ‘And they’re gonna give us a
quarter of what we ask for. . .’). Similarly, the staff legitimate a secondary strat-
egy of possibly forming a coalition with agency director Kano. In so doing,
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these planners reconstruct their collective sense of political order – what
authority is to be respected and what courses of action are appropriate or not. 

So two problems arise: lacking likely council support, what should be
done? The director knows as much about the City Council as Peter knows.
Sharing Peter’s scepticism about their support, he nevertheless authorizes
the move to go to the Council (‘we’re going to ask them’) – for perhaps they
will learn about the issue and the planning needs of the city. This much
surely is to be expected of the planning staff, it seems, for they are, after all,
on the public payroll. 

Yet the staff also consider as legitimate the strategy of coalition-building
with Kano – and so they explore another political game too: the more sup-
port for the data-collection project they can organize from other agencies, the
greater the pressure (if not the moral claim) upon the City Council for sup-
port. Surely it is acceptable to join forces with Kano, should Kano’s agency
too need some of the information being pursued. This deceptively simple
logic enables the planners to defend as politically legitimate a strategy of
bureaucratic organizing to shape the very sentiments and responses of the
City Council. So a political norm legitimating the staff’s turn to the City
Council is first respected and then contested, resisted with the appeal to an
additional norm which authorizes coalition-building with yet another
agency responsive to a public constituency.

The director also protects the planning staff – claiming authoritatively
that the staff will not take on work if they are not adequately funded. He
authorizes basic norms of the staff meeting too. When he says, ‘That’s an
interesting idea’, he not only expresses his interest, he also authorizes and
affirms the place of staff suggestions, ideas and proposals. In so doing, he
characterizes his disposition, his willingness to listen, and so he re-creates his
working self, his reputation, the kind of person he can be taken to be – as we
discuss in the following section (Frug, 1988; Sandercock, 1998; White, 1985). 

Shaping patterns of status and identity

As the staff joke about what to do, they also reproduce their own social
order: the hierarchy of the director’s and Peter’s authority, Jack’s seniority,
and John’s subordinate status. They also assess and project the practical
identities of both the City Council and Kano, the agency director. The staff
wonder, in effect, ‘What can we expect of them?’ Who do we really have
here, with whom we can work? They suppose that the Council will not care
sufficiently to support their work, and Kano may only be ‘interested in
whether the numbers add up right’, not presumably in the broader public
needs for the information that the planners want.

The staff refashion themselves, as well, for they moderate their own
desires. Beginning with ‘everything we want’, the discussion takes a sober turn:
expectations of administrative difficulties being what they truly are, desire is to
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be moderated, what the staff ‘really want’ must be cut back. So the staff
formulate their own expectations and commitments, what they shall want, and
thus they shape, in part, who – in some practical measure – they shall be.

Notice, too, that although the director speaks often, each time that he
does he responds to a staff member’s initiative: he does not propose new
lines of action. His judgements appear to have authority, but he presents
himself – practically constructs himself – as a manager, not as a commander.
From twelve lines, of course, we can hardly ‘type’ the director, but notice
that even from this conversational fragment, we might be led to ‘see him as’
more managerial than authoritarian, more cautious than bold. The point of
course is not whether these inferences are correct, but that our imputations of
another’s identity, ‘who they are’, are likely to derive in large part from our
observation of what they do, act by act – rather than from, for example, their
official titles, their self-descriptions, or even others’ descriptions of them.
Learning about others, we observe not just their pursuit of instrumental
ends, but their display of virtue and character, their ongoing construction of
self. So too more generally, as staff members must articulate their judge-
ments in diverse settings will they appear competent or not in front of the
City Council, pushy or not with Kano and other officials, sensitive or insen-
sitive to community groups and popular leaders, and so on. 

Shaping patterns of attention: problem formulation

Consider finally how the staff attend to the problem before them in three dis-
tinct ways. First, they discuss who is to be responsible: how the job is to be
done in terms of formal staff assignments. The obvious limits of that discus-
sion lead to a second focus: financial support – for more staff – from the
elected body, the City Council. The limits of that strategy, in turn, lead to a
focus on bureaucratic politics, the strategy of ‘coalition building with Kano’. 

This all seems plain and obvious enough, but what’s unsaid suggests
the political framing of what seems otherwise all too plain. Notice that the
staff have not posed the issue in terms of political goals, political needs, con-
stituency organizations, powerful leaders, historically abiding problems,
obligations owed by the City Council to campaign promises, and so on.
Inevitably, any problem formulation will shape attention selectively and
thus too neglect, in principle, an infinite number of alternative ways of pos-
ing the same ‘problem’. The point is not just that such selective problem-
framing occurs, but that our research and practice should be sensitive to how,
culturally and politically, such selectivity operates. 

The staff focus attention on bureaucratic rather than constituency poli-
tics, a concern for personality rather than group or class, a concern with
available resources rather than with a network of social relationships which
might be brought into play (Gusfield, 1981). Their focus upon bureaucratic
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politics, resources and individual actors is rooted no doubt in experience and
training; it reflects, in part, the resources they bring to the situation. We say
that people with hammers look for nails; people with pens and pencils look
for paper. So perhaps we should not be surprised that actors in a city agency
respond as this staff does in our example. But that background, that training,
that representational and rhetorical capacity to frame attention selectively
matters, for the staff are creating a future – their own in part – for others.
These representational capacities were suggested in Habermas’s earlier (e.g.
1979) account of ordinary speakers’ pragmatic claims to ‘comprehensibility’,
an account curiously missing from his Theory of Communicative Action (1984).
With such pragmatic claims, nevertheless, we orient ourselves and our
listeners in particular ways, shaping the ways we attend to issues at hand
(Forester, 1989, 1999; Lukes, 1974). 

The staff here, then, do not only act in complex ways, saying one thing
and meaning another, interweaving practical arguments about strategies
with expressions of distance, deference and respect. For they also re-elaborate
their own social organization as they shape patterns of belief, consent, iden-
tity and problem-formulation (Willmott, 1994). In so doing, the staff reshape
relations of power too.

Consider briefly, now, what sort of practical rationality the staff enact
in this conversation. 

Practical and politically bounded rationality

The staff have no access to full information. So we can neither understand
their action as focused on any optimization nor can we blame them for fail-
ing to be ‘rational’ economic men and women. Acknowledging the con-
strained nature of their actions, we should expect to find them practising a
‘bounded rationality’, but we know too little about the forms such rational-
ity can take in political contexts like City Hall. 

In the face of necessarily limited information-processing abilities,
Herbert Simon argued long ago, skilled actors do and ought to lower their
aspirations – to ‘satisfice’ rather than optimize. But Simon’s account was
concerned neither with (1) the role social structures may play in a given case
to bound rationality, nor with (2) those bounds which might be otherwise,
bounds that are ‘unnecessary’, alterable and contingent, not arguably part of
being human. These distinctions – identifying bounds that are structural or
not, necessary or not – suggest that appropriate practical actions will vary
with the particular nature of the boundedness in the action situation at hand
(Forester, 1989: 27–64; 1993). 

In the light of these distinctions, the transcript suggests that the staff
respond to a variety of constraints and match their strategies and actions
accordingly. They do, as Simon says, lower aspirations. But they do more
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too. Facing a bureaucratically differentiated world, they look to Kano for
support in a possible coalition. Facing a shifting political constellation of
interests and support, they consider a negotiating position with the City
Council: getting a quarter of what we need will not do, so we must strengthen
our hand. Even in this fragment of the meeting, the staff show us a bounded
rationality that is more politically sophisticated than a more conventionally
social-psychological model of ‘satisficing’ might lead us to expect. 

WHAT’S DISTINCTIVE ABOUT SUCH FIELDWORK
IN A HABERMASIAN WAY?

We have read our twelve-line transcript as a fragment of an ongoing flow of
interaction. Our interpretation raises many more problems than it answers,
but it is still instructive. By attending to the performative character of com-
municative action, we can explore a four-layered practical structure of social
and political interactions that shape (more or less true) beliefs, (more or less
appropriate) consent, (more or less deserved) trust, and (more or less aptly
focused) attention. In so doing, we can identify subtle, yet powerfully prag-
matic moves of social actors who both seek ends instrumentally and yet con-
tinually reshape social and political relations too. We can utilize but move
beyond a strictly phenomenological analysis. We can move beyond a pheno-
menology of political frustration, and perhaps the political frustration of
phenomenology too, to an analysis of discursive or communicative power –
legitimation, the construction of selves, the framing of attention, and the
resulting social and political refashioning of the social organization at hand –
in its relationships to encompassing political structures of (in our case) the
state (Alvesson, 1996; Benhabib, 1992).

Doing fieldwork in a Habermasian way enables us to explore the contin-
uing performance and practical accomplishment of relations of power. By refin-
ing Habermas’s attention to a ‘double structure of speech’, we come to examine
specifically the micropolitics of speech and interaction (Allmendinger, 2001;
Habermas, 1979). Quite contrary to prevailing misinterpretations of Habermas,
we come not to expect any idealized truth-telling; instead we look closely at the
ways in which appeals to truth (and quite differently, truthfulness) serve
varied and significantly contingent, variable ends (Forester, 1985, 1991). We
presume neither that truth always serves the powerful nor that truth necessar-
ily shall set anyone free; instead we look at concrete communicative practices
to see what differences they can and do make (Innes, 1995). Similarly, too, for
the contingencies of consent, claims to legitimacy and cultural conventions,
and the contingencies of trust and forms of attention. 

We are given absolutely no a priori guarantees that anything approxi-
mating ideal discourse takes place empirically (Forester, 1991). Quite the
contrary, fieldwork done in a Habermasian way leads us to look carefully
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and closely at the complex and largely uninvestigated ways that normative
claims are actually made in practice – to shape obligation, senses of mem-
bership and self, consent and deference, patterns of future action. In such
ways, a Habermasian fieldwork tells us and helps us to ‘look and see’, nei-
ther to assume determinate structures a priori nor to expect any idealized
discourse, but rather to shift from abstract discussions of truth and power,
discourse and Other, to assess actual flows of action that reshape our beliefs,
consent, trust and even more subtle frameworks of attention. 

In so doing, a strategy of Habermasian fieldwork is immediately prac-
tical, making us more attentive listeners as we come to realize, walking into
meetings, that we will soon witness and perhaps take part in the reconstruc-
tion of political, perhaps professional, relationships in complex and multi-
levelled ways. We learn quickly that we are not only listeners but speakers
too, not only observers and readers or writers of texts, but actors as well. So
we can appreciate the ways we must learn not only about interests but about
character, not only about utilities but about identities, as these are expressed
and articulated in everyday practice. 

This chapter’s analysis can only be illustrative and suggestive: illus-
trating an empirical appropriation of Habermas’s theory of communicative
action and suggesting dimensions of power to assess more closely. To
explore further the fruits of doing fieldwork in a Habermasian way, we must
assess ‘larger’ streams of interaction located in their contingently structural
contexts, and of course, we must compare our reading to other accounts
(Becker, 1998; Van Maanen, 1988). Yet here, our analysis reveals the play of
power and action, convention and performance, in flows of conversation –
with multiple voices presenting and contesting facts, norms, selves and
representational styles too (Williams and Matheny, 1995). 

But does this analysis threaten to lose us in a multiplicity of voices, dis-
tracting us from power and the possibilities of emancipatory response?
Quite the contrary, for we can now examine intimately four interwoven
threads of action and meaning, power and resistance, rationality and politics
as they are played out in concrete cases (Fischler, 2000). No longer mistaking
a Habermasian fieldwork to presume ideal conditions, we are freed to inves-
tigate the actual communicative practices shaping relationships of ever-
contingent belief, consent, trust and attention (Forester, 1989, 1999; Innes, 1995).

Habermas’s theory of communicative action has far too often been
understood as predominantly – and typically, as necessarily – meta-theoretical,
having little to do with empirical cases and having less to say about what we
might explore in such cases. Yet this reading – sketchy and preliminary as it
is – suggests that if we seek an empirically grounded, phenomenologically
sensitive, and politically critical sociology, appropriating and building upon
Habermas’s theory of communicative action, then the rumours of the empti-
ness of this line of analysis are quite exaggerated. There’s a good deal here
to explore.
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NOTE

Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at Cornell’s College of Human
Ecology and the University of Iowa’s Project on the Rhetoric of Inquiry. Thanks for
critical comments are due to Jennifer Greene, Paul Dillon, Ralph Cintron, Rich
Horowitz, Mats Alvesson, Jim Throgmorton and John Jermier, none of whom is
responsible for the flaws of the present account.
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Chapter 4

Feminist Theory and Critical
Theory: Unexplored Synergies
Joanne Martin

Although there are many varieties of feminist theory, they share two objectives.
The first is descriptive: to reveal obvious and subtle gender inequalities. The
second is change-oriented: to reduce or eradicate those inequalities. Feminist
scholars differ with regard to how they use the terms sex and gender, and
how much change in gender relations, and what means of change, they
advocate. Some feminists are liberal advocates of equal opportunity, while
others endorse more radical alternatives. In other words, there are both criti-
cal and non-critical versions of feminist scholarship. 

Readers of this volume are aware that there are also many varieties of
critical theory. Some, like Fournier and Grey (2000), take a more inclusive
approach, including Marxist and structural perspectives. Others, like the
authors of this volume (see also Alvesson and Deetz, 1996), restrict their
attention primarily to the critical theory that is based on concepts drawn
from the Frankfurt School (including the work of Adorno, Horkheimer,
Marcuse, Habermas and sometimes Foucault). This chapter refers to the for-
mer, more inclusive approach as critical theory, and the latter, Frankfurt-
based view, as Critical Theory, with the latter being a subset of the former.
Both critical theory and Critical Theory have objectives that echo those of
feminist theory. To cite just one example, some critical theorists who focus on
management rather than the labour process, define their objectives as follows:
‘to be engaged in critical management studies means, at the most basic level,
to say that there is something wrong with management, as a practice and a
body of knowledge, and that it should be changed’ (Fournier and Grey, 2000:
16).

Although both critical and feminist theory focus on social and eco-
nomic inequalities and both have an agenda of promoting system change,
these two traditions have developed largely independently, with little deep
intellectual exchange. In part, this divergence has occurred because feminist
theorists use sex and gender as the fulcrum of their analyses (usually, but not
always, with secondary emphases on class, race and ethnicity). In contrast,
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critical theorists often place class at the crux of their analyses,1 with sex, gender,
race and ethnicity being less emphasized. In spite of this crucial difference in
emphasis, this chapter makes the case for a closer relationship between these
two traditions of inquiry. The commonalities between critical theory and the
more critical versions of feminist theory are many and important. To the
extent that there are differences between these two traditions, these differ-
ences carry the potential for each to enrich the other. 

This chapter begins by exploring how the main concerns of critical
theory (with an emphasis on Critical Theory) overlap with those of feminist
theory. These commonalities give rise to common blindspots and shared
weaknesses. One of those weaknesses, ironically, centres on the most impor-
tant goal the two traditions share: working towards system change. Both are
better at critiquing the status quo than changing it. Taking this shared weak-
ness as a starting point for rapprochement, this chapter explores the variety
of ways feminist theorists have approached the change process. These
change strategies effectively distinguish among more and less critical versions
of feminist theory, pinpointing those aspects of organizational feminist work
most likely to be of interest to organizational critical theorists. Next, com-
mon criticisms of feminist theory from some critical theorists are evaluated,
to determine which are justified. Those parts of feminist theory that do not
fit these criticisms have the most obvious synergies with critical theory. 

COMMONALITIES BETWEEN FEMINIST THEORY AND
CRITICAL THEORY

Alvesson and Deetz (1996) list the major achievements of Critical Theory as
including: the skewing of historical discourse through reification, the uni-
versalization of sectional interests, the domination of instrumental reason-
ing, and the critique of hegemony, including the study of how consent to
domination is orchestrated and the ways the subjugated participate in their
own subjugation. Feminist theory has addressed some of these concerns
more thoroughly than others, suggesting overlapping areas of concern as
well as ways these two traditions could learn from each other.

The skewing of historical discourse through reification

A primary concern of feminist theory has been the reification and
dichotomization of such concepts as male and female, objectivity and sub-
jectivity, competition and cooperation, and rationality and emotionality.
Feminists tend to see these dichotomies as socially constructed, ambiguous
and misleading. Poststructural feminists, in particular, have cogently decon-
structed these concepts, and attributes associated with them, showing how
dichotomies have gendered associations that devalue the one of these paired
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concepts that is generally associated with the feminine (Irigaray, 1985b;
Kristeva, 1977). For example, the dichotomy between rationality (attributed
to males) and emotionality (attributed to females) has led to a ‘valorization’
of rationality, a tendency to see rationality as quite separate from emotions,
with a concomitant devaluing of emotions (J. Martin et al., 1998; Mumby and
Putnam, 1992). Feminists have shown how such reifications are reflected in
ostensibly gender-neutral organizational theories, such as the work of
Weber, Mintzberg, and the leadership theorists (Acker and Van Houten,
1974; Calas, 1987, 1993; J. Martin and Knopoff, 1997).

The universalization of sectional interests

Whereas Critical Theorists have explored the ways managerial interests
have been represented as the interests of all employees, feminist scholars
have explored how the interests of men have been assumed or asserted to be
universal, silencing the voices and ignoring the concerns of women
(Bambara, 1970; De Beauvoir, 1972 [1949]). More recent feminist scholarship
has traced the universalization of sectional interests in gendered job descrip-
tions (Acker, 1990; Collinson et al., 19902), gendered organizational cultures
(Gherardi, 1995; Mills, 1988), and the results of ostensibly gender-neutral
research (Acker and Van Houten, 1974; J. Martin, 1994). Feminist research
has repeatedly and powerfully revealed gendered interests hidden in osten-
sibly gender-neutral language and practices. These are all ways of challeng-
ing attempts to universalize sectional interests.

The domination of instrumental reasoning

The domination of instrumental reasoning is evident in organizational
theory broadly defined, where it usually surfaces as a concern with the
financial well-being of an organization, or the productivity of employees.
This same kind of instrumental focus is also evident in some organizational
feminist work, particularly that which takes a liberal approach to change
and/or focuses on women in management or individual career success. For
example, when feminist theorists describe gender inequalities, the focus is
often on instrumental factors, such as pay or promotions. Some feminists jus-
tify gender equity by claiming it would improve productivity and financial
performance. It is important to distinguish between these kinds of instru-
mental factors and material concerns that are framed in terms of meeting
people’s economic needs for survival. Given the feminization of poverty
on a global scale, for example, a focus on material issues is called for in
some contexts. Nevertheless, Critical Theory is generally more attuned than
feminist theory to the dangers inherent in accepting a primary focus on
organizational performance or individual career advancement, particularly
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given Critical Theory’s insightful work, for example, on the dangers of
consumerism. 

The critique of hegemony, including the study of how consent
to domination is orchestrated and the ways the subjugated
participate in their own subjugation

In one sense, all of feminist theory is a critique of patriarchal3 forms of hege-
mony. In addition, Marxist/socialist feminists, poststructural feminists, and
some feminists studying alternative organizational structures have put a
critique of all forms of hierarchical hegemony at the forefront of their scholar-
ship. Feminist critiques of hegemony focused on discourse, communication
and textual analysis are also plentiful (Irigaray, 1985a, 1985b).

Feminists have done less extensive analysis of how women and men
are complicit in their own gendered subjugation (Collinson et al., 1990; De
Beauvoir, 1972 [1949]). There is relatively little feminist work explicitly
focused on false consciousness or the microprocesses that engineer consent
(Foucault, 1977) to gendered arrangements (J. Martin and Meyerson, 1998).
Critical theorists (Jermier, 1985) have expressed some discomfort with the
elitism of researchers speaking for the disadvantaged, as in false conscious-
ness. Nevertheless, some critical theorists have found ways to explore rather
than avoid these difficulties (Willis, 1981 [1977]), which could be useful for
feminist scholarship.

CHANGE AS A WEAK POINT IN FEMINIST
AND CRITICAL SCHOLARSHIP

There is another commonality that feminist theory and Critical Theory share.
This commonality, however, is a shared weakness. Both traditions share a
commitment to system change, and yet neither tradition offers a generally
accepted solution to the problem of how to achieve system change. Both
offer ideological critiques, and both – with some important exceptions – stop
short of action plans and recommendations.

Feminist theory is, in some ways, surprisingly optimistic. It seeks ways
to change gender relations, even though feminist scholarship has convinc-
ingly documented that in all societies historians and anthropologists have
studied, men dominate women (Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974). The division
of labour between men and women may vary, the justifications given for that
division may differ, but – no matter if women do the hunting or the house-
keeping, no matter if women or men have primary responsibility for grow-
ing food or cooking it – men hold more power than women. In spite of
this evidence of widespread gender-related inequality, feminist theorists
continue to seek to change the gender order.
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Given the conclusions of feminist anthropologists, it is not surprising
that feminist scholarship has been more successful in exposing and critiquing
gender inequalities than in finding effective, long-term ways of reducing or
eradicating them. With the exception of socialist-feminists, and those who
advocate the creation of separatist, egalitarian havens, few feminist scholars
have offered radical, action-oriented recommendations for system change, pre-
ferring instead to rely on ideological critique (Ferguson, 1984: ix, x). 

Most varieties of critical theory limit their approaches to system change
in a similar manner, offering impressive critiques of existing inequalities and
inequities, but comparatively modest and limited approaches to delineating
the route to emancipatory change, including calling for a more enlightened
form of practice or using Habermas’s ideal speech situation to challenge ideas
and attitudes. Alvesson and Willmott (1992: 18) argue that ‘The intent of
[critical theory] is not to indulge in the Utopian project of eliminating hier-
archy, removing specialist divisions of labour or even abolishing the separa-
tion of management and other forms of work’ (1992: 18). Fournier and Grey
take the position that ‘[Critical Management Studies] is expressly “anti-
management”: its task is not to reform management towards some more
humane or ethically minded activity, but to undermine it (and maybe ulti-
mately, if naively, to dethrone it) through critique’ (2000: 24; emphasis added).
The work of Foucault can be similarly characterized; his critique of existing
arrangements is devastating, but his treatment of resistance to change, or
system change itself, is controversially rather minimal. 

There are versions of critical theory that take a more radical and more
action-oriented approach to system change. Work in the industrial relations
tradition, for example, has explored work slowdowns, sabotage, strikes and
other forms of collective action. Marxist and neo-Marxist versions of critical
theory take a more structural approach to system change, focusing on mate-
rial aspects of ownership and contradictions inherent in the capitalist system
that have the possibility of generating massive, revolutionary change. These
more radical, action-oriented versions of critical theory generate critiques
from other critical theorists, disputes that are beyond the scope of this
chapter. Given this debate within critical theory, it seems fair to conclude that
the issue of change remains problematic for Critical Theory, critical theory
and feminist theory, but that the critical theory work that is most radical and
action-oriented might have useful reverberations with the similarly radical
feminist work, particularly that of feminist separatists and socialist-feminists.

EVALUATING FEMINIST CHANGE STRATEGIES

In spite of this tendency for much of feminist work to focus on ideational
approaches to system change, there are at least six well-established feminist
research streams that take a more action-oriented approach to system
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change. This feminist change literature is reviewed below, exploring how
these research streams are relevant to the concerns of critical theorists. 

The first four of the six change strategies, and the analysis of their short-
comings, were developed by faculty researchers at the Simmons Center for
Gender in Organizations (Coleman and Rippin, 2000; Ely and Meyerson,
2000a, 2000b; Meyerson and Kolb, 2000). The last two of the six strategies are
added to represent more radical feminist approaches to change. These six
strategies are (using a mixture of my labels and those of the Simmons group): 

1 Fixing individual women; 
2 Valuing the feminine; 
3 Adding women and stirring (minimal structural change); 
4 Making small, deep cultural changes;
5 Creating new organizational structures; and 
6 Transforming gendered society. 

Below, each strategy is summarized and then critiqued, based on the results
of feminist research.

Fixing individual women

This strategy is the primary approach of many organizations that seek to hire
and retain more women employees, especially in previously male-dominated
positions. The ‘Fixing the women’ strategy relies heavily on group training
and individual advising to help women address their ‘weaknesses’. For
example, if women don’t feel they will be able to gain a promotion, or don’t
want the advance once they get it, they are given self-esteem, assertiveness,
and/or leadership training. Women at all ranks are urged to, and sometimes
helped to, build networks of relationships with others who might assist their
individual career advancement. They are encouraged, and sometimes
helped, to find mentors who can coach them in the informal norms and
political byways of organizational life. With this assistance, women should
gain a repertoire of skills, at least some of which are thought of, by some, as
traditionally masculine.

The Simmons researchers referred to above, dissect the many limita-
tions of the ‘Fixing individual women’ strategy. This strategy implicitly
assumes that women are to blame for not fitting into a system that is por-
trayed as relatively gender neutral. However, many organizational policies
and practices are not gender neutral. Part of the reason for this is structural.
Organizations have been, to a large extent, designed by men, in a context
where men hold most of the highest-ranking positions and many of the
better-paid blue-collar positions. Women have generally held lower-ranking,
lower-paid positions (such as clerical jobs), some of which have been in effect
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reserved exclusively or primarily for women (Reskin and Roos, 1990;
Strober, 1984). In part because of this occupational sex segregation, gendered
norms have emerged, and everyday policies and practices in organizations,
particularly in male-dominated positions, are often more comfortable for
men than for women (Gherardi, 1995; Mills, 1988).

‘Fixing the women’ assumes that if women aspire to male-dominated
jobs, they must learn to act as the men in those jobs do. However, women who
act like men are often disliked and disrespected (‘What is considered assertive
for a man is considered aggressive for a woman’) (Kanter, 1977). In any case,
most women will be less successful than most men, in acting like a man. Thus,
women are more likely to fail if a ‘Fixing the women’ strategy is adopted. If
they succeed, they do so by learning to act like men, assimilating to male
norms. It is therefore not unexpected to find that such ‘pioneer’ women often
do little to help the women who would follow in their wake (Ely, 1995), and are
likely to see the system that fostered their own success as meritocratic and gen-
der neutral. Furthermore, those few women who do manage to enter previ-
ously male-dominated positions often find that their triumph is temporary
because they are subjected to extreme scrutiny and criticism, and – all too often
– ultimately forced out in some disgrace (Kanter, 1977).

‘Fixing the women’ change strategies are often focused mainly on man-
agerial women, in part because of the costs of providing special training and
assistance. To the extent that a change strategy has a managerial focus, it is
important to note that the beneficiaries will be predominantly white, middle-
class women. Working-class women have fewer opportunities for promotion
into managerial ranks, have fewer well-paid options elsewhere, may be more
dependent on seniority and pensions, and are more likely to work in ‘pink
velvet ghettos’, that is mostly female-dominated job categories (Reskin and
Roos, 1990; Strober, 1984). In such female jobs, there is no pressure to conform
to male norms, but there is also little opportunity to escape traditional femi-
nine behavioural expectations and pay limitations (Young, 1991). 

Women who are members of racial, religious or ethnic minorities suf-
fer the double jeopardy of both sex and other forms of inequality, and for
many minority women, gendered inequalities may be of secondary impor-
tance. In addition, the pernicious effects of gender inequities may surface
with a different form and intensity for minority women (Collins, 1991;
Lorde, 1983). For example, because white men may view minority women as
unsuitable marriage prospects, sexual harassment of minority women often
takes a more hostile, less ostensibly ‘romantic’, and more dehumanizing
form (Hurtado, 1999). Efforts to ‘fix women’ are seldom tailored to take into
account the specialized difficulties of minority women. For working-class
and minority women, then, ‘Fixing the women’ may be a particularly unhelpful
change strategy.

Stereotypical images of masculinity (be tough, don’t show emotions
other than anger, aggression, and competitiveness, etc.) (Kerfoot and
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Knights, 1993) are also left unchanged by this strategy. As recent research on
masculinities has shown, on the shop floor (Collinson, 1988) and in the man-
agerial and professional ranks (Collinson and Knights, 1986; Collinson and
Hearn, 1996), such images of masculinity are constraining for men as well as
their female co-workers. In summary, both men and women remain trapped
when ‘Fixing the women’ is the approach taken. 

Valuing the feminine

The Simmons researchers define this strategy as focusing on characteristics
that are traditionally seen as ‘feminine’, such as being empathetic, sympa-
thetic, nurturing, non-competitive, deferential and having good listening
skills. Noting that these characteristics have been often devalued, this change
strategy seeks to revalue them as equal or even superior to traditionally mas-
culine characteristics, such as competitiveness, aggressiveness and so on. 

There are many limitations of this approach. It reinforces stereotypes
that do not acknowledge the variations in the actual behaviours of men and
women, underestimating the variance within a category and failing to
acknowledge the ways categories overlap (Fondas, 1997). Furthermore,
stereotypes of women vary. For example, African-American women often
have to cope with the harmful limitations of stereotypes such as Jezebel, the
temptress, and Mammy, the all-understanding, endlessly nurturing servant
(Nkomo, 1992). White women cope with an array of stereotypes as well,
including the cute pet, the iron maiden, the mother and the seductress
(Kanter, 1977). Women who do not conform to stereotypical preconceptions
are sometimes ignored, disparaged and misperceived. 

Especially when women work in positions where the formal job
requirements or informal norms create pressure to conform to feminine
stereotypes, various demeaning interactions become expected. The work of
secretaries and service workers includes sexualized rituals of deference and
flirtation (Hall, 1993; Pringle, 1988).4 Female faculty members who become
administrators often feel tacitly or explicitly pressured to take the role of
‘office wife’, caring for neglected student concerns and making sure neces-
sary administrative work gets done, freeing their male administrative col-
leagues for long-term strategy meetings and political alliance building (Huff,
1990). The ‘Valuing the feminine’ change strategy fosters little change, and to
the extent it reinforces gendered stereotypes, it is severely constraining, pro-
viding excuses for the underpayment and subordination of women.

Adding women and stirring (minimal structural change)

This change strategy alters a few rules, practices and structures, so that women
are allowed to enter positions previously closed to them, but, as the Simmons
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group observes, the basics of bureaucratic organizational structure (hierarchy,
division of labour, gendered organizational norms, etc.) are left largely
untouched. This strategy assumes that hiring women into previously male-
dominated jobs is equivalent to giving them ‘equal opportunity’ to succeed.
Recruitment, rather than retention and promotion, is the focus of this strategy.

This is a difficult strategy to enact, in part because it is difficult to get
women to apply for jobs that have previously been held mostly by males.
If women are responsible for most housework and dependent care – and most
women, even in dual career partnerships, are (Hochschild, 1989) – they may
be unwilling or unable to accept a job that has been previously held mostly
by men, especially if that job requires long hours, weekend and evening
work, or extensive travel. In addition, women may (sometimes realistically)
fear that they will be subject to isolation, hostility, sexual harassment or
unfair performance evaluations. They may not apply because job descrip-
tions or interviews include code words (‘competitive’, ‘aggressive leadership
style’) or pronouns (‘We expect that he…’) that signal that male applicants are
preferred (Collinson et al., 1990; Marshall, 1984).

Some of these problems can be addressed (through ‘Fixing the women’
strategies or by small structural changes, such as rewording job descriptions
to remove gendered ‘code words’). However, even if women do apply for
and enter male-dominated positions, they must operate at a disadvantage
that is often invisible, to themselves and to others. For example, when
a woman is a ‘solo’ (that is, the only female  or one of a very few women in
a male-dominated job), her performance will be much more carefully scruti-
nized and there is a strong probability that it will be evaluated in a biased
fashion (Kanter, 1977; Taylor et al., 1978). She may find it difficult, if not
impossible, to avoid being stereotyped. She may be excluded with, for exam-
ple, boundary-heightening sexualized jokes, or a lack of invitations to infor-
mal gatherings.5 For these reasons, ‘adding women and stirring’ is a strategy
that has been shown, repeatedly, to fail. One cannot change hiring laws and
procedures, alter little else, and expect efforts to reduce gender inequality to
succeed in the long term (Bielby and Baron, 1987).6

Making small, deep cultural changes (with dual objectives
of improving gender equity and organizational efficiency)

This fourth approach emerged from the Simmons researchers’ gender equity
intervention work with corporations (Coleman and Rippin, 2000; Ely and
Meyerson, 2000a, 2000b; Meyerson and Kolb, 2000). Rather than changing
formal policies or structures, this fourth change strategy focuses on chang-
ing relatively small aspects of an organization’s culture, aspects that
are selected because they have deeply embedded implications for gender
relations. For example, in a manufacturing plant, teams of assembly line
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workers were strictly sex segregated. Leaders of these teams were men who
used a rather authoritarian style of management. After some training that
heightened awareness of gender equity issues, the Simmons researchers
introduced mixed sex teams and rotating leadership, permitting some
women to hold leadership positions for the first time. Productivity
increased, thereby achieving the dual objectives of the Simmons group’s
fourth change strategy: greater gender equity and greater efficiency. When
the Simmons researchers introduced a number of these ‘small wins’ experi-
mental projects within the same corporation, they found that for most of the
projects, gender equity goals faded in salience (were forgotten); reasons for
continuing or aborting the projects revolved almost completely around effi-
ciency and productivity issues (Coleman and Rippen, 2000). 

In a second example of this strategy, Bailyn (1993) studied engineers
building a complex software system. The engineers complained about the
need to work long hours, put in ‘face time’ at the office, and deal with con-
stant interruptions. Many female engineers, and to a lesser extent many of
their male colleagues involved in dual career partnerships, found the long
hours especially difficult, given their family responsibilities. Bailyn and her
colleagues collaborated with employees in designing a remedy that was
apparently gender neutral: to set aside mornings for uninterrupted work,
asking all the engineers to save their questions and meetings for the after-
noons. These new time management norms benefited all concerned. Long
hours decreased because work was completed more efficiently, and demands
for ‘face time’ decreased, to the relief, especially, of women with families and
men in dual career partnerships. Although this change strategy was
designed, in part, to improve gender equity, its rationale was described pri-
marily in terms of efficiency and productivity goals, because it was thought
by the researchers that this would increase its chances of being accepted.

Limitations of this gender equity change strategy include a lack of
attention to men’s gender-related difficulties, the small scale of the changes
implemented, and the fact that instrumental objectives showed a tendency
to take precedence over gender equity goals. Although the dual objective
focus of this fourth change strategy is controversial, it is important to note
that few organizations would be willing to contemplate such interventions
unless some organizational performance improvement were likely. In addi-
tion, if a series of small wins is to have a cumulative effect on gender equity,
long-term time investment is required. 

Creating new organizational structures (including feminist separatism)

The global proliferation of bureaucratic structures has been accompanied by
a widespread reification of hierarchy and division of labour, in the name of
efficiency and organizational survival. Feminist theorists, like many critical
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theorists, have been quite critical of this development, given the centrality of
egalitarian values in feminist ideology. Ferguson (1984) has been exceptionally
articulate in her critique of bureaucracy and the ways it works to the dis-
advantage, especially, of women. This fifth change strategy is anti-bureaucratic.
It involves the planned introduction of major structural changes that mini-
mize inequalities of all forms, including gender inequities. In these feminist
organizational structures, hierarchy and division of labour are dramatically
reduced, for example, by rotating all jobs, including leadership positions,
and by relying on consensual decision-making practices. Although such
structural alterations are common in non-feminist collective organizations
(Rothschild-Whitt, 1979), feminist organizations often add two distinctive
characteristics: an explicit commitment to feminist ideology and an emphasis
on personal and emotional openness, challenging attempts to separate the
public and the private spheres (Ferree and P. Martin, 1995). In many such
feminist organizations, there is an explicit commitment that feminist goals
will take precedence over organizational performance objectives, such as
efficiency or profitability.

Feminist organizations include public sector endeavours, such as bat-
tered women’s shelters and political action collectives, as well as businesses,
particularly those that market to feminist customers (Epstein et al., 1988;
Ferree and P. Martin, 1995). There are relatively few such feminist organiza-
tions, and most are small. Many are largely or exclusively founded and
staffed by women (Valentine and McIntosh, 1990), providing a safe haven
where feminists and others can earn their living without having to cope with
the problems described in previous strategy descriptions. 

Given that this fifth strategy does not give priority to organizational
performance objectives over other feminist concerns, it is not surprising that
most of these organizations find it difficult to survive, financially, for the
long term. The intense personal relationships that such organizations foster
can, and often do, breed intense interpersonal conflicts, particularly around
those individuals who play more of a leadership role or work harder and
longer than others, making some of these feminist organizations seem to be
unpleasant places to work (Farrell, 1995; Valentine and McIntosh, 1990). It is
difficult to enact egalitarian values when some organizational members con-
sistently offer greater time commitment and expertise. In spite of Acker’s
(1990) admonitions for feminists to keep their eyes on class issues at all times
(see also Pollert, 1996), all too often, class differences among women prove
to be the critical weakness of these feminist organizations because well-
intentioned, white, middle-class feminists fail to anticipate, comprehend and
deal effectively with the needs and values of their working-class female
co-workers (Tom, 1995). When feminist organizations do survive, like non-
feminist collectives, they do provide a haven for their members, but their
small scale, limited focus and separatism tends to limit the amount of influ-
ence they have on surrounding people and institutions.
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Transforming gendered society

This sixth feminist change strategy focuses on transforming the gendered
aspects of society, rather than attempting to alter individuals or single
organizational contexts, paying particular attention to class-based sources of
inequality (Pollert, 1996). This ambitious change strategy crosses institu-
tional boundaries (involving for example religious, government, educational
and corporate entities), seeking the dual objectives of the fourth change
strategy: (1) gender equity and (2) at least sufficient economic efficiency for
people’s needs to be met. 

No large-scale, long-term, successful examples of this sixth strategy
exist, although smaller-scale, partial successes have been recorded. In South
Africa the federal government has created gender equity task forces. These
task forces include both men and women, who have been empowered, to
some extent, to ensure that the national transformation of race relations and
economic power includes a transformation in gender relations, for both men
and women. The scale of societal transformation in South Africa has opened
the door, many think, to changes in gender relations that would, in a more
stable society, be more difficult to implement. It may be that widespread
social turmoil, affecting one of these dimensions of inequality, loosens inter-
dependencies, so changes along other dimensions of inequality become pos-
sible.7 Another example of strategy six is Cisco’s funding of Networking
Academies, to train women and men for technical careers (not just at Cisco)
in over 42 countries in some of the least economically developed areas of the
world. Such ambitious change interventions require governmental support
and/or large amounts of funding, a resource constraint that makes examples
of strategy six exceedingly rare and simultaneously important to study.

Relationships among these feminist change strategies

Relationships among these six strategies are worth noting. There is a big gap
between the liberalism of the first three strategies (or the incrementalism of
the first four strategies), and the more radical change sought in ‘Creating new
organizational structures’ and ‘Transforming gendered society’. The latter
two strategies are relatively more congruent with critical theory, although the
feminist research that points out the shortcomings of the first three strategies
is also, in a different way, consistent with the spirit of critical thinking.

The strategies are also, in practice, hard to separate. Often, one leads
directly to another. For example, when the third strategy, ‘Adding women
and stirring’, is adopted, problems usually become evident rapidly, and
‘Fixing the women’ is often implemented shortly thereafter. The second
strategy, ‘Valuing the feminine’, is in some ways a weaker version of the fifth
strategy, ‘Creating new organizational structures’, especially when those
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new structures have mostly female members. In some ways, it is the rela-
tionships among these strategies, rather than evaluations of their separable
effectiveness, that is of most interest.8 Once again, critical theory might well
offer helpful insights into these issues.

Table 4.1 lists the six strategies and summarizes the evidence on their
effectiveness. None of these six strategies has had, so far, an impressive
record of success, as all encounter resistance. However, in accord with the
fourth strategy’s emphasis on the importance of small wins (see also
Fournier and Grey, 2000: 21), the combination of these strategies, used in dif-
ferent contexts with differing levels of success, has created some progress.
Cross-national comparisons, particularly in some sectors (like public sector
work in Scandinavia and Australia) where women have made major
advances, would be useful. It is clear that a study of a wider range of change
processes, including collective action, work slowdowns, sabotage, protests,
community organizing techniques, major structural changes, as well as
aspects of more conventional models of organizational development tech-
niques, would help feminist theorists achieve more of their change objec-
tives. Some critical theorists have long been dealing with this wider scope of
change processes, and so the synergies possible might well be useful and
important to both traditions of inquiry.

THE SEPARATE DEVELOPMENT OF FEMINIST
AND CRITICAL THEORIES

If feminist theory and critical theory share so many issues of concern, and if
feminist change strategies can be usefully criticized and strengthened by
drawing on critical research, it is hard to understand why the two traditions
have developed so independently. Although critical theory is an older intel-
lectual tradition, it seems reasonable to expect that contemporary critical
theory and feminist theory would cite each other’s work and build theoreti-
cal synergies between the two traditions. This has not happened to a sub-
stantial extent. An index in a critical theory book usually will include few
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TABLE 4.1 Outcomes of gender inequality change strategies*

1 Fix the women A few individuals succeed
2 Value the feminine Virtually no change
3 Add women and stir Slow, partial change with reversions
4 Make small, deep cultural changes, Instrumental goals take precedence,

dual objectives gender goals lost
5 Create new organizational structures Few survive long term
6 Transform gendered society Rare, perhaps in South Africa?

*First four strategies adapted from Coleman and Rippin, 2000; Ely and Meyerson 2000a,
2000b; Meyerson and Kolb, 2000.
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names of female scholars, few mentions of the words ‘sex’ or ‘gender’, and
few ideas taken from feminist work. When critical theory publications do
offer an extended discussion of feminist ideas, it is often relegated to a foot-
note, a parenthetical aside, a list of ‘also relevant’ types of literature, or at
best a separate chapter – forms of marginalization that can inadvertently
serve as a justification for excluding gender issues from the rest of the text. 

Unfortunately, feminist theorists are just as likely to fail to cite and inte-
grate critical theory literature, even when that work is of central, explicit
concern to feminist ideas (e.g. Alvesson and Billing, 1997: 186). Feminist
theorists also tend to marginalize relevant critical theory in lists of related
literature, parenthetical asides, and footnotes. Extended discussions of the
relevance of critical work to feminist thinking are unfortunately rare, even in
sections or chapters that are kept separate from the rest of a text. 

Thus, feminist theorists generally treat critical theory, and critical theo-
rists generally treat feminist theory, as separate and unequal. As race rela-
tions in the US have shown, separate-but-equal may sound desirable to
some, but dichotomies that delineate difference tend to evolve into inequali-
ties. When critical theorists integrate feminist work, and when feminist theo-
rists do the same for critical work, more interesting synergies may emerge
(Alvesson and Billing, 1997; Diamond and Quinby, 1988; Fraser, 1987;
Pollert, 1996; Sawicki, 1991; Smircich and Calas, 1995). To move towards
integration, however, we need to understand why this separation has
occurred and why it has been perpetuated.

EVALUATING THE VALIDITY OF CRITIQUES
OF FEMINIST THEORY

Some critical theorists offer reasons why feminist theory can be legitimately
excluded from consideration. Some of these criticisms are well founded, at
least for some kinds of feminist theory, and others are based on misconcep-
tions. Table 4.2 and the remainder of this chapter summarize the orientation
of each feminist change strategy with regard to these critiques. (Cell entries
in this table summarize the results of research to date, rather than the ulti-
mate potential of each strategy.) 

Does feminist theory focus primarily on privileged women
and therefore fail to critique hegemony?

Some critical theorists assert that feminist theory focuses on the concerns of
middle-class white women who want more access to well-paid managerial
and professional jobs. Because of this focus on the interests of women of
privilege, these critical theorists argue, feminist theory does not challenge
the hegemony of models of organization that assume the immutability and
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even desirability of hierarchy, division of labour, class differences and
capitalism (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992: 6).

To assess the validity of this critique, let us turn first to the feminist
change literature discussed above. As can be seen in Table 4.2, in agreement
with this critique, much of the research on the first three strategies has
tended to treat women as a homogeneous category, not acknowledging and
exploring the effects of racial, ethnic and class differences on women’s
experiences. Also in accord with this critique, much of the research on the
effectiveness of these three strategies has a tendency to focus on women with
managerial or professional aspirations. However, contrary to this critique,
the fourth, ‘Making small, deep cultural changes’, and the two more radical
change strategies seldom have this narrow focus. 

To address this important issue in more general terms, there are varie-
ties of feminism for which this critique is merited. For example, there is a
well-established liberal tradition of gender research (sometimes labelled the
‘women in management’ or ‘dress for success’ school of thought), that
focuses on enabling women to gain success, defined usually as access to
high-ranking managerial and professional positions, within existing organi-
zational structures. Such women are usually white, middle class and other-
wise privileged. This liberal tradition is relatively well represented in US
business schools,9 because its focus on ‘breaking glass ceilings’ and encour-
aging equal opportunity for women does not directly challenge assumptions
about hierarchy, class-based divisions of labour, capitalism and so on. 

However, this critique is not descriptive of all, or even most, of current
feminist thinking. In a watershed book for feminist theory, Spelman (1989)
outlined the devastating effects of assuming that all women are a category
with homogeneous interests – a position often referred to as an ‘essentialist’
approach to feminist thinking. Most contemporary feminists would agree
with Spelman; we cannot focus on privileged white women, then build
theory presumed to apply to all women. Contemporary feminism, even that
which does not embrace postmodernism, deconstructs the category ‘woman’
and the dichotomies of ‘sex’ and ‘gender’, examining the ways women’s and
men’s identities are multiple, socially constructed, and reflective of class,
race, ethnicity, and other cultural factors. The experiences of African-
American women (Bell, 1990; Bell et al., 1993; Collins, 1990; hooks, 1981) and
Hispanic women (Calas, 1992; Hurtado, 1999; Zavella, 1991), in particular,
have been extensively explored.

Other feminist scholarship has explored the ways colonial and post-
colonial histories have affected the material conditions and subjectivities of
women, especially in less industrialized countries (Calas and Smircich, 1993;
Minh-ha, 1989; Spivak, 1987). Of particular relevance, given the class focus
of critical theory, a large, and long-standing feminist literature has focused
on the experiences of working-class women holding clerical, manufacturing
and service jobs (Hartmann, 1981; Kondo, 1990; Pringle, 1988; Young, 1991).
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A branch of feminism has placed class issues at the forefront of feminist
analysis (Acker, 1990), often with a socialist-feminist (class first) or feminist-
socialist (gender first) orientation that challenges assumptions of capitalism
by exploring its basis in class-based partriarchal systems (Eisenstein, 1983;
Haraway, 1985; Hartmann, 1981; Young, 1980). 

Some critical theorists have argued that feminist scholarship should
not focus on helping women to gain access to existing hierarchies, by
increasing their skills and competencies, because that individually focused
change strategy does not seek to change existing hierarchical arrangements
that perpetuate class, as well as gender and racial, inequalities. In accord
with this critique, the first four change strategies do not attempt major struc-
tural change of hierarchical arrangements, although the fourth approach
hopes to achieve major changes in gender equity for women of all classes,
through small, incremental steps. However, this critique is not an apt criti-
cism of the last two, more radical change strategies. 

To explore this critique in more detail, feminist scholarship that fails to
critique hegemony, and prefers instead to focus on preparing women of
privilege to enter well-paid managerial and professional positions in male-
dominated hierarchies, should exhibit several distinguishing characteristics.
Several of these characteristics are assessed below. 

Versions of feminist theory that fail to critique hegemony should focus
on helping individual women to gain entry to hierarchies, rather than work-
ing to change the surrounding context. When individual shortcomings are
blamed for observed inequalities, meritocratic assumptions remain unchal-
lenged. Only the first strategy, ‘Fixing the women’, has this tendency to focus
on changing individual women. However, when women encounter prob-
lems of adjustment to male-dominated systems, in strategy three, ‘Adding
women and stirring’, their difficulties are often attributed to individual
shortcomings. The remaining four change strategies attend more to altering
the surrounding context, rather than blaming individual women for diffi-
culties, although these change strategies vary in the extent to which they
seek to alter that context.

Next, a feminist theory that does not seek major alterations in existing
arrangements might well take the position that women should assimilate to
the norms of male-dominated systems, rather than focusing on changing
those gendered norms. Only ‘Fixing the women’ and ‘Adding women and
stirring’ take an assimilationist position; the remaining strategies work on
changing the context rather than asking individual women to conform to
norms created by and for men.

Finally, approaches that do not seek to alter existing hegemonic arrange-
ments generally give primacy to instrumental goals, such as maximizing
organizational efficiency, effectiveness and profitability or seeking individ-
ual career success, as measured by pay and promotions. The first strategy,
‘Fixing the women’, does give priority to these kinds of instrumental goals.
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The second strategy, ‘Valuing the feminine’, calls for revaluing traditionally
feminine characteristics, such as caring for others’ emotional well-being.
Often, but not always, advocates of this strategy (and its variants) argue that
these feminine characteristics may also serve instrumental functions for an
organization, as when a warm, caring management style or improved inter-
personal relations improve team productivity (Fletcher, 1999). The remain-
ing strategies have dual objectives, one of which is instrumental, and the
other, focused on gender equity. None of the feminist strategies reviewed
here denies the importance of instrumental objectives, although strategies
with dual objectives do not give instrumental goals unchallenged primacy.
In the last two strategies, ‘Creating new organizational structures’ and
‘Transforming gendered society’, gender equity objectives are equal to or
greater in importance than instrumental goals. In summary, to equate all of
feminist thinking with work congruent with the first three change strategies
is to exclude from consideration precisely those aspects of feminist work
most relevant to critical theory.

Does feminist theory seek to reverse gender inequalities
by privileging women over men?

Another critique, less frequently voiced, is that feminist theory seeks to
reverse prior gender inequalities, leaving women (temporarily or perma-
nently) in a privileged position. According to this critique, in an effort to cre-
ate more equitable gender relations, the views and objectives of women are
given, at least temporarily, a privileged status, thereby producing a new
form of gender hegemony, one that reverses the priorities of patriarchy. This
is an important critique to address, even though it is made relatively infre-
quently, because it bears directly on affirmative action policies that give tem-
porary advantage to the historically disadvantaged, including in some
contexts, women.

This critique involves a misunderstanding of feminist ideology. Most
versions of feminism do not seek to reverse gender inequalities, putting
women ahead of men, but rather seek to eradicate gender inequalities while,
for some issues (such as pregnancy), acknowledging and preserving some
differences. Nevertheless, in a limited sense, this critique is merited, espe-
cially with regard to two change strategies, ‘Valuing the feminine’ and
‘Creating new organizational structures’. It is likely that these strategies
would create organizational contexts where some men (and some women)
would feel uncomfortable and would find it difficult to conform to some
organizational norms, much like many women now react with discomfort to
some male-dominated organizational contexts. The third strategy, ‘Adding
women and stirring’, is sometimes interpreted as calling to give women a
temporary advantage, at the entry level, so they will have equal opportunity
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to achieve. However, this third strategy is not usually formulated in terms of
necessarily achieving equal outcomes (equal opportunity at entry is the
focus), so no generalized, long-term domination by women is anticipated or
achieved. The remaining four change strategies ‘Fixing the women’, ‘Adding
women and stirring’, ‘Making small, deep cultural changes’, and
‘Transforming gendered societies’ are striving for forms of gender equality
and equity, not seeking to put women in a position superior to men.

In more general terms, there are versions of feminist theory that privi-
lege traditionally feminine practices (Fletcher, 1999; Rosener, 1995), for
example, lauding women’s distinctive ‘ways of knowing’ or ‘feminine ways
of leading’. Other feminists argue that because of their positions in patriar-
chal societies, women have a distinctively insightful vantage point from
which to see and criticize traditional gender arrangements (Hartsock, 1983),
an approach termed feminist ‘standpoint’ theory. However, in spite of these
reasons for advocating temporary or more permanent pre-eminence for
women’s views, most feminist theorists refrain from advocating the domi-
nation of men by women. Most contemporary feminists are more likely to
challenge dichotomous conceptualizations of sex and gender, and seek the
abolition rather than the reversal, of systems of domination.

Is feminist theory incomplete, or narrow, unless it includes study of 
men, the constraints of masculinities, and relations between genders? 
Is critical theory broader because it considers abstract topics, such as
technocracy and ecological problems, that pertain to both genders?

A related critique is that feminist theory focuses primarily on the concerns of
women, rather than exploring relations between the genders, and in partic-
ular, the ways masculinities constrain men. Some Critical Theorists have
argued that feminism is too narrow unless it expands its focus to include
men and masculinity, and becomes a study of gender relations rather than
feminism (Alvesson and Billing, 1997: 180). First, let us address this critique
with reference to the feminist change literature reviewed above. Four strate-
gies, ‘Fixing the women’, ‘Valuing the feminine’, ‘Adding women and stir-
ring’, and ‘Creating new organizational structures’ (when those structures
are female-dominated) are indeed focused primarily on the concerns of
women. The fourth strategy explicitly deals with the concerns of both men
and women, although it focuses more on alleviating gender inequalities that
work to the disadvantage of women. The sixth strategy, ‘Transforming gen-
dered society’, is similarly concerned with both men and women.

In more general terms, relations between the genders is a tacit subtext
or partial focus of much feminist thinking, particularly in work that exam-
ines processes of domination, the creation and perpetuation of gender
inequalities, and the interdependence of ideas about masculinities and fem-
ininities. A focus on gender relations is particularly visible in the feminist
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work that deconstructs attempts to separate public and private spheres of
influence (Hochschild, 1989; J. Martin, 1990; Rosenberg, 1982), showing how
work and family concerns affect each other, for both men and women.
Feminist scholars, particularly in the United Kingdom (Collinson, 1988;
Collinson and Hearn, 1996; Collinson and Knights, 1986), have shown how
stereotypes of masculinity constrain men, and women, in a variety of work-
ing settings, ranging from the shopfloor to the executive suite. Sexuality at
work is another arena (Hearn and Parkin, 1987) where a focus on both men
and women (primarily those who are heterosexual) is evident. 

This kind of expansion of feminist thought is essential, but it is under-
standable that feminist scholars, after years of exclusion and marginaliza-
tion, would want to focus primarily on the concerns of women. However, if
feminist thought is to make greater progress achieving change in gender
equity, women cannot do it by themselves, long term; even separatist havens
need to find ways of surviving in environments where their ideology is not
shared. Consideration of the constraining effects of men’s roles and our
ideas of masculinity must be part of any major, long-lasting change in rela-
tions between the genders. Gender relations at work, for example, are
unlikely to change, unless gender relations at home are altered, and change
in both arenas will involve men. In general terms, then, this critique is a
point well taken. However, as long as the interests and practices of the
‘other’ gender are ignored or distorted, there will be a need for feminism to
focus, disproportionately, on women and the constraints of assumptions
about femininities.

A related critique of feminist theory also merits analysis: the idea that
Critical Theory is broader than feminist theory. For example, Alvesson and
Willmott state this critique explicitly and cogently:

[Critical Theory] has the strength of being sufficiently broad to serve
as a source of critical reflection on a large number of central issues in
management studies: epistemological issues, notions of rationality
and progress, technocracy and social engineering, autonomy and
control, communicative action, power and ideology. In comparison,
Marxist, Foucauldian and feminist perspectives are more specialized
and restricted. (1992: 9)

In direct contradiction to the critique of narrowness, feminist theory
is exceptionally broad in its focus, in part because it arose in an explicitly
interdisciplinary context. In many universities, the ‘one woman in each
department’ would meet in informal interdisciplinary gatherings. To illus-
trate the resulting breadth of feminist inquiry, reconsider each disciplinary
or topic area mentioned in Alvesson and Willmott’s critique. Feminist
studies relevant to each of these issues have shown how these broad and
apparently gender neutral phenomena are not gender neutral: epistemology
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(Benhabib, 1984; Harding and Hintikka, 1983; Knights, 1992); rationality
(Mumby and Putnam, 1992); progress (Brenner, 1987; Lorde, 1983; Minh-
ha, 1989); technocracy and social engineering (De Laurentis, 1984;
Haraway, 1985); autonomy and control (Calas, 1993; Fraad et al., 1989);
communicative action (Hall, 1993; Kerfoot and Knights, 1993; Kristeva,
1977); power and ideology (Butler and Scott, 1992; Smith, 1990). Any
domain of inquiry is by definition narrow if it excludes women’s con-
cerns.10 Much of organizational theory, and much of critical theory (includ-
ing Critical Theory), does just that – it claims to study all of an abstract
noun, like bureaucracy or management, without exploring the ways that
ostensibly gender-neutral ideas and practices reflect gendered assump-
tions about both masculinity and femininity. Only by combining the
strengths of these traditions, and including assumptions about masculinity
as well as femininity, will either of these traditions gain the breadth
needed. 

To summarize this analysis of critiques of feminist theory, it is clear that
feminist theory no longer focuses exclusively or even primarily on privi-
leged white women. The intersections of gender with, for example, race, eth-
nicity and class are all prominent features of contemporary feminist analysis.
There are many varieties of feminist theory that do not focus on success
within existing organizational hierarchies (seeking instrumental goals of
individual career success, consumerism, etc.). These versions of feminist
theory advocate system-wide change. The goal of most versions of feminist
theory is not to reverse existing gender inequalities, as that would replace
one system of domination with another. The goal, rather, is to challenge and
hopefully change aspects of social relations that create the need for one
group to dominate another. These are goals that many critical theorists,
including some Critical Theorists, share.

THE TURN TOWARDS CRITIQUING THE STATUS QUO,
RATHER THAN SEEKING SYSTEM CHANGE

Many contemporary critical theorists have turned away from seeking
society-wide transformation, to focus on a critique of the status quo, ‘refrain-
ing from directive statements about what people should do (revolt, liberate)
but emphasizing the problematization of dominating values and beliefs’
(Alvesson and Deetz, 1996: 202). Similarly, as indicated in the evaluation of
the six feminist change strategies, feminist theory has generally focused
more on critiquing the status quo, exposing gendered inequalities; it has not
shown us how, effectively, to reduce or eradicate those inequalities. Perhaps
if critical theorists and feminist theorists were to work together on problems
of change, unexpected synergies would arise.
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NOTES

I would like to thank the Scandinavian visitors to Stanford in the Spring of 2001,
Mats Alvesson, Myra Strober, Dick Scott and Woody Powell for their comments on
an earlier draft of this paper. Walter Nord, John Jermier, Paul Adler and David
Knights have helped me find my way into the critical theory literature; my primary
guides into organizational feminist theory have been Linda Smircich, Marta Calas
and Deb Meyerson. Although all of these people have been helpful, in person and
through their writing, none should be held responsible for the content of this paper.

1 Critical Theorists are less likely than critical theorists to focus on class issues.
2 Some are uncomfortable labelling male scholars feminists. Personally I am not.
3 Patriarchy is a form of hegemony where men dominate women, its opposite is

matriarchy.
4 Gherardi (1995) argues that flirtation on the job eases male discomfort with

women in professional roles, creating a more pleasurable atmosphere for women
as well as men. In contrast, US feminists are more likely to consider the expecta-
tion of flirtation with male co-workers to be demeaning and a possible, tepid
precursor to sexual harassment. It is possible that the meaning and behavioural
expectations (of sexual interest) associated with flirtation differ internationally.

5 In contrast, when men are solos in a group of women, they are more likely to be
fussed over, selected as leader, and generally made to feel welcome (Taylor et al.,
1978).

6 Even if numbers of women do increase in selected, previously male-dominated
job categories, such as bank tellers (Strober and Arnold, 1987), symphony orches-
tras (Allemendinger and Hackman, 1995), or college administrators (Pfeffer and
Davis-Blake, 1987), the job usually ‘tips’, becoming all-female rather rapidly,
with a concomitant decrease in pay and prestige. Professors of organizational
behaviour, marketing, and psychology should beware, given the increasing
numbers of female PhD students we are producing. 

7 I am indebted to Professor Myra Strober for pointing this out.
8 Again, I am grateful to Professor Strober for raising these questions.
9 ‘Relatively’, in part because women faculty are still rare in business schools

(J. Martin, 1994).
10 This is not to say that in some domains, most women may have the same con-

cerns as men. Furthermore, as Alvesson and Willmott contend, ‘arguably, most
if not all social phenomena involve a gender aspect, but it would be reductionist
to capture most aspects of management, production, and consumption basically
in feminist terms’ (1992: 9).
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Chapter 5

Critical Approaches to
Strategic Management
David L. Levy, Mats Alvesson
and Hugh Willmott

It is only comparatively recently that ‘strategic management’ has been
labelled, studied and privileged as a field of managerial practice and schol-
arly attention (Knights and Morgan, 1991). Many business schools have
crowned their programmes with a ‘capstone’ course in strategic manage-
ment, which is intended to provide a ‘top-management perspective’, in addi-
tion to fostering a familiarity with the key concepts in the field. As perhaps
the most managerialist of the management specialties, ‘strategy’ largely
takes for granted the historical and political conditions under which man-
agerial priorities are determined and enacted. Moreover, as a technocratic
mode of decision-making serving particular interests, strategy is not simply
confined to the business world; rather, ‘strategy’ can be seen in the ever-
widening circle of problems which are deemed suitable for its application – from
public sector and non-profit management to regional economic develop-
ment and business school accreditation.

This chapter contributes to the development of a critical understanding
of strategic management that is less coloured by the preoccupations and
sectional interests of top managers. Where a managerialist perspective employs
an instrumental rationality to help managers improve organizational effec-
tiveness and corporate profitability, a critical lens seeks to explore the nature
of strategic management as an organizational process, one that has signifi-
cant political ramifications within organizations and in the broader society.
Strategy can, for example, be examined as discourse and practice in order to
probe its historical roots and how it came to be constituted in its current form
(Knights and Morgan, 1991). Some of the work in the processual school of
strategy (Mintzberg, 1990) provides a sceptical perspective on established
classical and rational perspectives. However, writings in this tradition do not
explore broader issues of domination or scrutinize managerialist assump-
tions. Where the processual school examines power, for example, it tends to
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do so within an intra-organizational perspective that eschews consideration
of broader social and political structures (Alvesson and Willmott, 1996). 

When analysis draws from Critical Theory (see Introduction to this
volume), management is viewed as a set of practices and discourses embed-
ded within broader asymmetrical power relations, which systematically
privilege the interests and viewpoints of some groups while silencing and
marginalizing others (see also Alvesson and Willmott, 1996). Critical Theory
(CT) has an emancipatory agenda, which seeks to probe taken-for-granted
assumptions for their ideological underpinnings and restore meaningful
participation in arenas subject to systematic distortion of communication.
CT draws attention, moreover, to the dominance of a technical rationality
obsessed with the ostensibly efficient pursuit of unquestioned objectives,
and attempts instead to rekindle societal debate around goals and values.
Drawing from this perspective, embryonic critical scholarship on strategic
management has tended to emphasize the discursive and ideological dimen-
sions of strategy, such as the constitution of certain problems as ‘strategic’
and the legitimation of specific groups of people as the ‘strategic managers’
capable of addressing them (see Thomas, 1998). 

An alternative strand of critique offers an historical materialist perspec-
tive that has intellectual roots in the Marxism of Antonio Gramsci. It is use-
ful to point out a number of points of commonality and difference between
Gramsci and Critical Theory (CT). Gramsci anticipated theorists of the
Frankfurt School in his critique of the neutrality of philosophy and science,
and the economism and determinism of orthodox Marxism. Both approaches
view organizational structures and managerial practices as inherently politi-
cal. Another point of contact with CT is the importance attached to ideology
as a force that stabilizes and reproduces social relations while masking and
distorting these same structures and processes. Gramsci also prefigures CT’s
position that intellectuals can and should apply theory for emancipatory
purposes.

Points of difference between Gramsci and CT indicate the potential
contribution of extending our range of critical inquiry. Critical Theorists
have focused on the power of discursive closure and distortion, both at the
broader level of mass culture (Marcuse, 1964) and in communicative action
(Habermas, 1984). They invite recurrent critical reflection on the presence of
distorted communications in even the most ostensibly radical or emancipa-
tory conceptions of strategy – a point to which we return in our concluding
remarks. In their turn towards culture and ideology, however, Critical Theorists
have tended to downplay the role of economic structure. For Gramsci, by
contrast, social systems are shaped and stabilized in the interlocking realms
of ideology, economics and politics. If firms and markets are embedded in
broader ideological and political structures (Callon, 1998; Fligstein, 1996;
Granovetter, 1985), then corporate strategies to enhance competitive and
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technological positioning are closely related to broader strategies to secure
social legitimacy and influence policy; the content of strategy, not just its
ideology, is political. 

Gramsci’s concept of emancipation is broader and more strategic than
that offered by CT. For Gramsci, power lies in the ensemble of economic,
ideological and organizational forces; the emancipatory project must there-
fore encompass this wider totality. Gramsci’s conception of hegemony as a
dynamic, unstable relation of forces informs a strategic notion of power. A
hegemonic formation results from an historically specific alignment of ideo-
logical, economic and organizational forces, laying the foundation for a domi-
nant alliance of social groups. A coordinated strategy across these three
pillars of hegemony is required to build and sustain hegemony, or indeed to
contest the dominance of a particular hegemonic bloc. Subordinate social
groups would need to adopt a long-term strategy, or a ‘war of position’ in
Gramsci’s terms, to disrupt and shift the balance of forces in their favour.
While Gramsci’s analysis was primarily at the level of the state, others have
applied Gramscian concepts to understand social contestation over particular
issue arenas, such as the environment or race (Hall, 1986; Sassoon, 2000). The
complex, fragmented nature of hegemonic formations suggests that subordi-
nate groups can, given appropriate analysis and understanding, identify key
points of instability and leverage, justifying Gramsci’s ‘optimism of the will’.

CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES TO STRATEGY

Contemporary approaches to strategy are hardly monotholic, though much
current thinking is anchored by the work of Michael Porter and Henry
Mintzberg. Mintzberg and colleagues (1998) discuss ten schools and five defi-
nitions of strategy. One of these, ‘strategy as ploy’, builds on the game theo-
retic and military heritage of strategy. It suggests that strategy can be about
deceptive and unpredictable manoeuvres that confuse and outflank com-
petitors. The concept of ‘ploy’ implies a certain deviousness that invites criti-
cal scrutiny of underlying goals and motives. It also suggests that social
contestation is more a matter of superior manoeuvring than ideological or
coercive domination (Abercrombie et al., 1980). This ‘take’ on strategy implies
possibilities for effective challenges by subordinate groups.

Strategy as ‘position’ offers a predominant conceptual framework in
the field. Porter’s (1980) landmark Competitive Strategy reinterpreted the
microeconomics of industrial organization in a managerial context. Close
analysis of Porter’s work and subsequent developments provides consider-
able fuel for Critical Theorists concerned with the reproduction of hierarchi-
cal economic relations, since it highlights the contradictions between
idealized myths of ‘perfect competition’ and the more grounded concepts
of market power explored by business school strategists. Porter’s work
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uses economic analysis of market failures to suggest how firms might seek
above-normal profits in less than competitive market segments. Porter’s
subsequent book, Competitive Advantage (1985), which resonates more with
the ‘resource based view’ of the firm (Wernerfelt, 1984), attempts to explain
how a firm might actively build market barriers and sustain monopolistic
structures. It was not without some justification, perhaps, that Microsoft
argued in its anti-trust suit defence that it was merely pursuing the precepts
of good business strategy.

Some scholars firmly established within the strategy field have cri-
tiqued the prescriptive, technocratic approach to strategy, represented by the
work of Porter (1980; 1985), Andrews (1971) and Chandler (1962), for its
reliance on a rational, logical and linear model of analysis and planning. Sun
Tzu’s classic work on military strategy (1983), though often expressed as a
series of maxims, advocates an approach that is non-linear, unpredictable
and paradoxical, commending the title ‘The Art of War’ rather than The
Science of War’ (Luttwak, 1987; Quinn and Cameron, 1988). Mintzberg (1994;
Mintzberg et al., 1998) has been particularly prominent in arguing that ‘the
actuality of strategy is better characterized as an emergent rather than
planned organizational phenomenon. Mintzberg emphasizes the recursive
processes of learning, negotiation and adaptation by which strategy is actu-
ally enacted, and suggests that the planning–implementation distinction is
unsustainable (Mintzberg, 1990). Mintzberg argues that such processes are
both inevitable and functional. 

A greater attentiveness to strategy as process has been accompanied by
increased appreciation of the cognitive models, or frames, which channel
managers’ perceptions of their environment (El Sawy and Pauchant, 1988;
Whipp et al., 1989). Weick (1995) has argued that organizational members
actively constitute and reify their environments, bringing sense and order to
complex and confusing social worlds in which they are located. In turn, per-
ceptions of the external environment shape and constitute managerial cog-
nition and action (Daft and Weick, 1984). Institutional theory, which has
become increasingly prominent in recent management thought, clearly dis-
plays a constructivist influence in its emphasis on cognitive and normative
pressures in shaping field-level norms and practices (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983; Scott and Meyer, 1994). Despite an affinity of the constructivist per-
spective with an instrumental formulation of CT’s historical hermeneutic
epistemology (see Willmott, 2003), which seeks to uncover meaning rather
than causation, few authors utilize a constructivist analysis of strategy to
draw implications concerning broader structures of dominance and inequity.
Quite the contrary, the perspective is routinely used to generate suggestions
for how managers can improve the strategy process by actively changing
corporate cultures and frames (Whittington, 1993). A few notable exceptions
have argued that if strategy is rooted in the values and cognitive frames of
senior managers, it is likely to reproduce their ideological frameworks and
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promote their sectional interests (Bourgeois and Brodwin, 1984; Smircich
and Stubbart, 1985).

Understanding the strategy process is also a concern of those who view
it as the outcome of political bargaining processes among managerial elites
(Bower and Doz, 1979; Child, 1972; Cressey et al., 1985). However, most
studies of the politics of strategy focus on internal struggles among man-
agerial factions rather than with labour or external stakeholders, and tend to
abstract from wider historical and social contexts. Managers are still viewed
as the only organizational actors with legitimate access to the strategy
process, a form of discursive closure that trivializes the politics of strategic
management. Pettigrew’s (1985) influential study of ICI, for example, makes
direct reference to the way dominant groups are protected by the ‘existing
bias of the structures and cultures of an organization’ (1985: 45), and how
these groups actively mobilize this socioeconomic context to ‘legitimize
existing definitions of the core strategic concerns, to help justify new priori-
ties, and to delegitimize other novel and threatening definitions of the
organization’s situation’ (1985: 45). Nevertheless, Pettigrew neglects the
historically distinctive, politico-economic organization and contradictions of
the production and consumption processes that have shaped the develop-
ment and direction of strategic management at ICI. As Whittington con-
tends, ‘the limits of feasible change within ICI were defined not simply
by the personal competencies and organizational advantages of particular
managers. . .but also by the evolving class structures of contemporary
British society’ (1992: 701). As with the constructivist approach, advocates of
strategy-as-bargaining are also quick to jump to managerialist prescriptions.
Whittington (1993), for example, proposes mechanisms to ensure that the
strategy process remains objective rather than being captured by a particu-
lar management faction; moreover, he suggests that managers can draw
from broader, less visible sources of power, such as ‘the political resources of
the state, the network resources of ethnicity, or, if male, the patriarchal
resources of masculinity’ (1993: 38). In such thinking, the extra-organizational
conditions and forces neglected by Mintzberg and others are identified as
potentially decisive weapons in the arsenal of strategic management.

Critical Theory: unmasking and deconstructing strategy 

A basic limitation of much processual analysis is that little account is taken
of how managers come to assume and maintain a monopoly of what has
become institutionalized as ‘strategic’ decision-making responsibility. Nor,
relatedly is there concern to explore how managers’ practical reasoning
about corporate strategy is conditioned by, and contributes to, the constitu-
tion of politico-economic structures that extend well beyond the boundaries
of any particular organization. Yet mainstream strategy talk is not innocent.
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It is a powerful rhetorical device that frames issues in particular ways and
augments instrumental reason; it operates to bestow expertise and rewards
upon those who are ‘strategists’; and its military connotations reinforce a
patriarchal orientation to the organization of work.

Shrivastava’s (1986) landmark critique analysed the strategy field
using five operational criteria, derived from Giddens (1979). These indicate
its ideological nature: the factual underdetermination of action norms; uni-
versalization of sectional interests; denial of conflict and contradiction;
normative idealization of sectional goals; and the naturalization of the status
quo. Shrivastava concluded that strategic management was undeniably
ideological, and that strategic discourse helped legitimize existing power
structures and resource inequalities. Drawing from Habermas, Shrivastava
sought emancipation in the ‘acquisition of communicative competence by all
subjects that allows them to participate in discourse aimed at liberation from
constraints on interaction’ (1986: 373). He also called on researchers ‘to gen-
erate less ideologically value-laden and more universal knowledge about
strategic management of organizations’ (1986: 374). 

While Shrivastava’s faith in the possibility of universal, objective
knowledge betrays his modernist leanings, more recent critical contributions
display a more postmodern sensibility. Abandoning the search for objective
truth or for autonomous subjects who could potentially recognize their ‘real’
interests, postmodern critiques are concerned with the constitutive power of
strategic discourse. Knights and Morgan, for example, see ‘corporate stra-
tegy as a set of discourses and practices which transform managers and
employees alike into subjects who secure their sense of purpose and reality
by formulating, evaluating and conducting strategy’ (1991: 252). Managers
cannot stand outside of ideology to impose their stratagems on unwitting
workers. Rather, they too are entangled in discursive webs. Strategy con-
structs a myth of commonality of organizational purpose by positing lofty
and unattainable aspirations (Harfield, 1998). The invocation of military
metaphors, for example, brands competitors as ‘enemies’ to be defeated, and
mobilizes maximum effort from the rank and file, who are exhorted to sacri-
fice individual needs to the greater glory of the corporation. 

While projecting solidarity of purpose and the universality of the interests
of senior managers and stockholders, the discourse of strategy legitimates organi-
zational hierarchy with differential influence and rewards. The importance
attached to strategy also implies that employees who work outside of what is
identified as the strategic core of an organization make a lesser contribution and
therefore cannot be expected to participate, even marginally, in decisions for
which others are responsible. It also provides a rationale for differentiating the
pay and conditions of ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ employees. The need to assert the
status of an elite group of ‘strategic managers’ is perhaps particularly acute in
advanced economies where manual labour is declining and traditional divisions
between task execution and conception are loosened up. According to Stoney:
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In the strategic management model, responsibility for corporate level
decision-making rests with a core or strategic elite who are dis-
charged from the day-to-day responsibilities of operational activities,
these being devolved to the lowest possible level of control.
Undistracted by operational matters and line responsibility, the elite,
often an ‘executive board’, is left free to concentrate on strategic think-
ing and decision-making. (Stoney, 1998: 4)

The strong top-down model of strategic management draws upon the
picture of the general drawing up a battle plan and then ordering the troops
to carry it through. This image stands in a relation of (unresolved) tension to
recent contributions to strategic management that have emphasized the core
competence associated with employees. The literature on core competence
and organizational learning acknowledges the significance of the skills and
knowledge, much of it tacit, embodied and distributed throughout the organ-
ization on the one hand, yet assumes that top management can and should
control it. As mentioned by Scarbrough (1998: 225), champions of a core
competence approach treat the firm as the command and control mechanism
beloved of the traditional planning school. The strategic management litera-
ture, focusing on the leadership role of top management, is typically
oriented towards aspirant top managers. However, very few people are, or
will ever become, top managers responsible for corporate strategies.
Perhaps, then, the value and appeal of strategic management as a field of
instruction lies elsewhere, in its ideological appeal to students and employ-
ees who are encouraged to adopt a top management perspective and engage
in grandiose fantasies about sitting down with corporate elites to discuss
strategy and direct the resources of major companies (see Knights and
Morgan, 1991). It is far less gratifying to imagine oneself as a low-level
manager working on mundane operational issues. Similar motives may
guide academics interested in researching and teaching in the field.

The privileged status of ‘strategy’ is apparent in the promotional efforts
of management consultants. One computer consultancy company claiming
to integrate strategic and IT perspectives was, upon closer scrutiny, lacking
competence in projects with any advanced strategic component. In retro-
spect, a senior manager described this talk of strategy as ‘a sales trick’,
designed to keep customers and employees happy while the latter really
were doing programming and ‘getting the bucks in’ (Alvesson, 2000). In a
large R&D company, mid-level managers described themselves as ‘occupied
with the larger picture’ and with ‘strategies’, even though they were far from
the market, had no overall business responsibility, and were supposed to
work strictly within a segment of an overall product development process
(Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003). 

Strategic discourse constitutes not only strategists but also ‘the prob-
lems for which it claims to be a solution’ (Knights and Morgan, 1991: 255). In
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doing so, it contributes towards an instrumental, technocratic orientation in
corporate life that emphasizes efficiency and competitiveness over consider-
ation of environmental or social values. Moreover, problems worthy of
strategic management are found in widening circles of social and economic
life. Stoney (1998) has described the increasing pervasiveness of strategic
management in the British public sector under the guise of concerns for effi-
ciency and accountability. Although advocates of strategic management in
the public sector claim that it professionalizes and depoliticizes government
services, Stoney contends that ‘it represents a deliberate attempt to change
the very nature of local government in a manner which conformed to a spe-
cific set of interests: the interests of capital’ (1998: 13). For local authorities
competing to attract mobile capital, the language of strategy ‘instills poten-
tial investors with confidence that “rational” economic strategy can be pur-
sued locally without fear of political and bureaucratic hindrance and
without the uncertainty and reversals in policy that used to accompany
changes in the political complexion of the council’ (1998: 19). Moreover,
strategy in the public sector is seen to be complicit in promoting a market-
based ideology in which citizens are transformed into consumers and state
officials into a managerial elite: ‘In this managerial transformation, the tra-
ditional public sector themes of collectivism, welfare and civic duty have
become unfashionable’ (1998: 19).

While Critical Theory offers considerable insight into the ideological
and constitutive role of strategic discourse in reproducing organizational
and societal relations of power, it is somewhat limited by the lack of concern
with the ‘truth of strategy’ (Knights and Morgan, 1991: 252). Almost all the
critical writing on strategy, including the three articles in the July 1998 spe-
cial issue of the Electronic Journal of Radical Organization Theory (EJROT),
draw primarily from Critical Theorists of the Frankfurt School and from
postmodern scholars to critique strategy as ideology and discourse. While it
is generally acknowledged that strategic discourse has effects in broader eco-
nomic and power relations, making it difficult to disentangle the material
and ideological dimensions (Smircich and Stubbart, 1985), much critical
writing implies that ‘it is not the practices of strategic management which
require urgent investigation’, as Booth (1998) puts it in the introduction to
the aforementioned special issue of the EJROT.

It is tempting to be dismissive of the instrumental value of strategy,
even on its own terms. Many maxims of strategy appear to be faddish apho-
risms, which are likely to prove poor guides for action. We have seen trends
towards conglomerate acquisitions in the 1970s followed by admonitions to
‘stick to your knitting’ in the 1980s (Peters and Waterman, 1982). Enthusiasm
for elaborate and detailed strategic planning waned in the 1980s as General
Electric led the way in dismantling its planning system. Mintzberg (1994)
provides anecdotal evidence of the failure of planning, and reviews numer-
ous empirical studies that failed to find a financial payoff from strategic

Critical Approaches to Strategic Management 99

3099-CH-05.qxd  8/4/03 11:03 AM  Page 99



planning. Many simple models, such as the growth-share matrix, have gone
through cycles of popularity and disillusionment (Seeger, 1984). SWOT
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis, a cornerstone
of the strategic planning process, is frequently undertaken but seemingly
rarely carried through in the development of strategies (Hill and Westbrook,
1997). Pfeffer (1994) compared five highly successful US companies with
Porter’s framework for strategic positioning and found that none of the
companies followed the prescribed recipe.

Nevertheless, the ‘truth’ of strategy does have import when we take
seriously the agency of corporate and state actors in privileging and protect-
ing economic and political advantage. An interest in the discourse of strate-
gic management should not necessarily just focus on its ideological effects
and the consequences for managers constituting themselves as ‘strategists’
but should also investigate the substantive effects of the subjects acting
according to the strategic management precepts. Mintzberg (1990) criticizes
the approach to strategic management taken by MBA education. He argues
that it produces people with analytical skills and a great faith in running busi-
ness from a distance, but with very limited knowledge of how companies
actually work and create value. Their approach, Mintzberg argues, over-
emphasizes financial criteria and underplays productive corporate develop-
ment, having harmful effects on the economy in the long run. Sveningsson
(1999) has shown how strategic management knowledge ‘colonized’ the
thinking and acting of senior managers in the Swedish newspaper industry
and led to the transformation of newspapers into parts of conglomerates. A
joint focus on managerial subjectivity and substantial effects is perhaps to be
recommended (see Ezzamel and Willmott, 2002). A different form of strategic
analysis could usefully inform appropriate action by progressive social forces
concerned with social contests and emancipation, as well as assisting the
development of more democratic organizational forms engaged in market
competition such as co-ops and collectives. The following section explores the
relevance of Gramsci’s work to outline an approach to strategy that pays
attention to the political economy of strategic practice and considers the hege-
monic alignment of ideological, political and economic issues. 

Strategy as power: a significance of hegemony

Gramsci’s conception of hegemony provides a point of departure for a criti-
cal approach that emphasizes the interaction of material and discursive prac-
tices, structures and stratagems in establishing and sustaining corporate
dominance and legitimacy in the face of challenges from social actors and
economic rivals (Gramsci, 1971; Sassoon, 1987, 2000). This perspective refo-
cuses attention on the content and goals of strategy as it draws attention to
the political nature of strategic practice. 
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In corporations, ‘strategy’ is practised to improve market and technological
positioning, sustain social legitimacy, discipline labour, influence govern-
ment policy and, not least, we have suggested, aggrandize the architects and
purveyors of strategy. In a broad sense, all strategy is political. Strategy-as-
power operates through the dialectical interplay of ‘structure’ and ‘agency’.
Power inheres in the specific configurations of economic, ideological and
organizational forces that regulate, stabilize and constitute social worlds and
identities, and which form the terrain for strategic contestation; power is also
exercised by agents attempting to shape – establish and resist – these con-
figurations. Through this process, agency is attributed to actions to which
strategic intent is ascribed.

Gramsci’s perspective on power and ideology addresses some of the
theoretical problems related to the treatment of agency and strategy in
Critical Theory and poststructuralism. Critical Theorists explain consent to
oppressive structures of capitalism in terms of ideological domination.
Disadvantaged groups come to accept and reproduce their position of sub-
ordination as they uncritically accept ruling ideas. Abercrombie and col-
leagues (1980), among others, have criticized this ‘dominant ideology thesis’
on the grounds that it accords too little agency to the dominated ‘dupes’, and
too much intent to the dominant class, as well as too little modesty to intel-
lectuals who presume to know the ‘real interests’ of others. The CT concept
of ideology is viewed as overly monolithic and functionalist. It also requires
people seeking emancipation to turn to Critical Theory intellectuals who,
along with ruling elites, ostensibly stand outside the dominant culture and
ideology. From a Gramscian standpoint, poststructuralist conceptions of
power embedded in pervasive discourse are also problematic when discur-
sive disciplinary power is understood to pervade every societal nook and
cranny. In such interpretations of poststructuralist analysis, agents are seen
to have little room to resist or evade the constitutive power of discourses.

Hall (1986) argues that the Gramscian notion of hegemony finds some
viable ground between the structural determination of ideas of crude
Marxism and the fluid, endless slippage of meaning explored in some ver-
sions of poststructural analysis. Hegemony refers to a historically specific
alignment of economic, political and ideological forces that coordinates
major social groups into a dominant alliance. Hall argues that ideology can
be understood as the articulation of meaning, temporarily fixed and loosely
coupled to economic and political structures. Securing a relatively stable
hegemonic bloc requires material payoffs, political compromises, and the
projection of moral and intellectual leadership. Hegemony is never total and
complete, however, and dissent persists: the persistence of plural, over-
lapping and interpenetrating social and cultural forms opens up theoretical
space for agency and resistance. Processes of contestation and liberation are
at once fuelled by the suffering and the frustration that the hegemonic bloc
produces, and are enabled by the capability of people to question prevailing
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priorities and institutionalized norms of conduct. Crucially, consent in a
hegemonic system does not rely principally on colonization by dominant
ideologies. Instead, it is understood, at least in part, as a strategic, contingent
compliance, based on a realistic assessment of the balance of forces. This for-
mulation avoids some of the problems associated with ideology as ‘false
consciousness’. 

It is the complex, dynamic and unstable nature of hegemonic forma-
tions that brings richness to Gramsci’s strategic conception of power.
Historical blocs rest on insecure foundations of fragmented, contradictory
ideologies and uneasy alliances, providing the potential for instability, con-
testation and change. Gramsci asked of social structure: ‘What is this effec-
tive reality? Is it something static and immobile, or is it not rather a relation
of forces in continuous motion and shift of equilibrium?’ (1971: 172).
Understanding the dynamic relationships between the economic and ideo-
logical aspects of this complex system affords opportunities to uncover
windows of opportunity and key points of leverage, but this requires careful
analysis: ‘It is the problem of the relations between structure and super-
structure which must be accurately posed if the forces which are active in the
history of a particular period are to be correctly analyzed and the relations
between them determined’ (Gramsci, 1971: 177). Gramsci outlined two par-
ticular forms of strategy commonly evinced in social conflicts. ‘Passive
revolution’ describes a process of evolutionary, reformist change that, while
preserving the essential aspects of social structure, entails extensive conces-
sions by relatively weak hegemonic groups. One might formulate this form
of strategy as depending heavily on the decline or disorganization of
hegemonic groups, rather than the careful marshalling and application of
resources by subordinate groups. The concept of ‘war of position’, in con-
trast, engages a military metaphor to suggest how subordinate groups might
skilfully avoid a futile frontal assault against entrenched adversaries. The
war of position constitutes a longer-term strategy, coordinated across multi-
ple bases of power. Its intent is to gain influence in the cultural institutions
of civil society, to develop organizational and economic capacity, and to
exploit tensions in hegemonic coalitions in order to win new allies. As in a
game of chess, power lies not just in possession of the playing pieces but in
their configuration; each set of moves and counter-moves reconfigures the
terrain and opens up new avenues for contestation. 

This view of strategy is implicit in the literature that examines the con-
ditions under which social movements emerge, analyse and pursue success-
ful strategies for social change. By locating agents of change outside of
dominant corporate organizational forms, social movement theory offers a
potentially more radical approach to resistance and change than progressive
forms of ‘participative strategy’, with their attendant dangers of being co-
opted as pseudo-participation. As McAdam and colleagues (1996) argue,
effective social movements exploit historically specific political opportunities,
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develop organizational and material resources, and frame issues discursively
in ways that challenge hegemonic thinking yet resonate sufficiently with
extant cultural forms to mobilize broad support. Ganz (2000), for example,
claims that the UFW succeeded in organizing California farmworkers where
the AFL-CIO failed due to strategic capacity, not just because of a favourable
opportunity structure or the possession of adequate resources. Strategic
capacity in this case study comprised a diverse, well-networked leadership, and
an organizational form that encouraged accountability, diverse perspectives,
and explicit strategy-making. Cress and Snow (2000), in a study of fifteen home-
less social movement organizations, found that outcomes were influenced by
organizational, tactical, political and framing variables. The coordination of
strategy across multiple bases of power indicates a largely unacknowledged
intellectual affinity with the Gramscian concept of hegemony. 

Traditional market-oriented strategies also have political dimensions.
As Porter’s Five Forces analysis indicates, the primary goal of strategy is to
increase a firm’s bargaining leverage over its competitors, potential entrants,
suppliers and customers. The result of successful strategic practice is the
weakening of competition and the concentration of economic power, an
outcome which is hardly possible to separate from political and ideological
power. Of course, companies also pursue overtly political strategies in their
efforts to influence the regulatory environment. Much of the limited litera-
ture that does exist on corporate political strategy, however, adopts a man-
agerialist rather than a critical orientation (Hillman and Hitt, 1999; Mahon,
1989; Schuler, 1996). Pfeffer and Salancik (1978), for example, have examined
corporate strategies to secure advantage and reduce external dependency
through control over information flows, influence over external actors, and
engagement in coalition politics. Uncovering the political dimensions of
apparently neutral strategic practices is, of course, a key concern of Critical
Theory. Here we push further, and argue that the traditional distinction
between market and political strategy is untenable. It is not just that firms
need to coordinate market and non-market strategies to achieve economic
goals (Baron, 1997). More fundamentally, markets are embedded in broader
social and political structures (Callon, 1998; Granovetter, 1985) and the articu-
lation of markets with ideological and political structures and processes
enact ‘circuits of power’, to use Clegg’s (1989) formulation. Shrivastava
describes the ‘continuing political battles that proactively shape the struc-
ture of competition’ (1986: 371), and emphasizes the need to analyse ‘the
social and material conditions within which industry production is organ-
ized, the linkages of economic production with the social and cultural elements
of life, the political and regulatory context of economic production, and
the influence of production and firm strategies on the industry’s economic,
ecological, and social environments’ (1986: 371). 

The Gramscian approach can find purchase at the level of strategic
contests within specific issue arenas. Levy and Egan (1998), for example, have
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examined the response of the fossil fuel industry to the prospect of climate
change. Mandatory restrictions on emissions of greenhouse gases, radical
technological change, and renewed environmental activism threaten oil and
automobile companies with a loss of markets, more stringent regulation, and
a loss of autonomy and legitimacy. The case demonstrates how companies
responded to these threats to their hegemonic position with coordinated
strategies in the economic, organizational and discursive realms. US-based
companies in the fossil fuel sector organized a strong issue-specific industry
association, challenged the scientific need for action, pointed to the high eco-
nomic costs of controls, and formed alliances with unions, minorities and
groups of retired people. They donated substantial amounts in political cam-
paign contributions and have invested in shoring up markets for their tradi-
tional products. The industry has not been entirely successful in deflecting
demands for change, and has drifted towards a strategy of accommodation,
or ‘passive revolution’, in Gramsci’s terms. The industry has moved towards
accepting the scientific basis for emission controls, is investing substantial
amounts in low-emission technologies, and has engaged in widespread
public relations to portray itself and its products as green. In return, it has
won broad acceptance for a flexible, market-based implementation system
that preserves corporate autonomy and legitimacy. Mainstream environ-
mental organizations and government agencies have signed on to this
accommodation, offering companies renewed credibility in shaping the
emerging market-based climate regime.

In recent years, companies have been deploying the discourse of social
responsibility, stewardship, stakeholder management and corporate citizen-
ship in their efforts to restore legitimacy (Levy, 1997; Luke, 1995). While
some Critical Theorists might view such discursive moves as ideological dis-
tortions designed to mask the real relations of power, the Gramscian per-
spective interprets them as compromises that shift the terrain of contestation
and create new opportunities, for example, by building external expectations
of concomitant practices, and by legitimating broader managerial consider-
ation of social and environmental goals. The difference between succumbing
to ideological co-optation and an emancipatory ‘war of position’ is, to repeat,
one of long-term strategy.

CONCLUSIONS

Strategic management deserves critical investigation because it has assumed
a dominance in managerial discourse and become a model for decision
processes in a wide range of organizations beyond the private sector.
Strategy is privileged as a field of management theory and managerial prac-
tice. Strategy pundits and makers make claims to expertise, insight and
authority that reproduce and legitimate organizational inequalities. Strategy
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frames and legitimizes managers’ practices as they strive to advance a
company’s market position, defend against regulatory or social threats, and
secure control amidst challenges from labour, stockholders or other stake-
holders. When management practitioners and scholars proclaim the primacy
of strategy, Critical Theorists need to subject the field to close scrutiny.

Various processual perspectives have critiqued strategy for its overly
rational and programmatic orientation. By aspiring to describe how strategy
is actually developed in organizations, these approaches acknowledge, for
example, the role of managerial cognitive frames and conflict among man-
agerial elites. But they generally fail to address strategy as a political project,
except in their recognition of contests and skirmishes between managers
over their ‘choice’ of strategy and its means of implementation. Moreover,
they then leap from avowed description to managerialist recommendation,
blunting any critical edge the processual approach might provide. 

Critical Theory holds out the promise of revealing the taken-for-
granted assumptions and ideologies embedded in the discourse and practice
of strategy as it challenges the latter’s self-understanding as a politically
neutral tool to improve the technical performance and effectiveness of organi-
zations. Critical thinking pushes us to question the universality of manager-
ial interests and to bring to the surface latent conflicts. It asks that we
excavate below the apparent consensus on organizational ‘ends’, and pay
more attention to means and values. Such analysis points, for example, to
the role of military metaphors in legitimating organizational inequality, hier-
archy, and the imperative of ‘competitiveness’. To ameliorate the totalitarian
tendencies of organizational structure and process, Critical Theory com-
mends ‘communicative rationality’ (Habermas, 1984). In principle, such
rationality fosters more participative decision-making, in which previously
marginalized voices are included. 

It can be allowed that grassroots strategic processes harbour some
potential for challenging existing hierarchies and increasing participation
(Bourgeois and Brodwin, 1984; Westley, 1991). But there is also a need for
caution regarding the political neutrality of participatory processes and the
celebration of autonomy under management’s technocratic ground rules
(Alvesson, 1996; Knights and Willmott, 2002). For example, advocates of
decentralized, emergent strategy often argue for the promulgation of shared
values and mission to provide a force for integration. Wrapped up in the dis-
course of empowerment and non-hierarchical networks, efforts to instil a
strong common culture and vision can be interpreted as the promulgation of
the particular interests of senior management (Willmott, 1993). Even if par-
ticipants do perceive their interests to be in conflict with management, they
may be silenced by organizational sanctions for expressing dissident views.
Senge’s concept of ‘free dialogue’, for example, resonates with Habermas’s
notion of undistorted communication, but lacks any critical analysis of system-
atic barriers to such dialogue. Participative approaches to strategic management
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share the same burden as Total Quality Management and other methods
rooted in Human Relations, in that they need to demonstrate that they go
beyond managerialist efforts to harness local knowledge and commitment
(Alvesson, 1993; Boje and Winsor, 1993; McCabe et al., 1998). 

Analysis inspired by the work of Gramsci shares the scepticism and
hostility of Critical Theory towards diverse managerialist formulations of
strategic management. But it is less negative and pessimistic while, at the
same time, being more politically orientated and engaged. Instead of appeal-
ing to the abstraction of ‘communicative rationality’, such analysis strives to
expose hegemonic weaknesses and highlights opportunities for mobilizing
and improving the prospects of subordinated groups. Gramsci’s analysis
of contestation among social forces suggests that the strategic coordination of
economic, organizational and discursive resources secures the hegemony of
dominant groups, but also opens up space for resistance by labour, environ-
mentalists, and other forces challenging the status quo. This contestation for
influence takes place at multiple, interacting levels, including the firm, the
industry, and specific social and environmental issues. And it is to the study
of, and alliance with, counter-hegemonic forces and networks that Gramscian
thinking invites our engagement.

Although the efficient political action of disadvantaged progressive
groups and social movements are applauded by proponents of Critical
Theory, some problems must be borne in mind. Strategic action means a cer-
tain emphasis on the instrumental, and a downplaying of the ongoing dis-
cussion and reconsideration of values and objectives. There is a trade-off
between an emphasis on results and on communicatively grounded consensus
or, more pragmatically, the ambitious discussions involving the questioning
of ideas and beliefs (see Forester, in this volume). Thinking ‘strategically’
routinely invites a degree of top-down control, self-discipline and the freez-
ing of goals. Inherent in such means–ends thinking is a restrictive or even an
anti-communicative element. A particular problem concerns the question-
able neutrality of knowledge of political strategy in relationship to different
interests. Progressive groups, as well as authoritarian leftists, right-wing
groups and religious fundamentalists may take on board ideas of political
strategy. CT, with its emphasis on communicatively grounded positions and
the need to prepare an openness for critical dialogue around beliefs and
objectives, can offer an antidote to authoritarianism and the risk that a posi-
tive project loses its ethical commitment.

An engagement with Gramsci, we have suggested, allows both a reten-
tion and a reconstruction of the concept of strategy. No longer is strategy
(commonsensically and hegemonically) conceived as the preserve of a man-
agerial elite for whom academics are (self-evidently) stationed to provide
more ‘scientific’ and/or ‘effective’ theories and recipes. Instead academics
and practitioners are invited to abandon the illusion of spurious objectivity
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and associated technocratic conceptions of effectiveness in favour of a
perspective that locates ‘strategic management’ – its discourses and its enact-
ments – in the interaction of forces that establish and sustain, or challenge
and remove, the socially divisive and ecologically destructive practices of
corporations and their elites. This perspective suggests a conception of
power relations in which the formation of alliances and the temporal and
geographic deployment of discursive and material resources are key to chal-
lenging as well as sustaining forms of domination and exploitation. An
emancipatory agenda requires that strategy be taken seriously as a method
of analysis and action. At the same time, we have cautioned that a
Gramscian conception of strategy risks an impetuous, overconfident,
dogmatic identification of dominant and subordinate groups and their inter-
ests in ways that promote diversiveness and preclude critical reflection on
societal goals and virtues. To reduce such risks, we have argued, it is relevant
to temper a tendentially instrumentalist conception of strategy with one that
is attentive to the communicative conditions of its formulation and pursuit.
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Chapter 6

Marketing and Critique:
Prospects and Problems
Glenn Morgan

In their introduction to the most comprehensive collection of critical articles
on marketing recently published, Brownlie and his colleagues state that ‘in
many ways the 1990s have become the decade of marketing’ (Brownlie et al.,
1999b: 6). They relate this to the extensive use of marketing technologies out-
side the private sector, in relation to non-profit organizations, politics and
the state sector as well as to the broader ideological and political context in
which market capitalism became the single dominant mode of economic
organization after the collapse of the Soviet system. These changes make the
development of a critical approach to marketing increasingly important.
This chapter builds on my arguments in the first version of this book
(Morgan, 1992) to develop firstly a critique of existing orthodoxy and
secondly to suggest the building blocks for critical approaches to marketing
in the future. 

In the first part of the chapter, I examine the dominant paradigm in
marketing. I consider the nature of the ‘marketing concept’ and how mar-
keting as a business school discipline has come to constitute firstly its own
legitimacy and secondly its own epistemological and ontological basis. I
examine in some detail how the marketing concept has evolved and con-
structed its legitimacy, in the process eschewing some of its earlier more
radical origins and instead becoming a justification for markets per se. This
legitimation process reproduces the underlying assumptions of a market-
based society and thus constrains the development of a critical approach.
This is reinforced by the dominant epistemological and ontological assump-
tions underlying the development of marketing as an academic discipline.
By embracing positivism, marketing seeks to establish its legitimacy draw-
ing on simplified models of how natural science works. These two features
of marketing in the academic context create a significant bulwark against the
emergence of a more critical approach to the discipline. In the second part of
the chapter, I outline what I take to be the main sources of critique currently
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emerging in the area. I consider firstly the postmodern approach represented
by Brown and his colleagues (Brown, 1995, 1998, 1999; Brown et al., 1996,
1998). I conclude that this approach is superficially attractive but as a social
critique of marketing is considerably limited. I then return to a consideration
of more overtly critical approaches and develop in particular the approach
from Critical Theory. While this has particular strengths, I argue that it is
necessary to supplement it with more specific examples of how marketing
discourses and practices are developed. Therefore in the third part, I draw
on some developing perspectives to point in possible directions for future
research. I argue that this combination of forms of analysis offers the best
hope for opening up a theoretically and empirically informed approach to
the critical study of marketing. 

MARKETING: THE DOMINANT PARADIGM

I consider the dominant paradigm from two points of view. Firstly, I exam-
ine its underpinning mechanisms of legitimation; in other words, why ‘mar-
keting’ as a domain of knowledge about how the world of exchange works
is a ‘good thing’. The reason for doing this is that for all its positivistic
methodology, marketing does not proclaim its virtue simply by an identifi-
cation with the ‘search for truth’. On the contrary, the ‘virtue’ of marketing
resides in the perceived fact that it is doing something which is ‘good’ for
people. In this sense, it can be argued that marketing has an ethical foun-
dation, no matter how deeply it seeks to disguise it or how limited critics
might perceive its definition of ‘the good’ and of ‘ethics’ to be. Secondly,
however, there are key underlying epistemological and ontological suppo-
sitions which the dominant orthodoxy embraces and which need to be
uncovered. 

Marketing and legitimation

There is a story to be told about marketing as a discipline and a set of organ-
izational practices. In this story, marketing is the handsome prince who res-
cues the captured princess (consumers) from the hands of the wicked witch
(big business). This story links the radical origins of marketing in the
Midwestern universities of the USA with its establishment as an orthodoxy
in business schools and firms in the period from the 1960s through to the
prominence of marketing in the 1990s across the public as well as the private
sectors. This story begins in the USA in the late nineteenth century when the
robber barons of the gilded age (Rockefeller, Morgan, Carnegie etc.) were
establishing monopolistic positions in the key industries of railways, steel
and oil through the use of ruthless pricing tactics against smaller competitors,
thereby driving them out of business. Once a monopoly position was
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established, the dominant firms raised prices to consumers. The revolt
against this system in the US was led by the populist and progressive move-
ments which articulated the politics of the day in terms of a conflict between
on the one hand, the forces of big business and corrupt politicians, and on
the other hand, the ‘people’, composed of farmers, professionals, small busi-
nesses and workers. Free markets were being distorted by the power of oli-
gopolistic businesses to set prices and keep out competitors; they were
supported in this by corrupt politicians who resisted demands for reform.
Marketing was established as an academic discipline in the state universities
of the Midwest with a view to developing systematic analyses of how mar-
kets were being distorted by these powerful individuals and corporations. It
was therefore closely linked to the institutionalist economics which during
this period had some influence in the USA as elsewhere. In contrast to neo-
classical economics, institutionalists had an interest in how markets could be
shaped by forces such as large firms and the state. In academic terms, they
were particularly influential in Midwest state universities such as Wisconsin
(Desmond, 1998), where farmers felt themselves in conflict with the rail com-
panies and the cartels in the wholesale markets for their products. The
broader issue of monopoly power led to the passing of anti-trust laws and
their application to the Standard Oil monopoly in the period 1910–13.
Standard Oil was compulsorily broken up into a series of separate compa-
nies which were to compete with each other in the market for oil. Fligstein
(1990) argues that the result of this was that US companies were no longer
able to dominate industries simply by buying out or destroying all their
competitors. They therefore began to turn inward and consider firstly how to
improve the efficiency of their operations and secondly how to market their
products more effectively. As a result, marketing began to find a place within
the large corporations, this time as a guide to management practice rather than
a critique of such practice as managers sought ways of influencing consumers’
willingness to buy their products. Thus marketing as an academic discourse
shifted from being a critical perspective that showed how companies were
exploiting consumers through their control of the market to being imbued with
a managerialist perspective, concerned to solve managers’ problems. 

However, although the handsome prince had gained entry to the
stronghold of the wicked witch, this had marginal impact for the resulting
era was characterized by a so-called ‘productionist’ mentality. Caricatured in
Henry Ford’s famous phrase that consumers could have any colour car they
wanted ‘so long as it was black’, US firms were dominated by considerations
of economies of scale and price. Standardization was the dominant feature
of the Fordist era buttressed by the internal focus of managers on control of
the labour process. It was production that ruled the wicked witch’s castle
and marketing had to be content to perform a subsidiary role. Although
Sloan’s General Motors introduced branding and annual model changes
(which reflected a broader interest in creating brand identities through
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advertising in the press, posters and the emerging mass media industries),
the focus was still on mass production and economies of scale as the drivers
of firms. Thus marketing’s role tended to be limited to areas such as adver-
tising. During the 1950s and 1960s, however, this began to change. As com-
petition became stronger, the focus on how to maintain and grow market
share became more urgent for even the largest US companies. Economies of
scale and resultant cheap prices were not in themselves enough to guarantee
sales; nor indeed were more intensive sales efforts and advertising cam-
paigns able to deliver markets for companies. It was into this context that the
handsome prince Marketing began to emerge in all his glory. In this part of
the story, the ‘productionist’ mentality was seen as at fault, since it ignored
what customers really wanted in favour of producing what the firm could
produce efficiently. In order to win market shares, therefore, it was advised
that firms had to become more customer oriented. Firms had to listen to
what customers wanted and then communicate with them more directly,
producing goods and services according to what the customer required not
what the production department thought could be made efficiently. The
term ‘marketing revolution’ emerged to express the idea that the organiza-
tion needed to be fundamentally changed. Big business was ‘bad’ because it
had not listened to the consumers; it could become ‘good’ by listening to
them. Developing a marketing orientation was legitimated by reference to
serving customers. In political debates about ‘big business’, marketing
appeared on the side of the ‘angels’; it might be inside the firm but its goal
was to listen to and serve those outside the firm. In this way, the sins of big
business could be forgiven and the consumer could wholeheartedly embrace
the corporation, capitalism and the market because it was possible to see that
the interests of all could be equally met provided marketing was given a sig-
nificant role within the firm. In this respect, marketing as a function within
the firm and as a business school discipline legitimized big business and the
market process itself.

Desmond argues that during the 1960s and 1970s, there was increasing
scepticism about this, arising from authors such as J.K. Galbraith, Ralph
Nader, Vance Packard and others who were beginning to argue that these
legitimatory discourses concealed the way in which ‘marketers worked in
the interests of producers, not of consumers’ (Desmond, 1998: 176).
However, he also notes that this led in turn to a more sophisticated expres-
sion of the ‘marketing concept’ in which Kotler played a particularly impor-
tant role. Kotler extended the marketing concept in ways that legitimized
further its social role (Desmond, 1998: 177). For Kotler, ‘marketing is speci-
fically concerned with how transactions are created, stimulated and valued’
(Kotler, 1985: 56). This in turn allows him to develop the ‘generic concept of
marketing’ in which marketing can be viewed as a ‘category of human
action, indistinguishable from other categories of human action such as voting,
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loving, consuming; the marketer is a specialist at understanding human
wants and value and knows what it takes for someone to act’ (1985: 62).
Marketing is a ‘beneficent’ technology that helps organizations to achieve
what they wanted to do anyway and helps ensure that individuals’ needs
and wants are fulfilled. 

Kotler therefore paved the way for an extension of the concept of
marketing into non-business areas such as the public services, politics and
voluntary organizations. While the ‘hidden persuader’ argument of Packard
et al. never went away, marketing began to further enhance its respectability
by turning all relationships into consumer relationships, whether these were
with the state, with professionals, with voluntary organizations. This fitted
very well with the ethos of Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s who were
intent on maximizing the role of markets and reducing the role of the state.
Marketing with its discourse of consumerism and ‘serving the needs of the
consumer’ became part of a wider critique about how organizations had
ignored their ‘consumers’ and ‘markets’. In the public sector, for example,
the critique of bureaucracy was couched in very similar terms to the critique
of a productionist ideology. Public bureaucracies, it was argued, had been
run in the interests of the producers (the civil servants, the teachers, the doc-
tors and nurses etc.) and not in the interests of the ‘consumers’. They now
needed to find out more clearly what people wanted and to deliver those
services to them. Marketing played a crucial role in legitimating a change in
public discourse towards concepts such as ‘customers’ and ‘customer
service’, and away from traditional identifications such as governments and
‘citizens’, teachers and students, doctors and patients’ (see Clarke and
Newman, 1997; Sturdy et al., 2001). The discourse is seductive; it is closely
tied to the language of choice and freedom which comes from market provi-
sion instead of provision which is administered by the state or by profes-
sionals. The elaboration of this discourse and its implementation in practice
also enables a gradual transition to occur in public services from state pro-
vision to provision through quasi-markets to provision through deregulated
private markets. The ‘problem’ for public sector organizations in this view is
that they have failed to give their consumers choices. But how can public
sector providers give consumers choice? The answer is that they have to be
broken up into smaller units which constitute a quasi-market, a set of alter-
native providers among whom the consumer can choose. From marketing to
markets is therefore a very small step often helped on its way by consultan-
cies, gurus and other commentators eager to sell their expertise in trans-
forming the public sector. As the high priest of free market economics
entitles one of his books, this is about being ‘Free to Choose’ (Friedmann and
Friedmann, 1979). Behind much of its technical puffery, the real legitimacy
of marketing as an academic discipline and a set of professional practices lies
in its claim to expertise and knowledge in these areas. 
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Marketing and science

The legitimation functions of the ‘marketing concept’ have provided
marketing academics and practitioners with the time and space to develop
their knowledge of consumers and their practices. Within this time and space,
however, a particular set of assumptions about what marketing should be
has become dominant. Firstly, this model is based on a positivistic view of
the world, where the world is conceived of as independent of the observer
and the perspective of the observer. The world has an objective existence
which is predictable, stable and knowable. In terms of marketing as a busi-
ness school discipline, therefore, the characteristics of consumers, their
buyer behaviour, their responses to various features of products such as
price and placement can be known. The issue is about the methodology
which enables access to this reality and lies beneath the seemingly sponta-
neous actions of freely choosing individuals. The hypothetico-deductive
model has become predominant in this respect, developing hypotheses and
then testing them out on large populations (based on surveys or already
existing databases) in order to identify statistically significant correlations.
These then become the building blocks of positive knowledge about how
consumers behave in markets. Positive knowledge implies that this can be
then used to improve the performance of the firm; performativity is inherent
in this vision of marketing. In his defence of this position, Hunt affirms that
marketing can draw on the tradition of scientific realism in which:

the world exists independently of its being perceived; the job of
science is to develop genuine knowledge about the world, even
though such knowledge will never be known with certainty; all knowl-
edge claims must be critically evaluated and tested to determine the
extent to which they do, or do not, truly represent, correspond or are
in accordance with the world; the long-term success of any scientific
theory gives us reason to believe that something like the entities and
structure postulated by that theory actually exists. (Hunt, 1994: 24) 

As a number of authors have pointed out (e.g. Wensley, 1995, 1999; Willmott,
1999), there is at least one major difficulty in Hunt’s argument. Marketing
practitioners continually express their dissatisfaction with the positive
knowledge generated by the academic discipline. Because this knowledge
has become so ‘scientistic’ (i.e. elaborated through complex statistical model-
ling based often on probability type inferences) and wrapped up in so many
qualifications and abstractions, its implications for performativity are diffi-
cult to work out. Therefore, if one excludes the legitimating function
described earlier, it is hard to know what the ‘long-term success’ which Hunt
claims, consists of other than the maintenance of academic careers and
journals in marketing.
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BEYOND THE DOMINANT PARADIGM

Most outsiders would not have difficulty in agreeing that the marketing band-
wagon rolls on down the route of positivism, performativity and scientism.
In his use of Burrell and Morgan’s paradigm approach (1979) in respect of
marketing, Arndt (1985) argued that research in this area was dominated by
what Burrell and Morgan labelled the structural-functionalist approach (in
broad terms equivalent to what has been described as positivist here). He
argued that it was possible to identify alternatives for marketing correspond-
ing to Burrell and Morgan’s interpretative, conflict and radical humanist
approaches but that these were considerably underdeveloped. Arndt was opti-
mistic that these alternatives might begin to emerge more strongly in future
years. In the earlier version of this chapter, I followed a similar line, outlining a
variety of perspectives that could emerge building on alternative theoretical
positions (Morgan, 1992). In retrospect, there has been less diversity in terms of
critique than both authors had suggested. In what follows, I identify two pre-
dominant strands which are critical of the dominant paradigm in marketing.
The first strand which emerged strongly during the 1990s builds on particular
strands of postmodernism. The second strand has deeper roots in the critique
of marketing developed out of the Frankfurt School and Critical Theory. 

POSTMODERNISM AND MARKETING

The rise of postmodernism in the social sciences has been reflected (if at a
slightly delayed rate) by its rise in the sphere of marketing. In a series of
books and articles, this approach has been most clearly articulated by
Stephen Brown and his colleagues (Brown, 1995, 1998a; Brown et al., 1996,
1998). Brown claims that:

marketing and postmodernism are already tightly interwoven. On
reading the copious postmodern literature. . .one is struck not only by
the sheer prevalence of marketing artefacts and institutions – shop-
ping centres, department stores, advertising campaigns, package
design, new product development and the entire consumption experi-
ence – but by the sheer originality and often dazzling acuity of these
‘extra-marketing’ marketing analyses. (Brown, 1999: 28) 

Brown builds on those critiques of the dominant positivist paradigm which
emerged during the 1980s out of ethnographic consumer research (discussed
e.g. in Belk et al., 1988; 1989; Hirschmann, 1990; Holbrook, 1987; Lutz, 1989).
However, unlike these authors, his reinterpretation of marketing is much
more radical. He discusses a ‘disciplinary apocalypse’ which arises from taking
the implications of postmodernism seriously for marketing:
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It regards as unattainable the modernist marketing vision of analysis,
planning, implementation and control…It highlights the failure of man-
ifold marketing generalizations…Disconcerting though it appears…
This apocalyptic version of postmodernism should not be dismissed
out of hand. With its ‘anything goes’ ethos; its assumption that nothing
is excluded; its abandonment of stultifying orthodoxy; its determination
to wipe the conceptual slate clean; and its preparedness to let a thou-
sand methodological flowers bloom, the approach can be viewed as
liberatory rather than threatening. (Brown, 1999: 50–1)

Brown’s alternative to the orthodoxy is to seek to uncover the ‘romance’ of
the market; he refers to the ‘essential enchantment of the marketplace’ and
‘the inherent romance of the marketplace’ (Brown, 1998: 24). He states that
‘everyone knows that marketing is inherently magical . . . .Marketing is
irredeemably mystical’ (Brown, 1998: 34, 35). ‘Marketing, to put it in a
nutshell, is a bit raffish, a bit rambunctious, a bit of a loveable rogue’ (Brown,
1998: 267–8).

Brown’s approach raises in a very graphic way the question of what
sort of critical edge exists in this type of postmodernist analysis. Brown and
his colleagues clearly represent a challenge to the dominant orthodoxy by
their refusal to play the positivist game of hypothesis development and test-
ing. Yet it is a limited sort of critique by virtue of its seeming unwillingness
to engage with anything about the economic organization of markets and
marketing or the social and ecological impacts of mass consumerism. Take,
for example, the sphere of shopping which is a frequent topic of these
authors. It is the shopping experience as ‘magical’ and ‘carnivalesque’ which
is their main interest. In this ‘romance’ literature, phenomena such as shop-
ping malls are ‘dematerialized’ in the sense that they are given no position-
ing in the circuit of capital or in the role of finance in property speculation
and the building and development of such sites. How and why certain forms
of shopping space arise at particular times is not considered (cf. Harvey,
1989, 1990; Miller et al., 1998; Taylor et al., 1996). The consequent impact of
these forms on broader social relationships has also been ignored. For exam-
ple, the enclosure of shopping space into private arenas policed and con-
trolled by security forces defending ‘private property’ against the ‘intrusion’
of ‘undesirables’ is barely considered. The way in which the public space of
cities is reconstituted by the power of mass consumption and the marketing
of products is a central issue in many societies. The struggle between the dis-
course of citizenship (and participation) and the discourse of the consumer
(and the rights to consumption) plays itself out in the very geography and
materiality of cityscapes and their suburban hinterlands. Privately owned
shopping malls, guarded by private security companies, located on the out-
skirts of big cities generate increased demands for public goods such as
roads while at the same time increasing the congestion on those already in
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existence as shoppers climb into their cars in order to access the facilities of
out of town malls (Hannigan, 1998; Marsden and Townley, 1999). Conversely
cities become more complicated articulations of living, shopping and work-
ing areas constructed around the imperatives of consumption rather than
citizenship. Grandiose public buildings such as post offices, customs houses
and even churches get taken over for commercial development and turned
into shopping developments, while former manufacturing or warehousing
areas are converted into new developments of residential space for the
wealthy. Meanwhile, the posters and neon lights advertising products and
brands expand across the face of the city. These are not simply questions of
style but involve a substantive reconstitution of social space as the site for
consumer representations. This process leads into deeper questions of social
division between the participants in the consumer process and those locked
out by virtue of poverty. Privatizing shopping space allows security compa-
nies to avoid the glare of public accountability which periodically comes to
rest on police forces struggling to deal with homelessness, criminality and all
the other blights on the social space of cities. Private space can be subject to
higher levels of surveillance and with less accountability than can be
achieved in public space. The drive to protect and celebrate the consumer
marginalizes those that cannot or will not play this game. 

In conclusion, postmodern marketing in the guise of the ‘romancers’
seems to be happy in rejoicing in its ability to ‘shock’ the guardians of market-
ing orthodoxy by its rejection of standard modes of academic discourse.
However, the result is critique that ultimately lacks any purpose beyond its
own local struggle to broaden the discipline of marketing. Any critique of
‘society’ or the social consequences of markets, marketing and mass con-
sumption is lost in the celebration of diversity and the ‘magicality’ of the
experience undergone by the disembodied asocial selves who immerse
themselves in the carnival of the market. The result is critique without sub-
stance that is all about style and very little about content. 

MARKETING AS THE HIDDEN PERSUADER

In contrast, the second substantive strand of critique is more focused on the
power of marketing as a way of manipulating individuals. In his 1957 book
The Hidden Persuaders, Vance Packard argued that advertising and marketing
are concerned primarily with shaping the needs of the consumer in ways
that enable firms to make a profit. He rejected the idea that advertising and
marketing were concerned with providing consumers with information on
which they can make a choice between products and argued instead that
advertising and marketing are about manipulating people into desiring things
for which they have no real need. For Packard, big business is still seen as in
charge of the market, ‘rigging’ it in ways that can enable firms to make the
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most profit. Packard’s arguments have become common currency among
critics of marketing and have fed what might be termed a reformist policy
agenda. In such an agenda, the idea is that the manipulative capabilities of
marketing and advertising need to be constrained either by government
action or self-regulation. Thus, for example, governments have become
increasingly involved in how and where cigarettes can be marketed or
advertised. Advertisers and marketers develop professional bodies with
codes of conduct about what is proper in these fields. The problem is seen as
one of balancing the ‘community’ interest in fair information with the ten-
dency of marketing and advertising to make exaggerated claims (see
Desmond, 1998: 193 for a brief discussion of forms of regulation around the
issue of consumer rights in the US context). 

In recent years, this approach has been reinforced by the advent of the
‘anti-globalization’ movement, one of whose themes has been the ‘tyranny
of the brand’. In Naomi Klein’s No Logo (2000), she argues that a number of
corporations have ‘made the bold claim that producing goods was only an
incidental part of their operations. . .What these companies produced pri-
marily were not things, they said, but images of their brands. Their real work
lay not in manufacturing but in marketing’ (Klein, 2000: 4). The brand, she
says, is ‘the core meaning of the corporation’ (Klein, 2000: 5). The central
concern of these corporations is therefore to build their brand, to market it to
the world. Klein provides an entertaining and informative account of how
companies get their brands into all sorts of superficially non-commercial
arenas such as schools, universities, public urban space, sports events. Quite
simply they use their political and economic power to force organizations to
cooperate with them. There is an implicit threat that failure to cooperate
leads to loss of revenue (compared to those who do co-operate) and a resul-
tant spiral of decline. They also engage in ‘brand bombing’, saturating areas
with their own stores and products until they drive out local providers and
create a relentless uniformity of high streets and brands across entire coun-
tries. Klein refers to what she calls ‘culture jamming’ (Klein, 2000: ch. 12) as
a form of opposition to this process which goes beyond legal regulation. The
brand image can be punctured by the active consumers, using the images of
the marketers to undermine the brand, e.g. through the use of ad-busting
(i.e. putting graffiti onto advertising posters) or directly attacking companies
for their bad labour or environmental practices by publicizing this through
the internet as well as conventional journalistic sources. The active consumer
uses market power to change corporate policy with the ‘brand boomerang’
(Klein, 2000: ch. 15). 

As with the earlier ‘hidden persuader’ critique, however, Klein is
ambivalent about the market itself. In some ways, she is reverting to
aspects of the ‘hidden persuader’ model in its populist form, where it served
as a weapon in the fight against ‘big business’. If only the market could be

Studying Management Critically120

3099-CH-06.qxd  8/4/03 11:04 AM  Page 120



made more transparent and consumers could see clearly how and where
products were made, how wealth was distributed, then active consumers
would make the market work in a fair way. Consumers are proactive and
can become politically conscious in their buying choices if given the right
information. 

These approaches rely on the idea that the problem is the way in which
the excessive power of large corporations and their marketing and advertis-
ing arms ‘distorts’ the market. They seem to cling to an ideal of the market
as developed by Adam Smith – i.e. one in which consumers and producers
meet in the marketplace as equals because nobody holds too much power. In
such an ideal world, individuals’ preferences reflect their underlying needs
and the market provides an ‘invisible hand’ to sort out the price of goods
and services in conditions of resource scarcity. So long as marketing itself is
only about identifying these needs, communicating them to companies and
then advertising them to consumers in order to inform them about their
availability, this would be a positive outcome. It is only when power is used
to distort communication (e.g. by making false claims for products) that the
market ‘fails’. Therefore, regulation and reform are limited to controlling the
consequences of increasing concentrations of power. 

The problem with the ‘hidden persuader’ approach (and its more
recent adherents) is that it assumes that there are needs that exist at the
individual level and which could be adequately ‘satisfied by the market’.
However, because large firms dominate the market and the means of infor-
mation, these individual needs are frustrated. A countervailing power there-
fore must be constructed whether it is a statist solution (more control of large
business), a voluntary code (e.g. for advertisers) or a mass movement of
active consumers (what might be termed the ‘Which? Solution’ after the
magazine produced for many years by the UK Consumers Association) or of
adbusters and information guerillas (in line with Klein’s anti-globalization
arguments). However, another approach is to focus much more intensely on
how the needs themselves are socially constructed. 

This is the approach taken within the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt
School. In this context, the needs which people think that they have for con-
sumption goods reflect a society dominated by commodity fetishism. The
problem is not simply that people are being persuaded to buy the ‘wrong’
product by the use of powerful advertising and marketing techniques.
Rather the problem lies in the nature of a society where identity, status and
subjectivity are intertwined with the purchase of goods and services on the
market. Commodities are seen as things in themselves that can confer mean-
ing and significance on people’s lives. The fact that these commodities are
produced by people in the first place is ignored and the commodity itself
becomes worshipped and fetishized. Knights and Willmott describe this
process as follows:
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As aspirations are raised and anxieties amplified by advertising,
individuals are seduced and their energies directed narcissistically
towards the acquisition of the symbols or attributes that signify a
successful (self) image. In the context of an advanced capitalist society,
the most compelling and legitimate means of relieving anxieties about
social position and self-identity is through the individualistic pursuit of
the material and symbolic indicators of success. (1999: 83)

(See also Alvesson, 1994; Alvesson and Willmott, 1996: 124.)
In his classic discussion of these processes, Marcuse stated that: ‘The

people recognize themselves in their commodities; they find their soul in
their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home, kitchen equipment. . . the products
indoctrinate and manipulate; they promote a false consciousness which is
immune against its falsehood’ (1964: 24, 26). The problem for Marcuse is how
to provide a foundation for his understanding that some needs are ‘false’
while others are by definition ‘true’. His answer is unequivocal:

We may distinguish both true and false needs. ‘False’ are those which
are superimposed upon the individual by particular social interests in
his repression.. . . No matter how much such needs may have become
the individual’s own, reproduced and fortified by the conditions of his
own existence; no matter how much he identifies with them and finds
himself in their satisfaction, they continue to be what they were from
the beginning – products of a society whose dominant interest
demands repression. (Marcuse, 1964: 22)

From this perspective, marketing is part of a wider problem with the nature
of advanced capitalist societies where consumption has become the domi-
nant mode of expression of self and identity. This is seen as false consciousness,
a way of drawing the population’s attention away from other phenomena,
whether these are seen as existential angst and insecurities, inequalities of
income and wealth, the repression of deep psychological needs or simply
class struggle. The critique of marketing is a critique of false consciousness
and the role of commodity fetishism in this process. The problem is that
marketing and advertising seek to ‘create needs, not to fulfil them; to gener-
ate new anxieties instead of allaying old ones’ (C. Lasch, 1979, The Culture of
Narcissism, quoted in Alvesson, 1994: 306). 

In its rather puritanical rejection of consumption and its implied meta-
narrative of true and false needs, this approach stands at odds particularly
with postmodernist views of the world. As Desmond suggests, ‘the whole
creation of false needs quietly slipped off the critical agenda following “post-
structuralist” questioning of the value of “ruling ideas” in perpetuating
“false consciousness”’ (1998: 176). Certainly, it was often the case that in some
of the Frankfurt School (e.g. Adorno, 1973; Horkheimer and Adorno, 1947)
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this type of critique became locked into a discursive battle between ‘popular
culture’ (which represented false needs generated by big business) and avant-
garde culture (which was inaccessible to the masses and therefore free from
commercial contamination). These sorts of judgements, delivered ex cathedra
by (almost) dead white European men, seemed to fall exactly into the cate-
gory of totalizing narratives which met with such a high degree of suspicion
and scepticism among postmodern authors (e.g. Bauman, 1989; Burrell, 1997).
As they also often involved a ‘trashing’ of popular culture (though not in the
work of one member of the School, Walter Benjamin, 1992), which is the site
par excellence of the postmodernists’ forays into social analysis, it has
become an increasingly difficult position to adopt in the current period.
Nevertheless, particularly in the context of the marketing discipline, where
the legitimacy of the activity is so easily assumed, this mode of critique justi-
fiably re-emerges periodically to act as a powerful critique of marketing. 

One way out of these tensions is to move away from overarching argu-
ments about ‘false’ and ‘true’ needs towards more specific considerations of
how ‘needs’ and markets are socially constructed and with what effects.
Thus critique can be broken down into more specific and perhaps research-
able questions, e.g. how is marketing discourse constructed? What is its
impact on the subjectivity and identity of consumers? How can the histori-
cal preconditions and conditions of possibility of certain forms of marketing
discourse be surfaced and used for purposes of critique? In the final section
of the chapter, these issues are considered in more detail. 

MARKETING DISCOURSE AND PRACTICE:
DIRECTIONS FOR THE FUTURE

The fundamental problem for a critical study of marketing is in identifying
the specific conditions of different forms of the discourse of marketing, how
this becomes embedded into management practices and techniques, and
finally how this impacts on the constitution of society, subjects, identities and
objects of consumption. In turn, this implies that three levels of analysis
could be usefully pursued in order to provide a deeper critique of marketing –
firstly, more critical analysis of the construction of marketing as an academic
discourse; secondly, a more sociologically informed account of the constitu-
tion of marketing as a set of management practices; thirdly, a more critical
understanding of the consequences of marketing and its proliferation for the
constitution of the self and society. 

Marketing as an academic discourse

Earlier in this chapter, I marked out the origins of marketing in the academic
world. Such an analysis is very preliminary and needs further development.
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The key point is, however, that marketing, from being itself a weapon of
critique of business (no matter how reformist in intention), became increas-
ingly one of ‘the servants of power’ in Baritz’s deadly phrase (Baritz, 1960).
Part of this was the increasing colonization of marketing by two disciplinary
groups. The first group consisted of neo-classical economists for whom the
‘market’ operates as an invisible hand to serve the interests of all.
Institutionalist economics which had a critical element to it during the days
of the American Depression and the New Deal was gradually driven out of
the US academy in the 1950s and 1960s. The neo-classical model which
replaced it was uninterested in the social constitution of markets. The second
group were psychologists and their notion of ‘human needs’, again decon-
textualized and dehistoricized. Accessible through positivistic methods of
survey research, consumers’ needs, opinions and wants were supposed to
drive the market. Putting these two together created a stock of knowledge
which bracketed off issues concerned with the social construction of needs
and wants. Finally, this was all wrapped into ‘marketing management’, a
notion of the techniques available for identifying needs, defining products
(their price, placement and distribution) and communicating information
about them to consumers. As discussed earlier, once this was expanded to
create a view not just about the distribution of commercially produced
goods and services but also about how political and social messages could
be communicated, marketing as an academic discipline was able to create
powerful boundaries around itself even in the critical maelstrom of the 1980s
when seemingly comparable disciplines such as Accounting were beginning
to open up. In academic terms, the result means that there are strong barri-
ers to social critique within the discipline of marketing itself. These barriers
are reflected in the practices of journals and university appointment com-
mittees which act as the legitimating agents for the academic discipline of
marketing. In a pluralistic society, such barriers are never likely to be perfect.
Alternative journal (and conference) outlets exist for those in marketing
wishing to go beyond the dominant paradigm. Academic orientations can
change over the course of a career thus frustrating the gatekeepers’ exclu-
sionary tactics. Some institutions operate looser definitions of subject areas
than others. Just such a combination of factors seems to have been the pre-
condition for the entry of postmodernism into marketing (as well as the
development of other critiques from within the discipline, e.g. Brownlie et al.,
1999a; Desmond, 1998; Wensley, 1999). The challenge for critique is to find
more ways of encouraging reflection on the construction of marketing
knowledge not just from the epistemological and ontological point of view
but as specific forms of knowledge implicated in distinctive settings. 

One recent example of this has been the work of Miller and Rose on
marketing consultancy projects conducted by the Tavistock Institute during
the period from the 1950s to the 1970s. They identify three dominant conceptions
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of the consumer that draw upon different conceptions of the human being.
They label these as ‘psychoanalytical’ (drawing on Freudian theory to under-
stand attachment to products), ‘social psychological’ (a more general and
open-ended view of ‘psychological’ needs, e.g. to demonstrate ‘femininity’
and their social manifestations in wants and desires for different types of
products) and finally the ‘rational consumer’ making calculated choices.
They argue that ‘it was by no means “easy” to make up the consumer’:

What was entailed was an unprecedented and meticulous charting of
the minutiae of the consuming passions by new techniques of group
discussions, interviewing and testing. This charting does not merely
uncover pre-existing desires or anxieties; it forces them into exis-
tence.. . it renders them thinkable by new techniques of calculation,
classification and inscription. . .and hence makes them amenable
to action and instrumentalization in the service of the sales of
goods.. .This was not a matter of the unscrupulous manipulation of
passive consumers; technologies of consumption depended upon fab-
ricating delicate affiliations between the active choices of potential
consumers and the qualities, pleasures and satisfactions represented
in the product. (Miller and Rose, 1997: 31)

Miller and Rose indicate the complex way in which the development of
academic forms of knowledge within marketing feeds into the construction
of specific technologies of the self. Further research on this basis could provide
a useful way of understanding the emergence of distinctive discourses of
marketing knowledge and associated technologies.

Marketing as management practice

As a set of organizational practices, marketing has to be defined, imple-
mented and applied in specific contexts where there are potentially compet-
ing groups. In the UK, this has led to many discussions about the ‘need’ to
introduce marketing and the barriers to its introduction. This in turn has
been related to different definitions of what is meant by marketing and why
it is needed. 

In studying the financial services sector, for example, Morgan and
Sturdy reveal the debates which went on among managers in that industry
about the role which marketing was to play and the implications which this
would have for broader relations of power within firms. In particular, they
emphasize the clear and knowledgeable clashes which occurred in banks
and insurance companies between marketing as a discourse and an associ-
ated set of managers and professionals (with its emphasis on ‘knowing the
consumer’) and sales, again as a discourse and set of associated managers
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and employees (with its emphasis on ‘productivity’). Marketing academics
and practitioners frequently brought out ‘scare’ stories, for example, revealing
the lack of marketing research departments in financial institutions or the
lack of sophistication of many marketing functions. Resistance to marketing
was blamed on the ‘productionist’ ideology referred to earlier. Arguably the
crucial factor in the ‘victory’ of marketing was the alliance which it was able
to make with regulators and consumer advocacy bodies as a way of over-
coming what were seen as ‘old-fashioned’ sales techniques which took little
account of ‘real consumer needs’ (Morgan and Sturdy, 2000: ch. 6). Sales
departments tended to lack any academic legitimators and found it hard in
the long term to retain their independence from marketing. 

This study reveals that we have much to learn about how marketing
discourse and practice get incorporated into specific contexts. This is not a
‘natural’ process but one that emerges out of power, conflict and struggle.
Two other examples could be considered here. One is the spread of market-
ing discourse into the public sector as explored, for example, in the UK con-
text in the work of Clarke and Newman (1997) and Fairclough (1993, 2000)
where, contra Kotler (1985), this change is seen in terms of struggles and con-
flicts between groups drawing on different sources of power. The second
example relates to national differences. For example, it has often been sug-
gested that German firms believe that their products should sell themselves –
on the basis of their technical excellence – and therefore, marketing is not
very well developed in Germany, or at least has not been until the recent
challenges to German distinctiveness as a result of competition from other
countries which have upgraded their technological capabilities. Similar com-
ments could be made about Japanese firms, though here classic examples of
Japanese market growth (e.g. Honda motorbikes in the USA) have become
incorporated into the ‘lessons’ to be learnt by apprentice marketers. These
cases raise the question of whether firms can ‘succeed’ without a culture of
marketing or a set of academically legitimated marketing professionals.
Obviously, there are huge interest groups only too keen to propound the
importance of such knowledge and practices. As well as specialist firms in
the marketing area, these range from professional associations through to IT
companies keen to sell software for market analysis and on to consultants
offering advice on marketing. Governments can also be instrumental in this
process, e.g. not just the role which states have played in privatization
processes but also the role which they play in providing funds for education
and training for small businesses, a significant part of which usually goes on
training in marketing. Finally it is clear that financial institutions increas-
ingly see the existence of a credible marketing plan and strategy as a sine qua
non of a successful firm, be it large or small. In conclusion, we have very
little understanding of how marketing colonizes organizations – what are
the national, sectoral and firm level features which enable this to happen and
with what consequences?
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Marketing technologies and the creation
of the governable consumer

The third level of analysis concerns the interrelationship between marketing
technologies of knowledge and the consumers. Rose, for example, states:

The technologies of mass consumption, as they took shape over the
course of the twentieth century, established a new relation between
the sphere of the self and the world of goods. For the first time, this
power of goods to shape identities was utilized in a calculated form,
according to rationalities worked out and established not by politicians
but by salesmen, market researchers, designers and advertisers who
increasingly based their calculations upon psychological conceptions
of humans and their desires. (Rose, 1998: 85; see also Rose, 1989)

In a joint paper with Miller, he has developed this argument in ways similar
to their general approach to accounting and other disciplinary technologies.
They state:

We abstain from a mode of analysis which links the unholy alliance of
psychology, advertising and capitalism with a manipulation of desires
in the name of private profit, social anesthesia and commodity
fetishism. We are concerned with what one might term the ‘productive’
features of these new techniques, the ways in which psychological
knowledges have connected themselves up in complex ways with the
technologies of advertising and marketing to make possible new kinds
of relations that human beings can have with themselves and others
through the medium of goods. (Miller and Rose, 1997: 3)

This argument returns to the idea of understanding the ways in which indi-
viduals have been taught to see their identity in terms of the consumption
process and marketing. Actors begin to construct their knowledge of them-
selves in terms of being a particular type of consumer, even an example of a
particular type of market segment, for example derived from the news-
papers which they read, the cars which they drive, the houses in which they
live, the supermarkets at which they shop. Marketing knowledge and its
associated technologies constitute people as ‘governable consumers’ with
characteristics that are stable and knowable. These characteristics enable
companies to develop technologies that access consumers in distinctive
ways. The needs and wants of the consumer become identified and consti-
tuted in increasingly complex ways drawing on the ever expanding range of
psychological theories that are available. Advertising campaigns construct
products, needs and wants in ways linked back to underlying conceptions of
the governable person. Frequently these are accompanied and made more
sophisticated by technologies that constitute individuals as members of
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particular sorts of groups with pre-defined needs, e.g. class, gender, age and
so forth. These technologies of social segmentation become the basis for
market segmentation. What is created is a landscape that is knowable, iden-
tifiable and calculable – the world of the ‘governable consumer’ capable of
governance by those who hold the knowledge and through this the power. 

By critically identifying these processes, it becomes possible to charac-
terize some of the broader effects. One particularly important aspect is the
interrelationship between discourses of marketing and the consumer and
discourses of politics and citizenship. The political sphere itself has become
transmuted into a sphere of consumption where individual preferences are
articulated in focus groups and consumer surveys. Thus the tendency is for
the aggregated preferences of consumers as individuals (for example for
lower taxes or cheaper petrol prices) to become translated into political poli-
cies no matter what the broader consequences are. Marketing has provided
a set of technological means to identify individual preferences and these are
increasingly seen as the only way to legitimate political action. In this way,
the struggle to create a civic society which represents the aspirations of the
collectivity separate from though linked in to individual preferences is
weakened. It finds no legitimate space in this context and shrinks to the mar-
gins of political debate as it cannot be justified on the basis of focus groups
and surveys as the preference of individuals. However, this goes together
with a recognition that only collective solutions that may involve the sub-
jugation of personal individual preferences have a hope of resolving the eco-
logical and social consequences of mass consumption. How is it possible to
counteract the marketing logic which gives individuals rights to consume?
The tendency seems to be to give up the struggle to create a collective sphere
and reduce everything, even democracy, down to a choice for the individual
between two or more consumer objects, Bush versus Gore, Blair versus
Hague and so on. Politicians are marketed and constructed as products in a
marketplace, their programmes determined by individualized preferences.
Politics as a marketplace is not a new phenomenon but the power and tenac-
ity of marketing technologies has reached such an extent that it makes it
increasingly difficult to envisage an alternative of public discourse, civic
society and collective decision-making. 

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have tried to account for the power of marketing as a dis-
course and to suggest how critical approaches can begin to subvert that
power. In historical terms, the crucial transition for marketing discourse is its
move from a critical account of how markets work to a set of prescriptions
and tools about how managers can market their products. While this switch
can be explained in terms of the changing nature of the US economy in the
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early part of the twentieth century, what was particularly important was that
marketing legitimated its role in terms of the beneficent effects which it had
for both companies and consumers. In this respect, resistance to marketing
inside companies by groups such as sales or production was useful. It
enabled marketing to present itself as the champion of the consumer within
the firm. Only when marketing was able to take on an important role could
the interests of the consumer and the company be properly aligned, since
only then would the company be really producing what the consumers
‘needed’. Consumer needs were accessible through positivistic techniques as
they were perceived as the fixed characteristics of individuals. Thus market-
ing discourse and practice presented itself as a friend to the consumer, a
beneficent force in the struggle to get organizations to listen to their con-
sumers rather than to allow internal interest groups to dictate the goals of
the company. In the 1980s onwards, these ideas proved fertile ground for
extending marketing’s power into the public and the voluntary sectors;
marketing could be used as a way of undermining the power of professional
interests within these organizations to define their goals and products and
instead presenting a new vision of how markets could be positively used
even in these cases.

Efforts to undermine this hegemony are still limited. On the one side
has been the growth of postmodernist deconstructions of marketing and
markets. Such deconstructions have the merit of iconoclasm and the ‘shock
of the new’ but seem ultimately devoid of any social critique. On the other
side are those voices which raise the question of the false needs constructed
by marketing as ultimately an outcome of capitalism and the commodity
fetishism which is essential to its reproduction and expansion. It was argued
in this chapter that the general critique of this approach could benefit from
a closer engagement with specific social practices and contexts. The concep-
tion of marketing as a power-knowledge setting which produces ‘the gov-
ernable consumer’ implies that there must be specific techniques and
knowledges which open up what it is to be a consumer. Marketing consti-
tutes specific technologies based on these discourses in order to learn what
the consumer is and how the consumer can be approached and managed.
These technologies (of advertising, segmentation, opinion and information
gathering) have seldom been studied from this perspective, i.e. how they
build the truth of the ‘governable consumer’ out of discourses concerned
with the nature of the individual and thereby create a cycle of reproduction
and reinforcement. The implications of this for the wider social context are
huge. Rather than welcoming the penetration of marketing into the public
sphere, it was argued that this leads to a diminution of collective life and its
substitution by a marketing view of politics and collective social goals. The
importation of focus groups and polling into politics is more than just a
dumbing down of political debate; it also corresponds to the decline of the
debate about public goods in favour of the idea that politics (like the market)
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can only legitimately and practically deliver on personal preferences.
Collective problems that can only be solved at the expense of individual
preferences are marginalized. This is due at least in part to the role which
marketing as a set of discourses and practices has played in legitimating the
idea that the only framework for markets and politics can be a context in
which individual preferences and wants, revealed through the techniques of
marketing, must be paramount. In response, therefore, the critique of market-
ing must be part of a wider attempt to reconstruct our understanding of the
relationship between self and society in a context where global problems of
insecurity, risk and inequality cannot be solved on the basis of individual
preferences and are simultaneously outstripping the capacity of weakened
collective institutions to tackle them.
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Chapter 7

Accounting and Critical Theory
Michael Power, Richard Laughlin
and David J. Cooper

Accounting has become a pervasive force in modern society. Its practitioners
provide legitimate, credible and often influential advice to organizations,
including governments, about issues as diverse as organizational reform,
contracting out, accountability and governance arrangements, innovation,
performance appraisal and risk management. Accounting information is
said to influence the pricing of shares and other financial instruments, and,
through systems of cost determination, affect what goods and services are
produced, where production takes place and how goods are distributed. It is
not surprising that accounting is seen as strongly connected to pressures for
globalization and economic rationalization. From this perspective, the value
of accounting information lies in its capacity to influence and mobilize, to
fundamentally affect decision-making.

There is also a representational view of accounting, making claims to
‘true costs’ and ‘the bottom line’. There are even attempts to represent the
environment, intellectual capital, brands and human assets on the balance
sheet. In the name of such representations, firms are closed as uneconomic,
hospitals are closed as too costly, products and services are launched as low-
cost alternatives, and training programmes are initiated as improving well-
being. Yet, is accounting a system of pseudo information? Are its claims to
represent reality hollow? 

In this chapter we respond to these questions in the light of Habermas’s
Critical Theory and, in particular, his theory of communication (Habermas,
1984, 1987). If accounting is a practice which increasingly ‘sounds true’, it is
also a powerful force in economic reasoning. Notwithstanding crises and
scandals in which the failings of accounting are briefly evident, it retains its
credibility as a whole (Power, 1997). Indeed, when accounting ‘fails’, the
solution’ invariably involves an investment in new or better accounting;
such is its irresistible logic. If we are to control complex modern societies,
then we seem to require ever more elaborate forms of economic calculation,
of which accounting is a dominant instance.
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This chapter introduces Critical Theory and its implications for
accounting. While our treatment is by no means exhaustive, we have tried to
capture the essential elements of Habermas’s work in order to explore a
powerful conception of the role and function of accounting. In the next
section we begin with a broadly critical analysis of the view that accounting
somehow represents economic reality. In the third section we articulate a
perspective based upon Critical Theory within a field of different theories of
accounting and its informational characteristics. This prepares the ground
for the reception of some of Habermas’s ideas in the fourth section. In the
fifth section we consider the position of accounting as a ‘steering medium’
in Habermas’s sense and in the sixth section we consider the role of account-
ing and its potential as a medium for enabling or distorting communication.

Overall, the arguments are suggestive of a conception of accounting in
which there is a need both to recover the public dimension of its legitimacy
and also to comprehend its possible effects on human subjects. This requires
a richer theoretical perspective than that provided by dominant instrumen-
tal conceptions of accounting.

CONTESTING THE NATURE OF ACCOUNTING

What counts as accounting? This question tends not to be asked, for at least
two reasons. First, there is an overwhelming presumption that the answer is
obvious. Secondly, if it gets asked at all, it is usually in the context of some
crisis in our understanding of accounting. Clearly there is a tension between
these two reasons for a lack of fundamental questioning about accounting. If
the occasions of crisis and/or scandal multiply, it becomes increasingly diffi-
cult to sustain the obviousness of accounting, analogous perhaps to the ‘dis-
covery’ of epicycles which were used to sustain an increasingly suspect
Ptolemaic cosmology. But the durability of the belief in the utility of existing
forms of accounting also suggests a more appropriate analogy with the poison
oracle of the Azande (Winch, 1964). Reality itself is constructed to bring it
into line with the tribal practice.

Traditionally, accounting is regarded as a technique of quantification or
calculation which is an important prerequisite for the smooth functioning of
modern businesses. Accounting would therefore be understood largely as
‘work’ rather than ‘interaction’ (Habermas, 1971: ch. 6). Work practices such
as accounting are commonly regarded as being merely technical, ‘working’
well or badly in a given context. Our criteria of appraisal are thereby limited
to the instrumental success or otherwise of the technical attributes in achieving
some pre-given end, for example supplying useful information. In other words,
we can say that accounting is traditionally subsumed under a model of pur-
posive rationality, ‘Zweckrationalitaet’ in Weber’s (1978: 24–6) sense. It func-
tions as a merely formal set of procedures whose techniques are neutral and

Accounting and Critical Theory 133

3099-CH-07.qxd  8/4/03 11:04 AM  Page 133



incontestable. On this view, accounting may supply guidance on appropriate
means and methods to achieve given informational ends, but it cannot deter-
mine those ends themselves. This image of accounting as technique also sup-
ports a conception of accounting as an extension of common sense. It is an
image of accounting as something that we can take for granted and that does
not merit theoretical elaboration.1

The contemporary version of this slightly caricatured image of account-
ing relates to the goal of aiding decision-making. The American Accounting
Association stated that ‘accounting information must be useful to people
accounting in various capacities both inside and outside of the entity con-
cerned’ (1966: 8). Despite widespread criticism, this conception of accounting
has remained durable and has informed subsequent thinking (for example,
Accounting Standards Steering Committee, 1975; Financial Accounting
Standards Board, 1978). Accounting students learn very quickly to distinguish
between accounting for internal decision-making purposes, i.e. management
accounting, and accounting for external decision-making purposes, i.e. finan-
cial accounting. But although there are very different technical elaborations
appropriate to each form of accounting (e.g. budgeting, variance analysis and
costing for management accounting; recognition, valuation and disclosure
conventions for financial accounting) there is a single common vision:
accounting provides information that is useful to users of that information.

This textbook image of accounting as information for economic
decision-making is promoted as sensible and robust. What else could
accounting be for? While there has been a renewed focus on accounting as
facilitating the development and enforcement of contracts, typically as part
of calls for stewardship and accountability, this ‘contracting’ view typically
still emphasizes economic decision-making (Watts and Zimmerman, 1986)
rather than, for example, legal or social justice. Corresponding to the image
of the accountant as a supplier of information, as a worthy under-labourer, a
‘worker’ for the lofty decision-maker, there is a perception of the accountant
as an expert in technical niceties but with no pretence to pass value judge-
ments on the goals of decision-making. His or her role is neutrally facilita-
tive and, in a sense made popular by the media, rather dull (Beard, 1994;
Friedman and Lyne, 2001).

If this is an exaggerated image of accounting, it is not wildly so.
However, it is an image which has increasingly been subject to critical
scrutiny and redefinition as the commonsense view that accounting simply
‘represents’ economic reality in an unbiased fashion has been questioned
from a number of directions. In what follows we shall look briefly at the
problem of accounting as a representational practice and explore some of the
ways in which accounting theorists have voiced doubts about it. These
approaches share a broad critical purpose in that they refuse to take for
granted accounting concepts and practices on their own terms. However,
they are also profoundly different from each other in many respects.
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Information supposedly tells us something new (‘supposedly’ because,
as we shall see, information is often used in practice for a variety of pur-
poses, such as to reassure or confirm expectations and preconceptions). It is
assumed to (re)present in some way events which are relatively independent
of the representational system. In the case of accounting we might wish to
call these independent events ‘economic reality’. So here we have two cru-
cial elements of accounting as information: novelty and representation. On
the question of newness we shall have little to say.2 As far as representation
is concerned, criticism has come from many different sources. At a very
simple level, the very possibility of ‘creative’ accounting practices suggests
that the image of accounting as a simple mapping of an independent reality
is naïve, although it is worth adding that the idea of creativity presupposes
the existence of some ‘objective’ benchmark against which it can be evalu-
ated. Hence a more radical critique of the representationalist credentials of
accounting would see it as a practice that is ‘creative’ in a much deeper
sense, i.e. not as a deviation from an objective standard but as a practice
without objectivity.

In the context of financial accounting there is much more at stake than
double-entry bookkeeping. Group accounting and the setting of provisions
are examples of areas which are constantly open to judgement and negotia-
tion. Accounting authorities such as the Financial Accounting Standards
Board (FASB) in the USA, and the Accounting Standards Board (ASB) in the
UK have attempted to stem the tide of creativity by reducing areas of judge-
ment and negotiation (a move which effectively involves institutionalizing
and privileging certain ‘official’ judgements over others). One example is
‘Off Balance Sheet Finance’, which is concerned about defining the bound-
aries of the firm. Attempts to police organizational boundaries run the risk
of buying the virtue of consistency at the expense of being arbitrary. More
significantly, these bodies have in addition been subject to considerable pres-
sure and lobbying by parties who believe that the particular representational
convention chosen will have important economic consequences for them
(Solomons, 1986; Zeff, 1978). Classic complaints arise from high-tech firms
(most recently the dotcoms) who complain that representing research as an
expense leads to their undervaluation and hence susceptibility to takeovers.

The position is similar in management accounting. The determination
of ‘true’ cost in some representational sense is a myth that the questions of
overhead allocation or transfer pricing have done much to explode. Activity
based costing was introduced in many regulated industries (including orga-
nizations working under systems of cost reimbursement pricing, such as
defence contractors, hospitals, telecommunications and utilities) to produce
‘true costs’, where these costs would include all sorts of overheads and activ-
ities that had not traditionally be defined as related to the cost of producing
products and services (such as administration, marketing, research and cus-
tomer support and relations). In the case of transfer pricing, most textbooks
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attempt to determine optimal costs and prices through various forms of
economic analysis, but in the end acknowledge that the appropriate price to
charge for internal services is an issue of organizational power and politics
(Armstrong, 1998; Swieringa and Waterhouse, 1982). Historically, account-
ing, like many social practices and disciplines, has aspired to an objectivity
both grounded in common sense and theoretical justification. The search for
‘true’ income and ‘true’ cost indicate a representational ideal of accounting
as a purely formal or procedural activity which has not been entirely
expunged. The hope seems to be that if only we can refine or improve our
set of accounting techniques then ‘cost’ and ‘income’ will be revealed.

Elsewhere, the very measurement convention on which accounting has
been based has also been an important focus for the question of representa-
tion. The apparent objectivity of historic cost accounting has, in times of
inflation, looked obviously suspect. Alternative systems of accounting for
changing prices have effectively multiplied the possibilities for the unit of
economic measurement, thus undermining this objectivity further. Yet, as we
noted above, the traditional image of accounting and its allegiance to the
historic cost convention have proved remarkably durable.

Given these internal tensions and contradictions in the idea of account-
ing as a representational practice, it should come as little surprise to
encounter bolder critiques, which break with the notion of representation
entirely. They hold that there is no independent economic reality. Rather,
accounting is implicated in creating that reality. Hopwood (1987) has argued
that management accounting systems provide a medium through which the
organization becomes ‘visible’ to itself. That which is newly ‘visible’ is not a
representation of an independent reality but the creation of a new domain of
economic facts. Accounting therefore creates the economic facts that it pur-
ports to represent. Hines (1988) has argued in a similar fashion – the com-
munication of economic ‘facts’ in financial statements is simultaneously
their construction as facts. No doubt these are strange ideas and they seem
to violate our deepest ‘objectivist’ and ‘realist’ intuitions. But we must take
seriously the possibility that these intuitions in the context of accounting are
simply mistaken.

ACCOUNTING INFORMATION AND DECISION-MAKING

The problem of representation suggests that there is no single way to
account for economic reality, despite a continuing rhetoric to the contrary.
There has been a variety of theoretical responses to this indeterminacy or
subjectivity. These can be differentiated both according to their respective
perceptions of the role and nature of accounting information for decision-
making (whether accounting is fundamentally functional or dysfunctional
and distorting) and also according to the explanatory level at which these
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perceptions are articulated (ranging from generalizable to context-specific
explanations). Laughlin and Lowe (1990) and Power and Laughlin (1992)
thereby ‘position’ various approaches to accounting relative to an under-
standing of Critical Theory.

Such classifications raise important questions. Close to the level of
professional and industrial interests are functional concerns about the quality
of the decision-making purpose. Are we making optimal decisions? Do we
have sufficient information for this purpose? For example, Kaplan (1983)
argues that traditional accounting culture has inhibited strategic decision-
making in firms. There has developed a concern with strategic management
accounting (Johnson, 1994; Johnson and Kaplan, 1987; Shank and Govindarajan,
1989), a concern that continues to accept the decision-making framework as
somehow functionally unproblematic: accounting as an enabling practice is
merely in need of improvement.

The idea of accounting for decision-making purposes seems so obvious
that it is almost inconceivable that it could have any other role. But do we have
a clear conception of what decision-making involves and how it takes place?
What is a decision, what is it about, and what is the link to information?
Studies have questioned the very nature of decision-making itself by con-
fronting this ideal role for accounting with its actual functioning in organiza-
tional settings. The study by Burchell and colleagues (1980) attempts to enrich
our conception of the role of information systems. Decision-making will only
correspond to the enabling ideal where there is high certainty of the objectives
or ends to which the decision is orientated together with high certainty con-
cerning the causal relation between decision and action. However, this is only
one possible (and rare) instance. In contrast, accounting information can also
serve to rationalize and justify decisions ex post or can be used as ‘ammuni-
tion’ in organizational politics. These context-dependent roles are equally sig-
nificant as the enabling ideal and, it is claimed, much more prevalent in
practice. Following this critical initiative, numerous studies in the manage-
ment accounting area have sought to analyse accounting in action and its
consequences, not all of which, in contrast to the ideal, will be intended.

For example, studies of accounting innovation in organizational con-
texts have documented the sense in which accounting meets resistance to,
and possible transformations of, its original purpose. Berry and colleagues
(1985) document the resistance of one organization in the UK to the intro-
duction of new financial controls. Ansari and Euske (1987) provide a similar
study in the context of a US military enterprise. The ideal of improved
decision-making, the official rationale for accounting innovation, encounters
numerous pressures in organizational contexts. This suggests that account-
ing is less important as a functional resource for decision-making than as a
symbolic resource for the organization as a whole (March, 1987).

An important extension of this contextualist research goes further and
claims that whether accounting serves the decision-enabling role or not, it

Accounting and Critical Theory 137

3099-CH-07.qxd  8/4/03 11:04 AM  Page 137



nevertheless has profound effects on human subjects, who are constructed as
‘calculable’ and ‘calculating’ individuals within the organization (Miller and
O’Leary, 1987). Accounting distorts to the extent that individuals are sub-
sumed within accounting regimes with important behavioural consequences
in local organizational contexts (Knights and Collinson, 1987; Roberts and
Scapens, 1990). Miller and O’Leary (1994a, 1994b) go on to argue that work-
ers and production units are constructed as ‘economic citizens’, responsible
to customers, and for their own performance. In an interesting debate on the
role of theory in guiding empirical work, Arnold (1998) and Froud and col-
leagues (1998) challenge Miller and O’Leary’s analysis that the ‘reorganisa-
tion of a particular factory as a point where economic demands intersect with
political ideals and expertises of work and identity’ (1998: 710). They argue
that Miller and O’Leary fail to acknowledge structural features which are so
central to critical thinking. In short, this debate raises important questions of
how ‘context’ should be conceived.

Radically orientated studies such as those by Tinker and Neimark
(1987), Armstrong (1987) and Cooper and Sherer (1984) offer a contextuali-
zation around the concept of capitalism and articulate the sense in which
accounting is a fundamentally distorting practice in so far as it represents
and promulgates the interests of capital. Hence accounting is one important
dimension of an economic system considered as a repressive totality. Such
neo-Marxist perspectives attempt to express the complicity of traditional
accounting with modes of exploitation in general by treating labour simply
as one cost ‘above the line’ among others. From this point of view, even if
accounting does fulfil its functional mission for management, it is neverthe-
less profoundly dysfunctional for labour.

Overall, Critical Theory recognizes that the enabling or distorting
status of a practice such as accounting is an open empirical question, which
is nevertheless guided by a distinctive theoretical model. This is the mode of
analysis implicit in studies such as those by Laughlin (1987), Arrington and
Puxty (1991), Puxty (1997), Townley, Cooper and Oakes (forthcoming). We
need to consider this framework in more detail.

ACCOUNTING AND THE RATIONALIZATION
OF THE LIFEWORLD

Weber (1978) argued that purposive rationality is at the heart of the moderniza-
tion process. Indeed, bookkeeping seemed to represent and symbolize ratio-
nality itself (Weber, 1978: 92–3). In contrast, Habermas (1984, 1987) argues
that rationalization is in substance a process of differentiation in which
traditional forms of society develop relatively autonomous spheres of
culture. The emergence of instrumental reason is just one possible sphere of
development, and Habermas is concerned to render this visible. He identifies
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three cultural spheres or worlds, each with its distinctive style of learning,
cognition and institutional practice. Thus the objective world, the intersub-
jective world and the subjective world correspond broadly to the practices of
science, politics and art. Habermas is attempting to construct a model of the
rationalization process as the release of specialized experience in these three
domains, which represent distinctive rationality complexes: instrumental-
reason, practical reason and affective reason respectively.3 Habermas’s
model leads him to argue that it is this differentiation in general, rather than
instrumental reason in particular, which characterizes modernity. It also
opens the way for a critique of modernity in which one particular form of
reason, the instrumental, has dominated at the expense of others. Hence we
must distinguish Habermas’s brand of Critical Theory from romanticist cri-
tiques of capitalism for which rehumanization is only possible through a
rejection of technology itself (Marcuse, 1986).4 Against the pessimism of his
Frankfurt School predecessors, Habermas attempts to articulate a basis for
reconstituting social life and institutional action as the recovery of a balance
between the three fundamental spheres of social development. Modernization
is therefore not rejected but reappraised. The theoretical contours of this
reconstruction depend on the concepts of ‘lifeworld’, ‘system’ and ‘steering
media’, which we shall now consider.

The concept of the ‘lifeworld’ is intended to provide a relatively
unproblematic characterization of the domain of everyday experience (although
from some Marxist perspectives, such as that of Althusser, it is profoundly
problematic and ideological). The concept expresses a level of pre-theoreti-
cal practical experience in which social integration is effected by a largely
unreflective cultural tradition. According to Habermas, the lifeworld exists
both logically and historically prior to those processes of rationalization and
differentiation which characterize modern societies. One of Habermas’s
deepest themes concerns the extent to which we have forgotten the collective
symbolic structures of the lifeworld which actually enable and inform
those predominant but narrow and specialized systems of action, such as
accounting.

Habermas’s concept of ‘system’ is that of a functionally definable arena
of action such as the economy or, on a smaller scale, an organization.
Systems emerge from the lifeworld as a consequence of processes of func-
tional and cognitive differentiation. According to Habermas, systems rapidly
develop an autonomous developmental logic of their own. Weber’s (1978)
analysis of domestic production provides an illustration of the point: tradi-
tional patterns of motivation and work are gradually replaced by more
explicitly economic forms of organization and behaviour. Gorz (1989) has
described this as the ‘economic rationalization of labour’ whereby the (life-
world) contexts of an integrated relation between work and life give way to
an autonomous economic domain of work. In an accounting context, Tinker
and colleagues (1982) show that economic and accounting concepts of value
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are related historically to specific forms of social organization, or lifeworld,
and Hopwood (1987) has argued for the historical role of accounting in
installing a new realm of microeconomic facts in place of more traditional
patterns of organizational control.

Habermas’s Critical Theory is largely an attempt to recover and articu-
late the dependence of the system on the lifeworld. But he is no backward-
looking romantic. For him, the emergence of autonomous systems is a
potentially positive force which is not necessarily distorting; he shares this
legacy with traditional Marxism which also regards social change (e.g. from
feudalism to capitalism) as potentially progressive. To this extent, Habermas
can be regarded as a systems theorist with a difference. The systems frame-
work is premised upon a broadly functional view of social organization:
societies consist of systems and subsystems which are governed principally
by survival imperatives and react and adapt to their environments to this
end. Habermas, however, has always questioned the analogy between social
and biological systems which, he believes, sustains the many versions of sys-
tems theory. Thus Habermas is critical of Luhmann (1982) and others
because their functionalist orientation fails to reflect upon the historical
origins of the problems that systems theory addresses. For Habermas the
problem of social ‘survival’ is not a quasi-biological matter but concerns the
guiding symbolic structures of the lifeworld and their capacity to steer sub-
systems, such as the economy and firms, rather than be colonized by them.

The concept of ‘steering’ plays a pivotal role in this theoretical structure
by providing the link between lifeworld and system. Habermas’s model of
balanced social development posits the possibility that systems receive ‘sym-
bolic guidance’ from the lifeworld via mechanisms of steering which are
grounded in, and controlled at, the level of the lifeworld. However, according
to Habermas, this order of dependence of system on lifeworld has in fact
become ‘distorted’ and effectively reversed. Systems and subsystems of
increasing complexity have emerged which threaten to colonize the lifeworld
itself. Guided by the steering media of ‘money’ and ‘power’, the domain of
instrumental reason has come to smother and eclipse both the lifeworld and
other possible orders of reasoning, e.g. politics and subjectivity. This results
in what Habermas calls the ‘inner colonization of the lifeworld’ (though he is
ultimately more optimistic than Weber concerning the possibilities for inter-
vening in this process): ‘The thesis of internal colonization states that the sub-
systems of the economy and the state become more and more complex as a
consequence of capitalist growth and penetrate ever deeper into the symbolic
reproduction of the lifeworld’ (Habermas, 1987: 367).

This theory of social development must be understood in the context of
Habermas’s broader theory of communicative action. Borrowing from
speech act theory, Habermas does not draw a sharp distinction between lan-
guage and action. Language is itself a form of action and establishes rela-
tions of interaction in the process of communication. The categories of
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language and action are therefore not analytically distinct (Oakes and
colleagues (1998) illustrate this argument in their analysis of the way the
language of business planning alters the identity of cultural organizations,
and shifts the orientations and actions of managers; following Bourdieu,
they refer to this process as ‘pedagogy’). Habermas has argued that in all
speech ‘acts’ there are implicit claims raised with varying degrees of empha-
sis. These are ‘validity’ claims to truth, normative rightness (or justice),
truthfulness (or sincerity) and comprehensibility. These claims are rarely
made explicit in everyday life, notwithstanding that they lie at the heart of
the communicative process. So when the waiter offers more coffee, one nor-
mally assumes that there is coffee available, i.e. that an implicit truth claim
or warrant can be accepted. However, there are occasions in ordinary social
interaction when such implicit claims may be explicitly questioned.
Specialized practices such as science seek to institutionalize this form of criti-
cal questioning but, according to Habermas, they nevertheless presuppose
truth claims as a basis for sustainable communication.

According to Habermas, communication always anticipates the possibil-
ity that implicit truth claims may be questioned and justified in an ideal
speech situation. This philosophical structure is a ‘necessary counterfactual’
(Power, 1996). By this Habermas means that even though it cannot be realized
in an empirical sense, the idea of such an ideal speech situation plays a deeply
constitutive role in communication because it expresses an underlying ideal,
goal, or direction to discourse. Indeed it provides a basis for a theory of com-
municative action to illuminate pathological or ‘distorted’ forms of communi-
cation which violate the conditions of this ideal. In general, such distortion
consists in severing the institutional link to the possibility of discursive justifi-
cation of implicit validity claims, a loss of reflection in which the communica-
tive foundation of all forms of action is obscured from view.

In this sense the process of the colonization of the lifeworld by narrowly
instrumental system imperatives is also a process of ‘systematically distorted’
communication. The lifeworld is a primary communicative resource which
has become colonized by the functional dictates of system and subsystem.
An example might be an economic system in which profitability, not neces-
sarily maximized, is the predominant goal. Such a goal tends to negate and
inhibit institutional possibilities for questioning and justifying itself. This
means that the lifeworld is no longer capable of communicatively steering a
complex economic system which has generated its own functional goals. The
current concern with the alarming environmental effects of economically
‘rational’ action provides a dramatic illustration of the thesis. The rationali-
zation of the lifeworld as a process of differentiation is not inherently dis-
torting. But the discursive demarcation of specialized contexts of individual
and collective action also brings the risk that such complex systems advance
their own limited operational imperatives at the expense of others, with
urgent consequences for social and global welfare.
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There have been a number of attempts in accounting to spell out the
implications of Habermas’s theories of communication action. Shapiro (1998,
2002) incorporates pragmatist concerns and criteria with Habermas’s model
to develop a process for reasoned arguments in accounting standard setting.
While Shapiro’s approach may pay too little attention to the lifeworld, it is
an ambitious attempt to apply Habermas to arguments about how to account
for contentious issues (e.g. accounting for pensions, executive stock options
and post-retirement benefits). Wright (1994) pays more attention to issues of
power and competing interests in his analysis of the financial statements and
arguments by management and auditors concerning the failure of a Canadian
bank, but he rather narrowly focuses on the validity claims of comprehensi-
bility, truth, truthfulness and rightness.

Having sketched the contours of Habermas’s theory of communication,
we need now to consider the position of accounting in relation to it. First we
need to consider the role of accounting as a steering medium in Habermas’s
sense. Following this, we consider the conditions under which accounting is
a form of ‘distorted communication’ or an ‘enabling’ practice.

ACCOUNTING AS A STEERING MEDIUM

The concept of ‘steering’ has its origins and meaning in systems theory. To
the extent that Habermas is attempting to restore the legitimate steering
function of the lifeworld, he can be regarded as a ‘critical’ systems theorist.
Steering media in this ideal sense provide communicative mechanisms to
facilitate system maintenance and/or adaptability. 

In order to comprehend the phenomenon of accounting, we must elab-
orate Habermas’s account a little further in directions that he does not pur-
sue. It makes sense to distinguish initially between steering media that may
be internal to particular systems or organizations (such as management
accounting) and those that are external to such systems (such as financial
regulation). However, this distinction between internal and external steering
media is by no means absolute. Indeed one version of the colonization the-
sis focuses on the increasing internalization of external steering media. On
the one hand we might call this ‘regulatory capture’, whereby systems
increasingly internalize the capability for their own regulation. But, on the
other hand, external regulatory initiatives may have important internal
effects on an organization. Preston (1989) has provided an interesting analy-
sis of the colonizing effects within a firm of the UK tax regime. Hence steer-
ing media such as accounting and the law do not have a fixed position in the
lifeworld-system complex and may be increasingly subsumed and internal-
ized within systemic imperatives. Colonization can go both ways.

Can this notion of steering illuminate accounting? First we need to
recall the image of accounting as information for decision-making. We can
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now see that, in Habermas’s terms, this concerns accounting and its function
in steering economic activity. Accounting has often been called the language
of business; and economic calculation presupposes a basis in accounting
through which those calculations are effected. Management accounting ‘steers’
the economic decision-making of managers; and financial accounting ‘steers’
the economic decision-making of those external to the organization, typi-
cally reduced to investors.

But we saw above that steering in this ideal sense of decision facilita-
tion is a special case in a complex process. Therefore steering in Habermas’s
sense is much messier and more problematic than the functionalist account
would lead us to believe. Yet the thesis of the internal colonization of the life-
world remains relevant to the accounting context. One way of demonstrat-
ing this is to develop some of Habermas’s remarks on the law and his
concept of ‘juridification’. Here we shall find a richer theoretical model for
understanding a transformation in the steering potential of practices such as
law and accounting which corresponds to the colonization of the lifeworld
(Power and Laughlin, 1996).

The concept of juridification describes the tendency to an increasing
complexity and formality in the legal process. Juridification expresses not
merely the expansion of the volume of law but also, and more crucially, the
expansion of its domain. Legal process increasingly filters into new domains of
social life and this is paralleled by a fragmentation of that process into
specialisms that can control the definition of the problems that they
purport to address. This conception is at the heart of Habermas’s criticisms
of the ‘violent abstraction’ of the juridification process:

In the end the generality of legal situation-definitions is tailored to
bureaucratic implementation, that is, to administration that deals with
the social problems as presented by the legal entitlement. The situa-
tion to be regulated is embedded in the context of a life history and of
a concrete form of life; it has to be subjected to violent abstraction, not
merely because it has to be subsumed under the law, but so that it can
be dealt with administratively. (Habermas, 1987: 362–3; emphasis in
original)

There are strong parallels here with some of the suggestions made above
concerning the manner in which accounting creates new visibilities and
factualities within an organization. Accounting, like law, is much more than
its technical elaborations, and its formal rationality is illusory. Weber (1978: 215)
talks of the rational-legal authority of the law, the sense in which the law is
at the very heart of the bureaucratic process. Accounting is also a potential
mode of juridification. In order to pursue this idea further we need to consider
Habermas’s distinction between the ‘regulative’ and ‘constitutive’ functions
of the law: 
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From this standpoint we can distinguish processes of juridification
according to whether they are linked to antecedent institutions of the
lifeworld and juridically superimposed on socially integrated areas of
action or whether they merely increase the density of legal relation-
ships that are constitutive of systematically integrated areas of action.
(Habermas, 1987: 366)

Building on this, Habermas distinguishes between two possible senses of
steering for, in his case, law. First it may steer in a ‘regulative’ sense as a sup-
plement to both lifeworld and system contexts. Second, following processes
of juridification, the law ‘steers’ in a more ‘constitutive’ and colonizing
sense. With increasing complexity, accounting also comes to provide the
very definitions of the areas that it regulates (Hines, 1988). Steering in the
regulative sense corresponds by analogy to the ideal model of information
for decisions, an ideal that Habermas wishes to preserve while recognizing
the risk that it may transform itself into steering in the second, constitutive,
sense. Figure 7.1 represents potential dynamics of this model. The transfor-
mation from regulative to constitutive steering functions represents the
process of the inner colonization of the lifeworld in which ‘sub-systems of
the economy and the state become more and more complex and penetrate
ever deeper into the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld’ (Habermas,
1987: 367).

Although this is an abstract analysis, support for it is strongly
suggested by a number of accounting studies in organizational contexts. Dent
(1991) documents processes of financial and accounting colonization within
railway and engineering industries. Despite initial resistance to change,
accounting emerges as a new organizational language which displaces a pre-
viously dominant culture. Although this study is not informed by the life-
world/system structure, it provides a good illustration of the colonization
thesis. While the pattern of resistance and acceptance is reversed in Townley
and colleagues (forthcoming), the colonization process is fundamentally
similar. The colonizing power of accounting consists less in its manifest
claims to information-based rationality than in its capacity to capture organi-
zational self-understanding and to reframe it in accounting terms. Accounting
becomes in this sense a ‘disciplinary power’ (Roberts and Scapens, 1990),
which colonizes by virtue of its capability for creating a new ontology of eco-
nomic facts. Gorz (1989) has rather clumsily called this ‘economicization’ but
the point is the same: the rendering of increasing areas of social life within
an economic language.

Processes of colonization have been widely studied in the public sector
in general, and public systems of health care in particular. Hopwood (1984)
has drawn attention to the significance of organizational transformations
made in the name of ‘efficiency’, which have served to intensify internal
investments in accounting in the public sector. However, studies by Chua
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and Degeling (1993), Bourn and Ezzamel (1987) and Laughlin (1988) indicate
that accounting in hospitals, universities and the Church can be subsumed
under a dominant culture of the ‘sacred’, expressed respectively in terms of
clinical, academic and spiritual freedom. Whether accounting can be
restricted to a facilitating role in these contexts is an empirical matter, but
there is evidence to suggest that in the area of health care the sacred domain
of clinical action is becoming influenced, although not yet comprehensively
transformed, by accounting initiatives, despite complex forms of resistance
(Preston et al., 1992, 1997). As the accounting language of budgeting
attempts to occupy clinical discourse, it has the potential to control signifi-
cant definitions of the hospital environment. However, despite the coloniz-
ing intent of changes in the public sector (Laughlin and Broadbent, 1993),
subtle forms of resistance through ‘absorption’ to prevent fundamental
change have been observed in education (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1998;
Laughlin et al., 1994).

Much more could be said in detail about the colonizing role of account-
ing but, in the context of Habermas’s claims, it is necessary to return to a
question of fundamental importance. We saw above that Habermas con-
ceives, albeit ideally, of a balanced process of rationalization and differentia-
tion. Colonization represents the process by which a steering function changes
from being ‘regulative’ to ‘constitutive’, and therefore in some sense dys-
functional or distorting for the particular action-sphere, such as an organi-
zation.5 Thus, as Habermas conceives of it, the ‘critical’ mission emerges as
the need to: 

protect areas of life that are functionally dependent on social inte-
gration through values, norms and consensus formation, to preserve
them from falling prey to the systemic imperatives of economic and
administrative subsystems growing with dynamics of their own, and to
defend them from becoming converted over, through the steering
medium of the law, to a principle of sociation that is, for them,
dysfunctional. (Habermas, 1987: 372–3)

How then can we limit the systemic imperatives of a subsystem such as
accounting? As accounting is the medium which enables economic calcula-
tion, this is also a question about how we can limit economic thinking, or at
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least particular versions of it. Is there a sense in which we can retrieve a
non-colonizing, non-distorting role for accounting? Can accounting be
authentically, if modestly, communicative? It is to these questions that we
turn in conclusion.

ACCOUNTING, USERS AND COMMUNICATION

According to Habermas, communicative processes may be ‘systematically
distorted’ when they either strategically ignore or repress contexts of possi-
ble validity claim redemption such as spheres of public discourse (see
Forester, Chapter 3 in this volume). It is not our intention to give a detailed
elaboration of Habermas’s theory of communication beyond what has
already been said. But it is important to note the sense in which it provides
a model of procedural rationality embodied in the possibility of discourse.
Thus, when we come to think about what an ‘undistorted’ or ‘new’ account-
ing would look like, Habermas’s theory provides little of substance. An
‘undistorted’ form of accounting will be whatever emerges from consensu-
ally based discursive procedures at the heart of a revitalized public domain
of discussion (see Deetz, Chapter 2 in this volume). It is from this public
domain, as the expression of the lifeworld, that accounting systems and
regimes will emerge and to which they will be accountable. Hence those
looking for a substantive blueprint for, for example, a new environmentally
conscious accounting may find Habermas’s procedural conception anaemic.
However, we shall attempt to identify a number of possible issues. Before
this, we reconsider the sense in which accounting is a colonizing and hence
distorted form of communication.

Managerial and financial accounting can both be seen in terms of
processes of juridification. This is not surprising given the close, if variable,
relations between accounting and the law (Miller and Power, 1992).
Professional accountants and lawyers have contested not only who should
perform tax work, provide transfer pricing advice, dominate financial regu-
lation, work on corporate reorganizations such as mergers and acquisitions,
and corporate start-ups and insolvencies, but, perhaps more importantly in
terms of juridification, what the appropriate logic for such work might be
(Dezaley and Sugarman, 1995; Flood and Skordaki, 1993; Halliday and
Carruthers, 1996; Radcliffe et al., 1994). Increasing refinements of costing and
budgeting systems, developments in performance measurement systems
both internal and external to the organization, the proliferation of detailed
pronouncements on financial accounting practice, and the emergence of spe-
cialisms within the accounting profession, all testify to a growing density
and complexity of accounting knowledge. It is no wonder that the largest
accounting firms in the world no longer present themselves as ‘accounting’
organizations, and that there are increasing moves towards multidisciplinary
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practices, where accountants, lawyers, engineers and actuaries operate
within one professional ‘business advisory’ firm.

Thus, the decision-making model is increasingly refined and special-
ized in its aspirations. With this density and complexity, the capacity of
accounting to question its own mission and purpose is increasingly eroded,
since questions of means and technique multiply at the expense of these
ends. Although there is some evidence of attention to fundamentals at the
level of standard setting, such as the conceptual framework project by the
FASB in the USA, in general the articulation of detailed technical practices
has proceeded in such a way that their ultimate legitimation remains a
matter for an expert culture or profession, and not a broader public. Hence
the process of juridification is intimately bound up with the expert culture of
accounting. This fragments the possibility for public discourse by expert
capture of a range of policy issues.

One example of this expert capture concerns conceptions of ‘users’ of
accounting information. In raising questions about the nature of accounting
as information for decision-making, we are necessarily led to question the
constituency of claimed users of accounting data. We can distinguish two
levels of critical inquiry about users. First there is the level which retains a
broad commitment to the logic of economic decision-making and seeks to
extend the range of users entitled to accounting information within this
framework. Secondly there is the level which more radically departs from
the framework of economic reason, concerning itself with different possibil-
ities for accountability relations. On this second approach the idea of the
‘user’ and the strictly instrumentalist conception of its relation to accounting
information give way to richer conceptions of human agency (Arrington and
Puxty, 1991). This enables consideration of the moral and political dimen-
sions of accountability, and this theme has been developed by a number of
writers who distinguish between formal accountability systems, governed
by experts and susceptible to individualization and juridification, and social
accountability, which is relational, contingent and more personal (Arrington
and Schweiker, 1992; Roberts, 1996).

It is not always easy to distinguish between these critiques. For exam-
ple, the corporate social reporting literature tends to occupy a grey area
between the two (Gray et al., 1987) – asserting the need to include users, such
as environmentally concerned citizens and investors, and recognizing that
corporate accountability may include non-economic issues. The very idea of
users of accounting information for decision-making is in any event a rela-
tively recent one. Historically, accounting has tended to serve a stewardship
purpose, which is certainly a use value, but not one that is concerned with
the assessment of something like economic performance. The rise of the user
is closely tied to the rise of a corporate culture and capital markets with an
interest in performance assessment; hence the priority of investor and creditor
user populations over other groups. Indeed, citing other users of accounting
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information, such as employees or the public, only superficially extends the
constituency. In the absence of richer models of what these groups might
want from accounting information and the basis of their entitlement, this
extension in fact requires that they be assimilated into the economic decision-
making model. Other possible users of accounting information must, to
count as users, be constructed as economic agents with economic interests
and decision potential (for example, the idea that labour can only be a user
for wage-bargaining or job security purposes).

The idea of a user is therefore relative to the model of accounting for
decision-making. Raising doubts about this model automatically implies a
need to rethink the status of the agents for whom accounting data may have,
in some broad sense, consequences. Indeed, following Habermas, we need
to consider those dimensions of accounting as a social practice with conse-
quences for subjects that remain invisible to the decision-making model.
Broadbent (1998) begins to build on feminist critiques of Habermas to
explore a gendered conception of accounting logic (see also Hammond and
Oakes, 1992; Hines, 1992). There is clearly much to be done in developing a
feminist accounting, but Broadbent offers some useful suggestions about the
development of Habermas’s ideal speech situation. Further concerns about
‘voice’ (e.g., who is visible and over what domains) have begun to be exam-
ined in discussing the consequences of accounting – most notably over race,
aboriginal and colonized peoples (e.g., Chew and Greer, 1997).

Arrington and Puxty’s (1991) arguments parallel the concerns of
this chapter and follow Habermas’s theory of communicative action. They
argue that accounting has three domains of contestability: the domains
of instrumental reason, of public norms, and of subjective experience.
Notwithstanding the ambiguity of accounting’s instrumental aspirations,
which was noted above, the domain of economic reasoning has eclipsed the
possibility of contesting the normative context of accounting and its possible
consequences for a subjectivity when humans cannot be conceived merely as
an end user.

Increasing accounting-based specialization engenders a control of infor-
mation which is much more than the appropriation of knowledge; it is more
generally the monopolization of modes of reason. The expert culture of
accounting, in its various elaborations, propagates an economically based dis-
course which can control the public definitions of social and organizational
reality and hence the ‘problems’ and ‘needs’ of those domains (Power, 1997).
According to Habermas, the rise of such an ‘Expertenkultur’ transforms citi-
zens into clients and is responsible for ‘socially structured silences’. It is in the
nature of an economically grounded concept such as ‘efficiency’ that no one
can be against it; it exhausts the space of possible discourse. Not only can one
not be against efficiency, accounting expertise is seen to be needed to provide
advice, and to materialize that efficiency (Radcliffe, 1999, shows how auditing
operationalizes general concerns to be efficient in government).
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Colonization via the agency of expanding expert cultures involves the
generation of new forms of dependency on lawyers, accountants and others
as an administrative elite: ‘specialists without vision’, as Weber called them.
Within such a context, regulatory structures of accountability, such as audit-
ing, provide only pseudo-legitimation of corporate activity, providing mere
conformity to accounting rules and practices. Auditing and other forms of
inspection and control provide legitimation, but fail to offer a more substan-
tive justification for the activities of organizations and the corporate sector.
Similarly, financial accounting as information for the investing public can be
regarded as a form of pseudo communication and legitimation for at least
two reasons. First, the investing public cannot be identified with the public
at large (notwithstanding attempts to create a ‘share-owning’ democracy)
and secondly because accounting-based communications cannot convey
many aspects of corporate activity.

This second point is worth elaborating further. Financial statements
represent the pinnacle of accounting colonization by providing a dominant
representation of an organization which eclipses other possibilities – the
veritable ‘bottom line’. There has been a variety of well-intentioned attempts
to expand measures of organizational performance, to put a variety of assets
on the corporate balance sheet and to encourage their active and responsible
management. Examples include intellectual capital, human assets, innova-
tion, customer satisfaction and environmental sustainability. The examples
proliferate in the not-for-profit and government sectors. The quest is for new
accountings which could reverse the colonizing tendencies of the dominant
representation of an organization, its performance and accountability. 

Considerable care is needed in such a quest. The external consequences
of organizational activity have been acknowledged for many years and pro-
grammes for cost-benefit analysis have sought to quantify the effects of these
externalities in economic terms. In effect this requires an extension of the
accounting calculus into ever wider domains beyond the organization. In
other words, one possible outcome of a programme for environmental
accounting or measuring knowledge assets could be an intensification of the
juridification process. The question of the environment could be captured by
expert accountants who have merely extended their existing expertise in
new directions involving new frontiers of ‘asset’ recognition, such as fresh
air (Cooper, 1992).

In the context of current environmental awareness, this is a possibility
that should cause considerable unease. In a broad sense, individualistic forms
of economic rationality supported by accounting have been responsible for
creating the newly perceived crisis. As every game theorist knows, individu-
ally rational actions may have, and have had, damaging collective conse-
quences (see Hollis, 1987). To take an extreme example, organizational
emphasis on profit obscures the effects of environmental damage because the
latter does not appear as a cost to the organization. To internalize such external
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costs, for example via ‘green’ taxes, misses the point that it is not sufficient
simply for accounting to co-opt the relevant environmental variables and for-
malize them within a new calculus. What is needed is a change of corporate
practice, and for this a more substantive rather than a formal regulatory prac-
tice is necessary, a crucial point made by Tinker and colleagues (1991) in their
critique of most proposals for social and environmental accounting. This
critique is all the more disturbing in the light of the introduction of trading
pollution allowances – compare, for example, the optimistic and technocratic
suggestions of the US Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and Wambsganss
and Sanford (1996) with the warnings of Lehman (1996) and Gibson (1996).
More thorough and deep conceptions of corporate accountability are
required. What may be needed is therefore less accounting in its traditional
sense and a recovery of the social and subjective dimensions of accountabil-
ity that Arrington and Puxty (1991) have articulated.

The ecological question is used here for illustrative purposes only, but
it shows the potential ambiguity of programmes for a ‘new’ accounting
which is non-colonizing and non-distorting. Habermas’s Critical Theory
effectively abstains from these substantive first-order issues in favour of a
procedural conception of undistorted communication. Although we cannot
specify ex ante what a ‘truly’ communicative and enabling accounting
would look like, some useful suggestions have been made (e.g., Broadbent,
1998; Broadbent et al., 1997) and we can certainly identify the risks of coloni-
zation. In other words, public forms of discourse are the ultimate form of
steering medium and these must subsume others such as accounting.
Accounting threatens to ‘delinguistify’ the public realm (Arrington and
Puxty, 1991) and to absorb and transform public discourse in its own image.
Habermas’s theory of communication suggests that a juridical intensifica-
tion of accounting is a distortion and that the traditional functional claims
for accounting in facilitating decision-making systematically ignore the prior
formation of the key concepts of economic reason at the level of public
norms embedded in the lifeworld.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have explored the potential contribution of Habermas’s
ideas on systems, lifeworld and steering to a Critical Theory of accounting.
We suggest that the technical neutrality of accounting practice is illusory and
that accounting is a potentially colonizing force which threatens to ‘delin-
guistify’ the public realm. The promotion and institutionalization of methods
of economic calculation may have powerful and distorting effects where
such methods control the definitions of organizational reality. Whether this
occurs is, of course an empirical question and we have drawn attention to a
number of suggestive studies.
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It should be clear from what has been said that accounting is a powerful,
practical vehicle for economic reason. Hence a Critical Theory of accounting
cannot be disentangled from that of economic reason in general (see Gorz,
1989). Economic thinking plays such a dominant role in our lives that it
becomes difficult to think and act non-economically. The growth of account-
ing has undoubtedly promoted the capability for economic understandings
of ever greater areas of our social world. Recently it appears that other con-
cerns – such as social justice, gender sensitivity, consumer, worker, third
world and environmental protection – may provide a respite from our
reverence for economic thinking. We therefore stand on the threshold of a
number of possibilities for questioning the colonizing effects of economic
reason. Habermas’s Critical Theory provides one basis for articulating this.
It is a programme of much more than theoretical interest and concerns nothing
less than the very basis on which we organize our private and public lives;
indeed it concerns the constructed nature of this split between the private
and the public domains. ‘Accountingization’ is perhaps an ugly word, but it
expresses the sense in which accounting as method may eclipse broader
questions of accountability. Critical Theory posits not simply a rejection of
accounting practice as such, but a limitation of its aspirations and a reflective
awareness of the need for a regulative and therefore facilitating practice. We
are only likely to achieve this with the help of broader-based transforma-
tions of economic reason and calculation.

This leads to questions about the role of theory, theorists and acade-
mics. How might we intervene in the world to question the colonization of
accounting and economic reason, and those that promote technocratic solu-
tions, whether they be fellow academics, consultants or bodies of profes-
sional expertise? In an apparently fragmented and risky world, we suggest
that a start would be for academics to ‘talk truth to power’ (Neu et al., 2001;
Sikka and Willmott, 1997) and point out the role of accounting firms
(Mitchell et al., 1998), accounting bodies (Robson et al., 1994), educational
practices (Cooper and Taylor, 2000) and ideas (Cooper, 1997; Okcabol and
Tinker, 1993) in facilitating ‘accountingization’.

NOTES

A version of the original chapter was presented at the Critical Theory and
Management Studies Conference in Shrewsbury, UK in April 1990. The authors are
grateful to the participants for their many suggestions. Particular thanks are
extended to Mats Alvesson, Ed Arrington, Anthony Hopwood, Kalle Lyytinen, Peter
Miller, John Mingers, Tony Puxty and Hugh Willmott.

1 An important by-product of this image is that it entitles us to make prima facie
comparisons between accounting systems and regimes of different organizations
and different countries. The image suggests that we know in advance what will
count as accounting in these different settings and only minor technical differences
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will emerge from such a study. In other words, if accounting is mere technique,
then context is irrelevant to our understanding of it. This decontextualized image
of accounting has dominated international and comparative accounting, and has
been extensively criticized by Burchell et al. (1980).

2 The academic literature in this area is concerned with the efficiency or otherwise of
capital markets, and various theories exist and compete (see Watts and
Zimmerman, 1986). In brief, accounting information is ‘novel’ if its release has an
impact on the share price of the company in question. Extensive empirical research
has been undertaken to gauge the information value of accounting in this way. If
anything, this literature suggests that the ‘official’ release of accounting information
in financial statements has much less impact than might be imagined. A relatively
‘efficient’ capital market has already acquired the information – before financial
accounts are published. It is also worth noting that this question of the ‘newness’ of
information is entirely relative to the analyst population of sophisticated capital
markets. However, concentrating on this narrow group of users of public informa-
tion is unlikely to result in socially valuable information, and ignores other possible
constituencies such as unions, consumers, suppliers and local communities.

3 In the management literature, Townley et al. (forthcoming) examine reactions to
the implementation of performance measurement systems in government in
terms of the interplay between instrumental and practical reason (or what they
call communicative rationality).

4 Dillard and Bricker (1992) seem to follow such a romanticized critique in their
examination of computer-based audit techniques.

5 It must be remembered that an organization, such as a company, is already a
‘juridically’ constituted entity. It is in this sense a legal fiction.
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Chapter 8

Greening Organizations:
Critical Issues
John M. Jermier and Linda C. Forbes

All our leaders now call themselves environmentalists. But their brand
of environmentalism poses very few challenges to the present system.
Instead they propose to spruce up the planet with a few technical
fixes or individual lifestyle changes: scrubbers on coal plants, eating
‘all natural’ cereals, and so on. (Ivan Illich, 30 May 2001, personal
correspondence)1

Taking a critical approach to management studies opens up a rich literature
that includes several academic disciplines and traditions of research. It also
brings forward a number of key economic, social and environmental issues
that are marginalized in conventional management research. The subject of
this chapter, organizations and the natural environment, has not been mar-
ginalized as much as other contemporary topics in need of serious attention,
probably because so many people throughout the world believe that we now
face an environmental crisis. But, as a relatively new area of study in the field
of management, more conceptual development is needed and, equally
importantly, more attention is needed from scholars interested in critical
approaches to management. Well-developed, critical perspectives should be
available to those who want to think more radically about this urgent and
politically salient subject. 

Thinking critically about management means thinking more compre-
hensively and systematically but also involves thinking politically – or more
precisely revealing and making explicit the political content and implica-
tions of all conceptual approaches (Jermier, 1998). In line with this, we set out
in this chapter to examine some prominent conceptualizations of organiza-
tional ‘greening’ and to address the controversial question of whether the
greening of business, industrial, governmental and other organizations sup-
ports or detracts from taking a more radical approach to green politics, one
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that demands (as Ivan Illich suggests above) fundamental, system-wide as
well as incremental organizational change. Some critics question whether any
‘managerial’ approach to solving environmental problems can be authentic
and substantive enough to respond properly to the environmental crisis and
correspond with the transformational ideals of committed environmentalists
(e.g., Dobson, 1990). They view sceptically the limited type and amount of
change prescribed by those heralding eco-efficiency and other technical solu-
tions and even question whether approaches advocating more sweeping
reform, such as the greening of organizational cultures, are adequate. They
are concerned that by endorsing organizational greening initiatives, espe-
cially those that are undertaken voluntarily, we unwittingly facilitate the
‘hijacking’ of the environmental movement and undermine transformational
green politics (Welford, 1997).2 This is an important debate that can benefit
from re-examination and further thinking through the lens of Critical Theory,
the approach to Critical Management Studies we take in this chapter. 

As with many other Critical Management scholars, we use the term
Critical Theory not to refer precisely to the Frankfurt School critique but to
represent a broad range of literature that challenges the status quo and is
sceptical of piecemeal, liberal reformism. Thus, in the course of our analysis,
we draw on several critical resources. We do, however, single out Herbert
Marcuse’s (1964) classic work as our touchstone throughout the chapter
because we believe that the integrative power of his critical analysis can help
students of management think more systematically about the macro forces
in contemporary society that permit domination of ‘man by man through the
domination of nature’ (1964: 158). One-dimensional Man (ODM) is a valuable
resource that facilitates making connections among seemingly diverse forms
of domination. We also rely on Marcuse (1964) because of the relentless
warnings issued in his book about the ‘weakening and even disappearance
of all genuinely radical critique’ (Kellner, 1991: xi), a theme highly relevant
to thinking critically about organizational greening in the context of green
politics. Moreover, we think ODM presents a point of view that has not been
adequately appreciated by critical organizational and environmental theo-
rists and want to call attention to its value as a foundational resource for rad-
ical ecology (cf. Luke, 2000). When analysing the causes of environmental
destruction, finding resources that are sufficiently comprehensive and inte-
grative can be difficult. We appreciate the renaissance in studies of Marcuse
(see Herf, 1999) and think ODM offers amazing insights for those studying
the politics of various possible solutions to the environmental crisis.3

In the first section ahead, we discuss the idea of an environmental
crisis. We note the severity of the various individual symptoms of the crisis
and the magnitude of global ecosystem stress. We also turn our attention to
some of the major factors that are usually blamed for the environmental crisis:
the population explosion; capital accumulation exigencies; totally adminis-
tered, high-consumption lifestyles and the ascendancy of degraded forms of
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reasoning; and anthropocentric and other anti-ecological social paradigms.
In the second section of the chapter, we consider the thesis that it is organi-
zations that are the primary cause of and, therefore, the primary solution to
the crisis. We present four prevalent types of greening initiatives (regulatory,
ceremonial, competitive and holistic) and critically examine them. At the end
of the section, we sketch a promising direction in which a form of holistic
greening could be developed, one based on subcultural pluralism, sensitive
dialogue and critical reflection. In the conclusion, we address the question of
whether or not organizational greening can match up in any meaningful
way to the gravity of the environmental crisis.

The main contribution of the chapter lies in our critical analysis of organi-
zational greening. Owing to space constraints, we do not attempt to provide an
encyclopaedic review of the organizational greening literature or of practical
experiments in greening. Instead, we use Critical Theory to assess the concep-
tual adequacy and political content of some influential organizational greening
research and initiatives. Our purpose is to help generate more systematic and
critical thinking in this emerging and crucial area of management studies. 

THE GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS

Symptoms of the global environmental crisis

According to ‘The World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity’, a document
signed by 1,575 scientists, including more than half of all living scientists
awarded the Nobel Prize, human beings and the natural world are on a
collision course: 

Human activities inflict harsh and often irreversible damage on the
environment and on critical resources. If not checked, many of our cur-
rent practices put at risk the future we wish for human society and the
plant and animal kingdoms, and may so alter the living world that it will
be unable to sustain life in the manner that we know. Fundamental
changes are urgent if we are to avoid the collision our present course
will bring. (World Scientists, 1996: 242)

This warning, issued by many of the world’s most distinguished scientists,
is clear and foreboding: 

We the undersigned, senior members of the world’s scientific com-
munity, hereby warn all humanity of what lies ahead. A great change
in our stewardship of the Earth and the life on it is required if vast
human misery is to be avoided and our global home on this planet is
not to be irretrievably mutilated. (1996: 244) 
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Lester Brown, founder and past President of the Worldwatch Institute
(arguably the world’s most respected source of analytical information on the
environment – see Wallis, 1997), issued his own warning to humanity. In a
recent edition of State of the World, the Institute’s widely circulated annual
report, Brown cautioned: 

collapsing fisheries, shrinking forests, and falling water tables illustrate
how human demands are exceeding the sustainable yield of natural
systems. Exactly when these sustainable yield thresholds are
exceeded is not always evident. . .The risk in a world adding nearly 80
million people annually is that so many sustainable yield thresholds
will be crossed in such a short period of time that the consequences
will be unmanageable. (Brown, 2000: 13)

In the same report, Brown’s colleague Chris Bright (2000) contends that an even
greater danger is looming than most people realize because so many trends are
‘spiking’ in combination, leading to very rapid shifts or ‘discontinuities’ that
are difficult to anticipate. The potential ‘super-problems’ that result from such
negative synergistic forces can set off even more daunting second, third or
higher order effects. Such system-level changes are, for all practical purposes,
‘irreversible’ (2000: 37). This sentiment is echoed in another current report writ-
ten by the staff members of the United Nation’s Environment Programme
(2000) who contend that time has already run out on a number of problems that
have escalated into full-scale emergencies. Among the emergencies they cite
are: depletion of aquifers and water shortages; soil degradation; destruction of
tropical rainforests; extinction of species; collapse of marine fisheries; endan-
germent of coral reefs; urban air pollution; and global climate change. 

Even more extensive lists of urgent environmental problems have been
compiled (e.g., Foster, 1997), but the point that is difficult to avoid is that
despite remarkable achievements in mitigating environmental degradation
in some areas (e.g., chlorofluorocarbon emissions), in the big picture,
humanity faces circumstances that threaten the very survival of the species
(Gardner, 2002). Perhaps this accounts for the frequent use of the phrase
‘global environmental crisis’ to refer to the present era. Crisis refers to a
crucial stage or a turning point in an unstable period and it refers to a point
in a process when a crucial decision has to be made (Bandarage, 1997). What
other label describes as well a period characterized by a confluence of signi-
ficant environmental problems that are loaded with danger and unpredicta-
bility, individually, and even more so in combination?

Causes of the global environmental crisis

Many analysts and commentators hold strong beliefs about the causes of the
crisis. Experts and the lay public alike attribute environmental problems to a
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variety of sources. One of the more frequent explanations offered is human
population, which is projected to reach a minimum of 9 billion by the year
2050 (Brown, 2000). There is no doubt that ecosystems are strained by
increases in human population. But, the crisis is not explained by simply list-
ing population statistics. A critical study must also consider how people inter-
act with the rest of nature and the macro forces that shape everyday lives. 

Some macro critics contend that the environmental crisis is best under-
stood by understanding capitalism and its accumulation exigencies, either
those impacting financial managers responsible for pooled investments,
such as retirement, trust and mutual funds (Korten, 1998), or those impact-
ing executives and other elites who have internalized the profit maximiza-
tion ethic through years of responding to lucrative compensation and
reward systems designed by a variety of capitalist owners (Herman, 1998).
With either process, especially in the global corporation, all resources
(including human and natural) are exploited in the service of accumulation
imperatives. Hawken (1993) agrees that corporate capitalism is the funda-
mental cause of the environmental crisis, dwarfing all other forms of inter-
national power and destroying the world by pillaging the earth and
standing in the way of restorative options and possibilities. He argues, how-
ever, that it must be understood as a complex system that implicates more
than just capitalist elites: 

The world is being destroyed – no doubt about it – by the greed of the
rich and powerful. It is also being destroyed by popular demand. There
are not enough rich and powerful people to consume the whole world;
for that, the rich and powerful need the help of countless ordinary
people. (Hawken, 1993: 15)

Thus, each citizen consumer has a role to play in reproducing commercial
culture and environmental degradation. 

Marcuse (1964) challenged the affluent to re-examine their cultures,
lifestyles and concepts of the good life. He acknowledged that techno-industrial
society, through rationalized administration of all aspects of life, provided a
high standard of living (for many but certainly not for all). This was widely
thought to be the royal road to happiness and well-being. Marcuse was con-
vinced, however, that despite unprecedented material abundance, scientific
developments, and political consensus in the Western world, contemporary
societies could not provide true happiness, a state he felt was related to
improvement in the potential of humanity. For Marcuse, the road paved
with consumer goods led only to the fulfilment of wants not needs and to
soft totalitarianism in society because people confused superficial choice in
the realm of consumption with democracy and freedom. 

Although happiness has been glorified in fantasy as the bottom line of
desire and the ultimate intrinsic goal of life, it has proven to be elusive
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(Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). For many of those seeking it by marching directly
down the culturally prescribed path of the standardized (fast-paced, com-
petitive, high-consumption) lifestyle, distressing and disorienting effects
have often overshadowed whatever modicums of real happiness may have
been experienced. In one particularly uncompromising critique of a kind of
one-dimensional society, social researchers for public television in the United
States proclaimed the present, the age of ‘Affluenza’, an era in which the dis-
ease of consumerism is spreading rapidly, accompanied by an epidemic of
stress, overwork and debt. It is argued that the cause of this malaise is the
dogged pursuit of narrow, materialistic goals in the mistaken belief that
the secret of happiness lies therein. The irony in the era of Affluenza is that the
culturally prescribed lifestyle, in its own terms, does not and cannot sustain
individual happiness and also has increasingly tragic consequences. For
example, from overwork, rampant consumerism and escalating debt, we
reap spiritual impoverishment, family disintegration, communities that are
plagued with crime, and a natural environment that is being rapidly
degraded and destroyed (see website for US Public Broadcasting System,
http://www.pbs.org/kcts/affluenza/). 

It is difficult to know whether such cautions are being heard and
heeded in everyday life or in the institutions of society. Marcuse feared that
people would lose perspective and not be able to devise lifestyle alternatives
because of the seemingly ‘rational character of [society’s] irrationality’
(1964: 9). In the one-dimensional society, citizens often lack the motivation to
lead an examined life because the totally administered lifestyle is engineered
to eliminate the desire for soul-searching. In the face of incessant technologi-
cal change and material abundance, exercising good judgement, sound sense
and intelligence, or ‘being rational’, is achieved by embracing what is, and
enjoying the benefits. Thus, alternatives tend to seem, at best, utopian and
unattainable or, more probably, simply irrational. 

A similar type of reasoning is postulated to hold sway in the institu-
tional realm in which ‘rationality’ is demonstrated by developing and learn-
ing to apply techniques for fine-tuning a macro system that is accepted as
basically sound. ‘Being rational’ means not emphasizing political and moral
considerations that can make one seem ideological, extremist, and even out
of touch with current reality. The ‘totally administered’ institution is engi-
neered to eliminate the need for political and moral reasoning because the
rationality lies in the technology (and the science behind it) that is imple-
mented. Marcuse (1964) used the concept of technological rationality to refer
to the process in which the political content of technology becomes invisible,
leaving the appearance that the interests of all are served by whatever elites
choose to implement. Of course, technology is never neutral because it
cannot be isolated from the uses to which it is put. The power of technological
rationality lies in its capacity to appear value-neutral while suppressing
alternatives that are made to appear ideological (Jermier, 1982). In effect,
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already do that perfectly well.3 In addition, I am going to concentrate almost
entirely on what might be called classical Critical Theory – particularly
Horkheimer and Adorno. This means that I will not be discussing the second
generation of Frankfurt School writers and neo-Marxists, or the develop-
ments in French structuralism, poststructuralism, feminism and psycho-
analytic theory – all of which are often nowadays included as part of Critical
Theory (Tallack, 1995). Further, my concern is really to work through ‘busi-
ness’ and ‘ethics’, so my treatment of these writings is (as with Business
Ethics above) extremely selective and abbreviated. This section of the
chapter will begin by looking at Horkheimer’s early formulations of the dis-
tinctiveness of Critical Theory, then discuss his collaboration with Adorno in
the Dialectic of Enlightenment, and end with Adorno’s rather deconstructive
conception of ‘negative dialectics’. In the following section, I will then move
on to apply some of these ideas to Business Ethics.

One of the key moves that Max Horkheimer makes in his early essays
for the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research is to distinguish ‘traditional’
from ‘critical’ theory. In doing this, he suggests that the distinction between
‘facts’ and ‘values’, or between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’, which sustains tradi-
tional theory is a flawed one (Horkheimer, 1989; see also Bottomore, 1984: 16;
Jay, 1996: 46). This leads to two claims that define early Critical Theory. The
first is to insist, like Karl Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge, that the dis-
tinction between fact and value is not an objective transhistorical artefact
that can be wrestled from the world through ‘positivist’ methods. What we
know and want to know is always connected with who we are, with our
interests as particular human beings positioned within specific social con-
texts. Further, but unlike Mannheim, Horkheimer suggests that it is only the
dialectical method that can grasp this historical embeddedness fully.
Dialectics (in the sense developed by Hegel) explores the logical relation
between opposing propositions in an argument, and hence the interconnect-
edness of supposedly separate terms. In social terms it therefore presumes a
relationality between things which suggests that individuals are produced
intersubjectively, and that individual and context, particularity and general-
ity are necessarily made in conjunction. In philosophical and political terms,
this adds up to a radical attack on any approach which assumes a separation
between the austere Kantian subject and their object of inquiry, or between
the knower and the known. 

Now it seems that this immediately brings into question the stability of
words which attempt to make values into facts – such as ‘ethics’. The very
idea of ethics is all too often premised on the assumption that this word
means something, that it refers to a form of life or body of knowledge that
has some kind of permanence outside certain historical contexts. Thinking
and writing about ethics, in business or anywhere else, is often assumed to
be an activity which has coherence in and of itself. Yet for Horkheimer such
an approach objectifies, makes the distinctions between the subjects who

Business, Ethics and Business Ethics 203

3099-CH-10.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 203



study and their objects of study into something timeless and reified. It
rehearses the founding myths of impartiality in bourgeois science. But for
Horkheimer 

When an active individual of sound common sense perceives the
sordid state of the world, desire to change it becomes the guiding
principle by which he organises given facts and shapes them into a
theory. . .Right thinking depends as much on right willing as much as
right willing on right thinking. (in Bottomore, 1984: 16)4

Or, in other words, what we know depends on our conception of what is
right. By ‘right’ here, there seems to be some call to an ethical standpoint, to
an approach to the world that begins with a sensitivity to the condition of
others. But this is no abstraction based on the application of a golden rule
from moral philosophy, since for Horkheimer such sensitivity is a precondi-
tion of active engagement with the world. ‘Ethics’ is not separate from the
world, and therefore nameable as a distinct domain of inquiry, but (follow-
ing Hegel’s notion of Sittlichkeit, or ethical life) is an inescapable part of an
inextricably dialectical entanglement with that world. Ethics cannot be
something we have, or do not have, but is a relationship that we sometimes
name in order to articulate features of our particular relationships to (what
we understand as) our history, our present and our possible futures. Naming
some/thing ‘ethics’ cannot subtract ethics from the rest of the world, how-
ever many times it is said, but neither can the name simply summon the
ethical life into being.

For Horkheimer then, traditional theory is flawed precisely because it
trades on the myth of ‘identity thinking’ which characterizes positivist ver-
sions of theory. Identity thinking applies a misplaced concreteness to the
objects produced by thought and, in so doing, assumes that they stand out-
side the dialectic. Positivism, as the general description for such thought,
assumes that the subject can stand in an external relationship to the object,
that the ‘ethicist’ can comment dispassionately on ‘ethics’ as if this were
merely a collection of facts. Yet, as Horkheimer insists, his stance does not
lead to the moral abyss that he sees in Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge.
It is not a form of ‘this impartial relativism [that] reveals itself as the friend
of what exists at any given time’ (in Hoy and McCarthy, 1994: 12). Rather,
and because of Horkheimer’s debt to Hegelian progressivism, he under-
stands dialectical inquiry as a gradual form of reconciliation with a rational
totality – ‘an unchangeable will to unflinchingly serve the truth!’
(Horkheimer, 1989: 36). Notions such as freedom, truth, justice and so on
should not be surrendered to the debasements of the present impurities of
reason, but brought more fully into existence precisely by revealing their
current partiality and incompleteness. So, when Horkheimer critiques the
individualism of Kantian morality in his essay ‘Materialism and Morality’,

Studying Management Critically204

3099-CH-10.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 204



he does so in order to reveal its accommodation to market mechanisms. For
Horkheimer, capitalist possessive individualism necessarily leads to self-
interest, and thus does not sit easily with a concern for the general welfare.
Kant’s ‘categorical imperative’ – do as you would be done by – can then be
seen as an awkward and unworkable attempt to make individuals responsi-
ble for collective matters. This kind of individualizing rationalism shifts the
focus of attention from totality to ‘conscience’, a ghostly sign for impossible
duties. Narrow egoism then reigns in the heart and in the head, while the
collective iniquities of the public sphere become no longer a matter for what
has now been so restrictively defined as ‘ethics’ (see Hoy and McCarthy,
1994: 24).

While it would be difficult to argue that these early essays add up to a
positive or optimistic programme in critical reconstruction, they are certainly
based on a broadly Hegelian sense of dialectical reason fulfilling its historic
potential, of a ‘denunciation of what is currently called reason’ (Horkheimer
in Jay, 1996: 253). Imagination, fantasy, even utopianism, are the desires
which drive this work, and the various problems with industrial civilization
that Horkheimer identifies are addressed by the early Frankfurt scholars in a
variety of ways through forms of empirical and theoretical research which are
intended to contribute to progressive social change. However, following from
the wartime move from Frankfurt to the USA, the tone of some of this Critical
Theory begins to change.5 Perhaps the best-known document of this devel-
opment is the 1947 book Horkheimer co-wrote with Theodor Adorno,
Dialectic of Enlightenment. This work is a radically pessimistic diagnosis of
(among other things) the power of the culture industries to subdue discon-
tent. Ominously, and paradoxically, critical thought now ‘does not abandon
its commitment even in the face of progress’ (1997: ix). Here, ‘progress’ is not
Hegelian reconciliation, but a North American version of consumer capital-
ism which appeared to be rapidly satisfying human desires. Yet Adorno and
Horkheimer write of an entirely classified and colonized world, one in which
the ‘needs’ of consumers are predetermined by the ‘needs’ of capital. While
the consumer may consider themselves to be free, in fact their freedom is
almost entirely circumscribed to choosing product X or product Y. It is a
meaningless freedom within which ‘pleasure promotes the resignation which
it ought to help to forget’ (1997: 142). 

Such is the power of the mass culture industries that they manage to
classify, organize and label all possible forms of consumption so that there is
no way out.

Something is provided for all so that none may escape.. .Everybody
must behave (as if spontaneously) in accordance with his previously
determined and indexed level, and choose the category of mass product
turned out for his type. (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1997: 123)
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Of course, this is not merely a matter of material commodities, but of other
choices as well. The decisions that constitute politics and ethics are colonized
by business too, because this is a social order within which genuine free-
doms are no longer possible. Choosing how to live one’s life, or how to exer-
cise one’s imagination, are matters that are effectively re-presented as
mundane alternatives between one similar attitude and another, between
McDonald’s and Burger King. There is no ‘outside’ to this world, no utopian
dream that cannot in some way be captured, manufactured and re-marketed
as yet another lifestyle choice. While Herbert Marcuse’s later quasi-Freudian
popularization of this diagnosis adds the possibility that repression might be
avoided through the liberation of the imagination (1972: 195), such optimism –
however moderate – is hard to discern in Dialectic of Enlightenment. Instead
it seems that there is no escape, and everything is colonized, or colonizable.
Even ‘official philosophy’ adds up to a ‘Taylorism of the mind’ which seeks
‘to help improve its production methods, to rationalize the storage of knowl-
edge, and to prevent any wastage of intellectual energy’ (1997: 242). Such is
the dreadful promise of the dialectic in social terms. The ‘instrumental
reason’ necessary for industrial civilization and mass enlightenment merely
produces the practical and conceptual tools for further repression. Or, in
terms of this essay, business subsumes ethics because the exercise of power
and the alienation of those subjected to it go hand in hand (1997: 9).

If Adorno and Horkheimer’s book is pessimistic, it still forms a recog-
nizable example of ‘ideology critique’ (see also Horkheimer, 1947). However,
the development of dialectical thinking in Adorno’s later work is even more
radical in that it essentially refuses any notion that what Horkheimer was
originally terming ‘right’ could even be specified. The Hegelian sense of the
dialectic, as developed in early Frankfurt School work, relied on some sense
in which contradictions could be (at least partially) reconciled. Critique, for
the early Horkheimer, had a purpose, some kind of future state of affairs in
mind. This might be a better representation of knowledge within the social
totality, or a specification of the shortcomings of present ideologies, or even
an attempt to formulate alternatives to the present ‘sordid state of the
world’. Yet in Adorno’s later work, in his Negative Dialectics (1973) in particu-
lar, all such claims become articulated as further examples of ‘identity think-
ing’. That is to say, even Critical Theory’s claims take themselves to be true
and hence slip back into an undialectical reification of negation itself. Or, to
put it another way, that the distinction between traditional and critical
theory is solidifying into a tradition itself. Against this ossification of knowl-
edge, Adorno’s negative dialectics refuses completion or synthesis, and
hence sponsors a continual attitude of scepticism to all forms of totalizing
knowledge claim. Turning Hegel’s ontology on its head, Adorno claims that
‘the whole is the false’ (1974: 50) and hence that the reification of negation,
as a celebration of a pious high moral ground, should itself be negated. This
means that dialectical criticism becomes its own reward, but a poisonous
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and melancholy reward since it can only lead to further critical engagements
which attempt to avoid either handwringing about the dreadfulness of the
present or grand utopian dreams of the future. Both radical interiority and
radical exteriority are positions that assume the whole (from ‘inside’ or ‘out-
side’) but ‘dialectics means intransigence towards all reification’ (Adorno,
1995: 294).

In a sense, this negative dialectic is no longer Hegelian in the progres-
sive sense, but given the radical historicity that is at the heart of Hegel’s phi-
losophy, it would be perhaps better to say that this is the only form of the
dialectic that Adorno believes to be supportable within advanced capitalist
societies. It necessarily involves the refusal to attach thought to something
that could be positively specified, on the grounds that the very solidity of
‘positions’ is the problem. ‘No theory today escapes the marketplace. . .all are
put up for choice; all are swallowed’ (Adorno, 1973: 4). To take a position, a
stance, on a particular matter is immediately to concede the ground to a
rapacious form of philosophy which seeks to close things down. 

We like to present alternatives to choose from, to be marked True or
False. The decisions of a bureaucracy are frequently reduced to Yes
or No answers to drafts submitted to it; the bureaucratic way of think-
ing has become the secret model for a thought allegedly still free.
(Adorno, 1973: 32)

As soon as an identity is claimed, for self or for other, then it becomes a solid-
ified reification – and this holds just as much for resistance as it does for
compliance. Hence Adorno’s thought, in Minima Moralia (1974) for example,
becomes a series of paradoxical aphorisms which seek to avoid both resting
on either thesis or antithesis, positive or negative. He refuses the clarity of
administered linear thought; the proof or logic which allows the reader to
digest thought as if it were a commodity to be consumed. Instead he embeds
thought (including his own) in history, and insists that it is never finished,
and always compromised.

He who stands aloof runs the risk of believing himself better than
others and misusing his critique of society as an ideology for his pri-
vate interest. . . .His own distance from business at large is a luxury
which only that business confers. (Adorno, 1974: 26)

Despite their common designation as ‘Critical Theorists’, there are
evidently some crucial differences between the early Horkheimer and the
late Adorno. Horkheimer insisted that Critical Theory must be distinguished
from positivism on the grounds that there are no pure domains of fact.
Adorno wishes to radicalize even this distinction, and hence to question the
critical separation that ‘standing aloof’ relies upon. My aim in this chapter
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was to try and ‘read’ Business Ethics through the Frankfurt School and that
is what I intend to do in the next section. Yet, the question now arises,
through which Frankfurt School?

CRITIQUE AND BUSINESS ETHICS

Even that question is a little premature however, and this is simply because
there is another ghost of Marx implicit in some of these arguments. This is
what might be called (to borrow Horkheimer’s designation for positivism) a
‘traditional’ Marxism that relies on a broadly realist understanding of
science in order to describe the ‘facts’ of capitalist economies (Thompson
et al., 2000). For these traditional theorists, the Frankfurt School’s version of
Critical Theory is misguided and a distraction from understanding the his-
torical mechanics of capitalism. Tom Bottomore, for example, characterizes
the development of the school’s thought as a move from Marx to Weber,
from a modernizing progressivism that attempts empirical studies of capi-
talism in order to change things, to the nostalgic pessimism of ‘radicals in
despair’ (1984: 37). He deploys these arguments largely because he is hostile
to the drift to a liberal revisionism that he sees exemplified in these ideas. For
Bottomore, Marxism must involve a progressive analysis of capitalist econ-
omy and history, and he sees these commitments weakened and eventually
abandoned altogether in the Frankfurt School material that he surveys. It is
worth noting that Bottomore wishes to conflate two potentially different
lines of distinction here – the divide between Marxists and Weberians, and
the divide between progressive politics and nostalgic politics. The implica-
tion seems to be that Bottomore’s Marxism is inherently progressive, while
Weberian alternatives are introverted and incapable of sponsoring radical
change. While I have no wish to adjudicate on this claim here,6 it does raise
an important issue for my analysis of Business Ethics and opens up the pos-
sibility of at least three ways in which critical studies of management might
engage with Business Ethics.

The first would be the kind of traditional Marxism that Bottomore
wishes to sponsor. As Wray-Bliss and Parker argue (1998), this is an
approach deriving from the mature Marx which would tend to treat
Business Ethics as an oxymoron, or a meaningless example of hypocritical
ideology (see also Wood, 1991). Business Ethics would be treated in a simi-
lar way to all other legitimations of capitalist organization, no different in its
aims than human resource management, strategy, accounting, marketing
and so on. All such arguments and ideas are generated by the ruling classes
merely to provide further support for a form of production that dispossesses
the vast majority and benefits very few. Its legitimation, intellectual
resources and practitioners are of no substantive interest in themselves,
except insofar as they provide further examples of the superstructural
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generation of ideology. There is almost no sense in which this traditional
Marxist approach could be called dialectical, apart from any grand historical
periodizations that it might claim as an article of faith. It is an attitude that
would resolutely situate itself on the ‘outside’ of bourgeois Business Ethics,
precisely because ‘value’ is self-evidently given by the ‘facts’ of industrial
capitalism. Collecting better facts than the opposition serves to further
demonstrate the inequities of the present, and hence to further armour the
righteous in their fight against injustice (Parker, 1999; Thompson et al., 2000).

Horkheimer’s Critical Theory would have problems with this kind of
transcendent version of Marxism. While its aims may be laudable, the mech-
anisms by which it attempts to articulate them simply mirror traditional
theory’s reliance on the subject–object dichotomy and the false certainties of
scientific knowledge. The identity of objects – capitalism, the proletariat, the
economy – is assumed in what is effectively a trans-historical manner. That
is not to say that traditional Marxism has no sense of history, but rather that
it is so entangled within the identity thinking of capitalism that it views its
knowledge claims through the lens of positivist science. It is, in a sense,
unaware of just how deeply compromised its most fundamental assump-
tions already are. Horkheimer, on the other hand, ‘refused to make a fetish
of dialectics as an objective process outside man’s control’ (Jay, 1996: 54). His
dialectical approach would therefore be rather more careful about assuming
that we can know in advance what truth, justice and emancipation might
look like, simply because knowledge and human interests are so deeply
intertwined. While this is extremely unlikely to mean that Business Ethics
would be given a clean bill of health, it is likely that the positive and pro-
gressive elements in its constitution will be dialectically contrasted with the
actuality of business organizations. So when Business Ethicists gesture
towards a more responsible and reflexive version of management, or greater
accountability to a variety of stakeholders, these articulations will be further
sponsored and encouraged by situating them in their current ‘sordid’ con-
text. The point is not to reach truth as if it were a collection of facts, but to
explore the openings that historically embedded reason provides for a grad-
ual reconciliation with a more rational totality. If traditional Marxists follow
the Marx of Capital, then Horkheimer follows the young Marx, the material-
ist Hegelian who is attempting to provide a form of knowledge that was ade-
quate to his times. Business Ethics as it is currently constituted may be an
example of impure reason, but lurking within it might be the possibility of
emancipation from its own constitution, and hence the further possibility of
a more meaningful sense of ethics approach emerging from its ruins.

Finally then, Adorno’s ‘negative dialectic’. The distinctiveness of this
approach is its absolute insistence on the contingency of all identity think-
ing, including that which identifies itself as ‘for’ or ‘against’ Business Ethics,
and which also includes the positions that might be adopted by any thinker.
The logical move here is to stress the historicity of any negation of negation,
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and hence the contingency of something called ‘logic’ itself. Where
Horkheimer wishes to preserve the possibility of negation as a progressive
reconciliation of reason, Adorno suggests that negation cannot stand outside
its conditions of possibility either. The great refusal then rapidly loses any
purity, any moral superiority, that might be claimed for it within (what I
have called) either ‘traditional’ or ‘critical’ versions of Marxism. All that can
be done is to rehearse categories of thought in order to establish that there
can be no escape into either the immanence of the particular (Business
Ethics’ handwringing about the present) or the transcendence of the whole
(traditional and radical dreams of a more reasonable world). So, Business
Ethics must both presuppose and negate itself continually, and it cannot be
summarized as either positive or negative in its implications. Business and
ethics both concern forms of exchange, and they can be both taken to task for
perpetuating various forms of cruelty, yet business and ethics can also only
be criticized, or negated, from the viewpoint of the bourgeois intellectual
whose conditions of possibility are also concepts like business and ethics. To
put it another way, people in ivory towers shouldn’t throw stones, yet (if
they want to be ‘critical’) throwing stones is all that they can ever do. Adorno
is a melancholic Nietszchean ironist in the sense that his aphoristic logic per-
forms its impossibility. He suggests that neither ‘critical’ or ‘theory’ are sus-
tainable positions, but this does not prevent the negative dialectician from
aiming their venom at the actually existing world that constitutes them.

The barbaric success-religion of today is consequently not simply
contrary to morality: it is the homecoming of the West to the venera-
ble morals of our ancestors. Even the norms which condemn the pre-
sent world are themselves the fruit of its iniquities. All morality has
been modelled on immorality and to this day has reinstated it at every
level. (Adorno, 1974: 187)

Adorno’s position is a ridiculous one, yet in its sheer severity and serious-
ness, it is perhaps the purest form of critique. There is no way out, just an
endless rehearsal of being critical of being critical.

Let me try to illustrate these differences with reference to a (general-
ized) Business Ethics case, since they are rather abstract as they stand. There
are plenty of these in the texts I have summarized above, so I don’t propose
to be specific here. Whatever the details, the case will state some facts about
an organization, outline the ethical problem (corruption, pollution, discrim-
ination or whatever) and then ask the reader what they would do in this sit-
uation. The ‘correct’ Business Ethics answer will involve some reference to
ethical theories and economic imperatives in order to justify some form of
management action. So how would the case be treated by each of the three
‘Marxisms’ I have covered above? For the traditional Marxist critic, the local
details and motivations would be irrelevant since the problem is an outcome
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of structural processes. Because business organizations are constituted by
the rules of a capitalist mode of production, their members are coerced (both
ideologically and more directly) into acting in ways that conform with these
rules. If an organization knowingly makes defective products, it does not
mean that individuals or organization are acting ‘unethically’, just that they
are conforming to the laws of profitability. Whatever the case, the solution is
radical social change. Minor philosophical quibbles about ‘ethics’ are mere
distractions. Indeed, talk about ethics is merely a symptom of the ways in
which consciousness is structured by historical context. Change the context
and the symptoms will no longer be relevant.

Horkheimer’s version of Critical Theory might well share such doubts,
but would take the language of ethics more seriously. A better world is
implicit in discussions about ‘duty’, ‘character’, ‘good’ and so on, even if it
is manifested in imperfect and distorted ways though the language of
Business Ethics. So encouraging reflection and discussion on the meaning of
such concepts would be crucial. However, the aim of such reflection would
be to show how the meaning of ‘ethics’ is highly circumscribed by the busi-
ness context from which it emerges. If we think hard about what it means to
be good in an organization at the present time, that understanding can
become a bridge into the future. It is by exploiting the tensions between
grand words and sordid reality that the former can encourage us to reject the
latter. Negating the current meaning of the good opens a space for a fuller
version of the good to emerge. For example, imagining what a really
empowered employee might be shows just how entrapped current versions
of empowerment are. Conceiving a genuinely environmentally friendly
organization illustrates the partiality of current attempts at incorporating
greenwash. In each case, the aim would be to stimulate the imagination of
alternative possibilities by showing what kind of world is potentially hiding
within certain concepts.

Finally then, Adorno. A negative dialectic would have, as its first move,
something like the stance I have suggested for Horkheimer above. But this
would not be enough. In order to claim that there is a better version of the
good waiting in the wings of history, the critic must inevitably set them-
selves up above the here and now. For Adorno, this faith in negation is mis-
conceived on two grounds. First, because these golden ethical words are
then effectively treated as referring to something that exists somewhere out-
side the language of the here and now. If criticism is set up as being a tran-
scendent principle, then it is removed from its own complicity with the
present times. Second, because through that move the critic, like their con-
cepts, becomes a hero who also stands outside history. For these reasons, the
second move in the negative dialectic would be to insist on criticizing the
idea of the critic, and the words they express faith in. So imagining what a
really empowered employee might be can only be done from the standpoint of
an intellectual with certain assumptions about reason, autonomy, emancipation
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and so on. Exposing greenwash can only be done with the present state of
knowledge and understanding of words like nature, production, consump-
tion and so on. The point here is not that criticism should be avoided, but
that it should be criticized too and situated within its historical conditions of
possibility. The Business Ethics case is partial and individualizing, but so is
any attempt to set up a position outside the case which acts as a commentary
upon it.

I’ve outlined three positions here, all deriving from some version of
Hegel and Marx, all insisting on some version of the historicity of knowledge,
all in some way impatient with the present and offering ‘critical’ analyses of
a technocratic consumer society. Further, all would surely treat ‘Business
Ethics’ as it is presently constituted as an example of ‘ideology’, ‘false con-
sciousness’ and so on. Yet their articulation is radically different in terms of
the position they provide for the critic. Bottomore’s traditional critic is an
external one who uses the tools of science precisely because they assume that
there is a position beyond ideology, a form of consciousness that is (demon-
strably) not false. Horkheimer’s critical theorist assumes that ideology and
consciousness are historically determined matters, but that certain terms con-
tain positive possibilities that can be encouraged through their negation.
Adorno’s negative dialectician is intractably hostile to the ways in which ide-
ologies form consciousness, but refuses any faith in a reified negation of these
terms either. There are no alternatives to the traps of language, and the dread-
ful seductions of the high moral ground. In summary, the issue at stake here
seems to be whether the theorist is an ideologue too, whether their con-
sciousness can escape from its own conditions of possibility in order to aim
at something else. To put it another way, is critique beyond critique?

CONCLUSION

The injunction to practise intellectual honesty usually amounts to sab-
otage of thought. The writer is urged to show explicitly all the steps
that have led him to his conclusion, so enabling every reader to follow
the process through and, where possible – in the academic industry –
to duplicate it. This demand [is] wrong in itself as a principle of repre-
sentation. For the value of a thought is measured by its distance from
the continuity of the familiar. (Adorno, 1974: 80)

In suitably reflexive terms, I want to conclude this chapter by thinking about
its own conditions of possibility, and hence what it might mean to be critical
of Business Ethics. This chapter appears in a book which is part of an emerging
body of writings usually termed ‘Critical Management’. To profess Critical
Management – like Business Ethics – is to claim (at least) three things. First,
that something is needed; second, that you are the kind of person who can do
it; third, that you can achieve something with your expertise. Once again, to
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borrow the term from ten Bos (2002), this is an account of ‘insufficiency’. I’ll
take each of these issues in turn, but more briefly this time around.

The diagnosis of the present is that capitalist or industrial societies are
unjust. Their divisions of labour and wealth are inequitable, their gover-
nance and organizational structures biased towards the powerful, the sub-
jectivities they generate are individualized and insecure, and their
conceptions of nature are instrumental. It then follows, for those people who
care about such matters and don’t consider them inevitable, that such injus-
tice must be resisted. And so, the need created, the question that then arises
is who is to fill it. The answer seems to be those academics, mostly resident
in business schools, with an interest in work and organizations, who have
access to a wide range of ‘critical’ intellectual resources. Here the picture
becomes a little more complex, because some of those who have deployed
these resources for a considerable time – labour process Marxists in particu-
lar – are reluctant to let them be co-opted by the upstart Critical Management
academics (Parker, 1999). However, other resources, which have only more
recently been applied to problems of organization and management, are
rapidly becoming canonical: to whit, structuralism and poststructuralism,
postmodern cultural critique, feminism, postcolonialism, environmentalism
and so on. Perhaps most importantly, a key position is provided here for
‘Critical Theory’, though there are some important questions about which
critical theory this might be. I will deal with this in a little more detail below.
Finally, the question of what can be achieved. Here, Critical Management is
rhetorically expansive but short on detail. While words like ‘emancipation’,
‘justice’ and so on are often used, there has been a general reluctance to make
programmatic interventions in the constitution of organizations and capital-
ism generally. Critical Management has been fairly successful in erecting an
academic superstructure of conferences, sympathetic journals and even key
texts (such as this one), but the dissemination of these ideas more generally,
and their translation into practical interventions, has been notable by its
absence (Parker, 2002). Hardly surprisingly, Sorell’s ‘alienation problem’ for
Business Ethics seems to apply to Critical Management as well.

The parallel between Business Ethics and Critical Management, as aca-
demic ‘subdisciplines’, should be fairly obvious. Both have made their own
justifications of need, their own claims about expertise, and their own (mod-
est) claims about effect. Both claim that the managed world has
ethical/political problems, and that they have knowledge that sheds some
light on these matters. The similarities between the two seem, in that sense,
to be quite considerable. So the question I posed at the start of the chapter
returns. Why are they not considered to be allies? Why is there so little pro-
ductive engagement between the two positions? I want to answer this question
in two ways. The first is a sociological diagnosis of the institutionalization
and segmentation of knowledge, the second is a more philosophical diagno-
sis of differing versions of ‘critique’. In terms of the former, it could be said
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that there is (for a variety of reasons, and despite optimistic claims about
interdisciplinarity) a growing separation between distinct domains of
enquiry which ensures that cross-border exchange becomes ever more diffi-
cult. An obvious example of this is that there are now different journals, con-
ferences, discussion lists, formal and informal networks, and even
departments and research centres, which make it increasingly unlikely that
the practitioners of either Business Ethics or Critical Management Studies
will often actually meet. However, even if they do, different assumptions
about the status of their respective gurus, what counts as canonical knowl-
edge, appropriate forms of methodology and language and so on, will make
translation between either side difficult. As I have argued elsewhere with
regard to ‘organizational behaviour’ and the ‘sociology of organizations’
(Parker, 2000), the construction of a domain of inquiry necessarily means
that it must both practise amnesia and construct ‘others’. Internal coherence
seems to rely on some notion of ‘us’ and ‘them’, and this kind of gradual
concretization makes talking to ‘them’ more and more difficult. These
processes make abstract arguments about ‘reification’ become very real
indeed. On both sides, if ‘they’ are bad and ‘we’ are good, then why should
we bother talking to them?

But, as I’m sure many readers will agree, this is not all that is at stake
here. The forms of critique deployed within either field differ too, which
leads me back to some sort of distinction between my three neo-Marxisms
and an individualized form of liberalism. It is precisely because Business
Ethics usually employs a conception of the rational individual subject mak-
ing various constrained choices that it is usually regarded with suspicion by
those who demand a more structurally informed type of analysis. At base,
this is some form of dispute between Kantians and Hegelians, between those
who wish to trade on the modern notion of the sovereign individual and
those who wish to stress that the subject can only ever achieve meaning in
relation to social and political context. As Wood (1991) has pointed out, Marx
was often contemptuous of what he called ‘morality’ because he regarded it
as an apology for the actually existing form of capitalism. So it is with much
of Business Ethics. Even those Business Ethicists who do develop a more col-
lectivist version of sociality and politics – virtue theorists or communitarians
for example – tend to treat this as a precondition for the exercise of individual
moral choice or character traits. Not that this is true of all communitarianism,
which in political theory is often opposed to liberalism (see Mulhall and
Swift, 1992), but the translation of these ideas into Business Ethics is more
consensus functionalist than communitarian in its formulations. Hegel’s
holistic sittlichkeit decomposes into separate constituent elements, charismatic
managers, ethical codes to guide practice, and strong culture organizations. If
these components can be placed into a functional alignment, organizations
can achieve engineered consent and managers be given clear guidelines
while profits are still being made (for example, Jackson, 1996).
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Yet a simple opposition between Marxists and liberals is not sufficient
here, because there is a real question about which form of Marxism Critical
Management academics are sponsoring. And, even if the Frankfurt School is
distinguished from traditional Marxism, there is a further question about
which Frankfurt School we might be referring to. On the one side, there is a
tradition that leads from Horkheimer’s early essays to Habermas. This is a
form of critique that attempts to build powerful arguments that rely heavily
on some notion of immanent reason. Not, to be sure, the transcendent vision
of positive inquiry that can be found in both Business Ethics and traditional
Marxism, but a version of human potential that is secreted within the struc-
tures of the everyday. So, when Horkheimer refers to a Hegelian sense of
overcoming, or Habermas contrasts various forms of communicative reason,
the common assumption is that there is a positive purpose in critical inquiry.
To put it very crudely, an active attempt to understand the world is premised
on the idea that using reason can bring about a more reasonable world (for
an application of this kind of thought, see Alvesson and Willmott, 1996). Yet
there is a very different version of Critical Theory too, one that might begin
with the Dialectic of Enlightenment and lead to Adorno’s negative dialectic.
Here, reason is no longer seen as a utopian principle of negation since its
very reification also becomes a problem to be dealt with. David Hoy (in Hoy
and McCarthy, 1994) wishes to claim that this is a lineage that is
better understood through Nietzsche than Marx, and can be extended to
Derrida and Foucault as inheritors of this tradition (see also Jay, 1996: xvi
passim). For Adorno, there is no special place for ‘reason’ at all, it is merely
one of the colonizing technologies produced by the modern world. It can
neither be negated nor should it be affirmed. Indeed, to assume that one
might have a position on all the objects produced by reason or unreason is
to capitulate to the commodification of thought.

If thought is not measured by the extremity that eludes the concept, it
is from the outset in the nature of the musical accompaniment with
which the SS liked to drown out the screams of its victims. (Adorno,
1973: 365)

In other words, Business Ethics might be the accompaniment which drowns
out corporate indecency, but its negation (in essays like this) can often add
up to pretty much the same thing.

Now this tension, which I am personalizing as a distinction between
Horkheimer and Adorno, has some clear resonances in contemporary
debates in social theory (see Hoy and McCarthy, 1994), and has particular
importance for the question I began this chapter with. When posed with the
kind of case study that Business Ethicists are so fond of, Horkheimer might
wish to show how its very questions presuppose the actuality of capitalist
social relations, and of the bourgeois decision-making subject. In doing so,
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he would be attempting to show that the social arrangements which are
reflected in the constitution of the case study are unreasonable, that they
contain hidden assumptions that should be negated. If the critique is suffi-
ciently persuasive, then the possibility for more reasonable arrangements
opens up. This will almost certainly involve some revision of what the word
‘ethics’ might be taken to mean, perhaps with the aim of attaching an ethics
(of a private character) to a politics (of the public sphere). However, while
Adorno might engage in similar tactics, his negation of Business Ethics must
(of necessity) display suspicion of the very terms on which such a critique
takes place. It would be, in a sense, a critique that undoes itself too, that
always refuses the smug subject position of ‘outsider’ with sure and certain
knowledge of the world. Adorno’s critique has no transcendent aim, other
than to display the inexorability of subject positions that are already consti-
tuted by the objects of business, ethics, and Business Ethics. It cannot go
beyond, and it cannot stay within. All that remains is restlessness, impa-
tience and melancholy (ten Bos, 2003).

And then the salaried philosophers come along and reproach us with
having no definite point of view. (Adorno, 1974: 74)

Given that this chapter has been dealing with the weightiest of matters –
ethics, politics, theory, history, philosophy – it seems deeply ironic that it
might end with not having a definite point of view. One might want to think
that thinking leads somewhere, to a definitive and defensible attitude
towards its object. So that ‘we’ might know what ‘Business Ethics’ is, and
what ‘Critical Management’ is, and what sort of relationship holds between
the two terms. Are these ‘good’ or ‘bad’ things, and how do we avoid the bad
and get closer to the good? The aim of thought might then be a set of rea-
sonable principles by which we might live our lives; or even some form of
revealing, an uncovering of some orientation to others or social arrangement
which is self-evidently better than this ‘sordid’ state of affairs. But some-
times thought doesn’t go that way, and instead it ends up dethroning its own
logic of ‘and’ and ‘if’ and ‘therefore’, or even revealing its own passionate
intentions as the shallowest examples of self-interest. It is easy then for
others to climb onto their high moral grounds (via readings of Kant, or
Hegel, or Marx) and declaim such thought as irrelevant, as unconcerned
with the pressing practical problems of people who live their lives in splen-
dour or in poverty, and the everyday problems of people who work in busi-
ness organizations. As Lukács put it:

many of the leading German intellectuals, including Adorno, have
installed themselves in this ‘Grand Hotel Abyss’…It is a hotel provided
with every modern comfort, but resting on the edge of the abyss, of
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nothingness, of the absurd. The daily contemplation of the abyss, in
between the excellent meals and artistic entertainments, can only
enhance the residents’ enjoyment of this superlative comfort. (in
Bottomore, 1984: 34)

But then the trap of agreeing, or disagreeing, with Lukács, and claiming that
such thought is necessarily guilty or innocent opens wide. To concede this
would, in Adorno’s terms, sabotage thought and bring it to a premature,
impossible and violent conclusion.

As René ten Bos has argued (1997, 2002, 2003), avoiding final conclu-
sions is an attitude that rests on an assumption about the inherent messiness
of the world, and the impossibility of providing final adjudications or solu-
tions that will lead to order. For Business Ethics, and for Critical Manage-
ment, this must mean that critique is never beyond critique. Just as Business
Ethics can be argued to be a social technology which assumes capitalism and
therefore perpetuates it, so can an intransigent opposition to Business Ethics
become replete with alternative assumptions about what counts as ‘real’
ethics, or ‘real’ knowledge. While my, rather deconstructive, understanding
of Adorno does not avoid such problems, I think it has the merit of reveal-
ing them. Not revealing in the sense of providing an answer to the question
of what ‘we’ ‘should’ do next, but instead accepting that neither ‘we’ or
‘should’ are terms that have any final adjudication outside of the messy
problems and politics that constitute both Business Ethics and Critical
Management. On the basis of what I have argued above, and following
Adorno, permanent suspicion about the activities of Business Ethicists and
Critical Management academics is the only ‘definite point of view’ that I can
cling on to. Which is to end by doing no more than paradoxically exempli-
fying the endless movement of dialectical thinking.

NOTES

Thanks to Mats Alvesson, Phil Hancock, Campbell Jones and Hugh Willmott for
their comments on earlier drafts of this chapter.

1 Though see Castro (1996), the brief opening chapters in Cannon (1994), and some
chapters in Frederick (1999) for exceptions.

2 A US version of the beginnings of such an engagement can be found in Freeman
and Phillips (1999).

3 Though see Wiggershaus (1994) or Jay (1996) for excellent reviews of the
Frankfurt School’s thought.

4 A quote with historically acceptable sexism that further underlines the general
point about the historical contingency of knowledge.

5 Though the other book that Horkheimer published that year, Eclipse of Reason,
echoes his earlier work in terms of a measured faith in a reasoned critique of
impure reason. It might be that Adorno’s influence on Dialectic of Enlightenment is
more important than Horkheimer’s.
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6 Though the fact that Weber’s distinction between ‘facts’ and ‘values’ is certainly
not shared by Horkheimer or Adorno makes any deep similarities between the
Frankfurt School and Weber very difficult to sustain.

REFERENCES

Adorno, T. (1973) Negative Dialectics. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Adorno, T. (1974) Minima Moralia. London: New Left Books.
Adorno, T. (1995) Cultural criticism and society. In D. Tallack (ed.), Critical Theory: A

Reader. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf.
Adorno, T. and Horkheimer, M. (1997) Dialectic of Enlightenment. London: Verso.
Alvesson, M. and Willmott, H. (1996) Making Sense of Management. London: Sage.
Bottomore, T. (1984) The Frankfurt School. Chichester: Ellis Horwood.
Cannon, T. (1994) Corporate Responsibility. London: Pitman.
Castro, B. (ed.) (1996) Business and Society. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Clutterbuck, D., Dearlove, D. and Snow, D. (1992) Actions Speak Louder. A Management

Guide to Social Responsibility. London: Kogan Page.
Drummond, J. and Bain, B. (eds) (1994) Managing Business Ethics. Oxford:

Butterworth-Heinemann. 
Frederick, R. (ed.) (1999) A Companion to Business Ethics. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Freeman, R. and Phillips, R. (1999) Business Ethics: Pragmatism and postmodernism.

In R. Frederick (ed.), A Companion to Business Ethics. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Griseri, P. (1998) Managing Values. Basingstoke: Macmillan.
Hoffman, W. and Frederick, R. (1995) Business Ethics: Readings and Cases in Corporate

Morality. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Horkheimer, M. (1947) Eclipse of Reason. New York: Oxford University Press.
Horkheimer, M. (1989) The state of contemporary social philosophy and the tasks of

an institute for social research. In S. Bronner and D. Kellner (eds), Critical Theory
and Society: A Reader. New York: Routledge.

Hoy, D. and McCarthy, T. (1994) Critical Theory. Oxford: Blackwell.
Jackson, J. (1996) An Introduction to Business Ethics. Oxford: Blackwell.
Jay, M. (1996) The Dialectical Imagination. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Kjonstad, B. and Willmott, H. (1995) Business Ethics: Restrictive or empowering?

Journal of Business Ethics. 14: 445–64.
Marcuse, H. (1972) One-dimensional Man. London: Abacus.
Mulhall, S. and Swift, A. (1992) Liberals and Communitarians. Oxford: Blackwell.
Ottensmeyer, E. and McCarthy, G. (1996) Ethics in the Workplace. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Parker, M. (1998) Business Ethics and social theory: Postmodernizing the ethical.

British Journal of Management. 9: 27–36.
Parker, M. (1999) Capitalism, subjectivity and ethics: Debating labour process analy-

sis. Organisation Studies. 20(1): 25–45.
Parker, M. (2000) The sociology of organisations and the organisation of sociology:

Some reflections on the making of a division of labour. Sociological Review. 48:
124–46.

Parker, M. (2002) Against Management. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Pearson, G. (1995) Integrity in Organisations: An Alternative Business Ethic.

Maidenhead: McGraw-Hill. 
Sorell, T. (1998) Beyond the fringe? The strange state of Business Ethics. In M. Parker

(ed.), Ethics and Organisations. London: Sage.
Stewart, D. (1996) Business Ethics. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Studying Management Critically218

3099-CH-10.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 218



Tallack, D. (ed.) (1995) Critical Theory: A Reader. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester
Wheatsheaf.

ten Bos, R. (1997) Business Ethics and Bauman ethics. Organisation Studies. 18(6):
997–1014.

ten Bos, R. (2002) Machiavelli’s Kitchen. Organisation. 9(1): 51–70.
ten Bos, R. (2003) Business Ethics, accounting and the fear of melancholy.

Organisation. 10.
Tester, K. (1997) Moral Culture. London: Sage.
Thompson, P., Smith, C. and Ackroyd, S. (2000) If ethics is the answer, you are asking

the wrong questions: A reply to Martin Parker. Organisation Studies. 21(6): 1149–58.
Treviño, L. and Nelson, K. (1999) Managing Business Ethics. New York: Wiley.
Wiggershaus, R. (1994) The Frankfurt School. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Willmott, H. (1998) Towards a new ethics. In M. Parker (ed.), Ethics and Organisations.

London: Sage.
Wood, A. (1991) Marx against morality. In P. Singer (ed.), A Companion to Ethics.

Oxford: Blackwell.
Wray-Bliss, E. and Parker, M. (1998) Marxism, capitalism and ethics. In M. Parker

(ed.), Ethics and Organisations. London: Sage.

Business, Ethics and Business Ethics 219

3099-CH-10.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 219



n indicates a note:

Abercrombie, N. 94, 101
Acker, J. 68, 76, 82
Ackermann, K. 186
Adorno, T. 2, 4, 10, 122–3, 177, 194
Aldersey-Williams, H. 191, 192
Allmendinger, J. 87n
Allmendinger, P. 62
Althusser, L.P. 139
Alvesson, M. 2, 6, 12, 16, 18, 26, 48, 51, 54,

58, 62, 98, 105–6, 122, 169–70, 179, 189
and Billing, Y.D. 13, 79, 84
and Deetz, S. 3, 16, 17, 23, 28, 49, 66, 67, 86
and Sveningsson, S. 98
and Willmott, H. 2, 4, 70, 79–81, 85, 87n,

92–3, 122, 178, 179
Andrews, K.R. 95
Ansari, S. 137
Anthony, P. 9
Armstrong, P. 14, 135–6, 138
Arndt, J. 117
Arnold, C.L. 87n
Arnold, P.J. 138
Arrington, C.E. 138, 147, 148, 150
Austin, J. 50

Bailyn, L. 75
Baldamus, W. 25
Baldry, C. 178, 180
Bambara, T.C. 68
Bandarage, A. 160
Banham, R. 186
Bansal, P. 167
Baritz, L. 124
Baron, ?? 103
Baron, J.N. 74
Baudrillard, J. 23–4
Bauman, Z. 123
Beard, V. 134
Becker, H. 63
Begin, J. 35
Belk, R. 117
Bell, E.L. 81
Bendix, R. 9

Benhabib, S. 51, 62, 85–6
Benjamin, W. 2, 123, 178, 180, 181, 184–5, 194
Bentham, J. 37
Bernstein, R.J. 4
Berry, A.J. 137
Bielby, W.T. 74
Billing, Y.D. 13, 79, 84
Boje, D.M. 105–6
Booth, ?? 99
Bourdieu, P. 36, 141
Bourgeois, L. 95–6, 105
Bourn, M. 144–5
Bower, J.L. 96
Brand, S. 185
Brenner, J. 85–6
Bricker, R. 152n
Bright, C. 160
Broadbent, J. 145, 148, 150
Brodwin, D. 95–6, 105
Brown, L. R. 159–60, 161
Brown, S. 112, 117–18
Brownlie, D. 111, 124
Bruno, K. 165
Bubner, R. 18
Burawoy, M. 30
Burrell, G. 27, 123, 137, 152n

and Dale, K. 7, 17
and Morgan, G. 16, 117

Butler, J. 85–6

Cafard, M. 174n
Calas, M.B. 13, 68, 79, 81, 85–6
Callenbach, E. 168
Callon, M. 93, 103
Cameron, K.S. 95
Carruthers, B. 146
Carter, P. 12
Chalmers, L. 14
Chandler, A.D. 95
Chew, A. 148
Child, J. 9, 96
Chua, W.F. 144–5
Clarke, J. 115, 126
Clegg, S. 103
Coleman, G. 71, 74, 75, 80

Author Index

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 220



Collins, P.H. 72, 81
Collinson, D. 68, 69, 73, 74, 85, 138
Constantin, J. 35
Cooper, C. 151
Cooper, D. 6, 16, 18, 138, 149
Coulson-Thomas, C. 165–6
Cress, D.M. 103
Cressey, P. 96
Csikszentmihalyi, M. 161–2
Cummings, E. 193
Curtis, W. 187, 189

Daft, R.L. 95
Dale, K. 7, 17
Davis-Blake, A. 87n
De Beauvoir, S. 68, 69
De Laurentis, T. 85–6
Deetz, S. 5, 12, 14, 17, 18, 19, 23, 24, 28, 33,

41, 42, 146
Alvesson, M. and 3, 16, 17, 23, 28, 49, 66,

67, 86
Degeling, P. 144–5
Deleuze, G. 185
Dent, J. 144
Derrida, J. 3
Desmond, J. 113, 114, 120, 122, 124
Dezaley, Y. 146
Di Norca, V. 168
Diamond, I. 79
Dillard, J.F. 152n
DiMaggio, P.J. 95
Dobson, A. 158
Doz, Y. 96
DuGay, P. 27

Edwards, R. 30, 179, 193
Egan, D. 103–4
Egri, C. 12, 163
Eisenstain, H. 82
El Sawy, O.A. 95
Ely, R.J. 71, 72, 74, 80
Epstein, S. 76
Euske, K.J. 137
Ezzamel, M. 100, 144–5

Fairclough, N. 126
Farrell, ?? 76
Fay, ?? 48
Ferree, M.M. 76
Ferguson, K.E. 70, 76
Fineman, S. 165, 169
Fischler, R. 49, 63
Fletcher, J.K. 83, 84
Fligstein, N. 93, 113
Flood, J. 146
Flyvberg, ?? 48, 58
Fondas, N. 73

Forbes, L. 7, 166
Forester, J. 5, 9, 18–19, 46, 47–8, 50, 51, 53,

54, 56, 57, 61, 62, 146
Fossi, G. 182
Foster, J.B. 160
Foucault, M. 2–4, 5, 28, 29, 35, 36, 37, 69, 70
Fournier, V. 3, 66, 70, 78
Fraad, H. 85–6
Frampton, K. 183
Fraser, N. 79
Friedman, A.L. 134
Friedmann, M. 115
Friedmann, R. 115
Fromm, E. 2
Frost, P.J. 12
Froud, J. 138
Frug, J. 59

Gadamer, H.G. 41
Galbraith, J.K. 114
Ganz, M. 103
Gardner, G. 160
Gherardi, S. 68, 72, 87n
Ghirardo, D. 183
Gibson, K. 150
Giddens, A. 33, 97
Glancey, J. 188, 189
Goffman, E. 39
Gorz, A. 139, 144, 151
Gossel, ?? 186
Gouldner, A. 189
Govindarajan, V. 137
Gramsci, A. 6, 36, 93–4, 100, 101, 102, 106–7
Granovetter, M. 93, 103
Gray, R. 147
Greer, J. 165
Greer, S. 148
Gregory, D. 181
Grey, C. 3, 66, 70, 78
Grimes, A. 2
Gropius, W. 190
Guest, D. 35
Gusfield, J. 60

Habermas, J. 2, 3–4, 11, 18, 19, 40, 46, 47,
48, 49, 50, 53, 61, 62–3, 70, 93, 97, 105,
132, 133, 138–46, 148, 151

Hackman, J.R. 87n
Hall, E.J. 73, 85–6
Hall, S. 94, 101
Halliday, T.C. 146
Hammond, T. 148
Handlin, D. 190
Hannigan, J. 118–19
Haraway, D. 82, 85–6
Harding, S. 85–6
Harfield, T. 97

Author Index 221

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 221



Harte, G. 166, 167, 169
Hartmann, H. 81, 82
Hartsock, N. 84
Harvey, B. 164
Harvey, D. 118, 191, 193
Hatch, M.-J. 178
Hawken, P. 161
Healey, P. 56
Hearn, J. 73, 85
Herf, J. 158
Heritage, J. 48
Herman, E.S. 161
Hill, T. 100
Hillman, A.J. 103
Hines, R. 136, 144, 148
Hintikka, M. 85–6
Hirschmann, E. 117
Hitt, M.A. 103
Hochschild, A.74 84–5
Hofbauer, J. 179
Hoffman, A.J. 164
Holbrook, M.B. 117
Hollis, M. 149
Hollway, W. 31, 37, 38
Holmer-Nadesan, M. 28, 38
hooks, b. 81
Hopwood, A.G. 136, 139–40, 144
Horkheimer, M. 2, 9–11, 122–3
Hoskin, K. 192
Huff, A. 73
Hurtado, A. 72, 81

Illich, I. 157–8
Innes, J.E. 49, 54
Irigaray, L. 67–8, 69

Jackall, R. 9, 14
Jackson, N. 12
Jacques, R. 24, 179, 187
Jermier, J. 7, 14, 69, 157, 162, 166
Jodidio, P. 193
Johnson, H.T. 137
Jones, D. 171
Jones, J.P. 180

Kagan, R.A. 164
Kamata, K. 187
Kanter, R.M. 72, 73, 74
Kaplan, R.S. 137
Kaplan, W. 193
Kellner, D. 158, 173–4n
Kelly, ?? 4
Kerfoot, D. 72–3, 85–6
Klein, N. 120, 121
Knights, D. 85–6

and Collinson, D. 138
Collinson, D. and 73, 85

Kerfoot, D. and 72–3, 85–6
and Morgan, G. 92, 98, 99
and Murray, F. 17
and Willmott, H. 9, 14, 27, 33, 105, 121–2

Knopoff, K. 68
Knorr-Cetina, K. 49
Kochan, T. 35
Kolb, D. 71, 74, 80
Kondo, D.K. 81
Korten, D.C. 161
Kotler, P. 114–15, 126
Kristeva, J. 67–8, 85–6

Laclau, E. 24, 29, 41
Lamphere, L. 69
Lampugnani, V.M. 189, 189
Lasch, C. 2, 12, 122
Laughlin, R. 6, 16, 17, 18
Laughlin, R.C. 137, 138, 143, 144–5, 145
Lauthauser, ?? 186
Lefebvre, H. 177, 180, 191, 194, 194n
Leff, E. 168
Legge, K. 35, 37
Lehman, G. 150
Levy, D. 1, 6, 17, 18, 103–4
Lewin, D. 35
Linstead, A. 15
Lorde, A. 72, 85–6
Lowe, T. 137
Luhmann, N. 140
Luke, T.W. 104, 158, 170
Lukes, S. 47, 61
Lusch, R. 35
Luttwak, E.N. 95
Lutz, R.J. 117
Lyne, S.R. 134

McAdam, D. 102–3
McCabe, D. 105–6
McIntosh, G. 76
MacIntyre, A. 9
Madu, C.N. 167
Mahon, J.F. 103
March, J. 48
March, J.G. 137
Marcuse, H. 2, 93, 122, 139, 158, 161, 162,

163, 165, 166, 168, 169, 172, 173–4n
Marglin, S. 178
Marsden, R. 118–19
Marshall, J. 13, 74
Martin, J. 5–6, 13, 40, 68, 69, 84–5, 87n,

169, 170, 171–2
Martin, P.Y. 76
Marx, K. 9
Massey, A. 190, 193
Matheny, A. 63
May, P.J. 165

Studing Management Criticaly222

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 222



Merchant, C. 163
Meyer, J.W. 95
Meyerson, D. 69, 71, 74, 80
Miller, D. 118
Miller, P. 37, 124–5, 127, 137–8, 146
Mills, A.J. 68, 72
Minh-ha, T.T. 81, 85–6
Mintzberg, H. 68, 92, 94, 95, 99–100
Mitchell, A. 151
Morgan, G. 6, 16, 92, 98, 99, 111, 117, 125–6
Morris, T. 194n
Mouffe, C. 24, 29, 41
Mumby, D.K. 48, 56, 68, 85–6
Murray, F. 17

Nader, R. 114
Natter, W. 180
Neale, A. 172
Neimark, M.K. 138
Neu, D. 151
Newman, J. 115, 126
Newton, T. 166, 167, 169
Niven, M. 35
Nkomo, S.M. 73
Nord, W. 14

Oakes, L. 138, 141, 148
Okcabol, F. 151
O’Leary, T. 137–8
Olsen, J. 48
Owings, N.A. 188, 189, 190, 193

Packard, V. 114, 119–20
Parker, M. 2, 7
Parkin, P.W. 85
Pauchant, T.C. 95
Peter, J. 177, 190, 194n
Peters, T.H. 99
Pettigrew, A. 96
Pfeffer, J. 12, 20n, 87n, 100, 103, 178
Pinfield, L.T. 163
Pinnington, A. 194n
Poggi, G. 192
Pollay, R.W. 12
Pollert, A. 77, 79
Porter, M. 94–5, 100, 103, 164
Powell, W.W. 95
Power, M. 6, 16, 17, 18, 132, 141, 146, 148

and Laughlin, R.C. 137, 143
Prakash, A. 167
Prasad, A. 13
Prasad, P. 13
Preston, A. 142, 145
Pringle, R. 73, 81
Przeworski, A. 27
Putnam, L.L. 68, 85–6
Puxty, A.E. 138, 147, 148, 150

Quinby, L. 79
Quinn, R.E. 95

Radcliffe, V.S. 146, 148
Reed, M. 9
Reskin, B.F. 71–2
Rippin, A. 71, 74, 75, 80
Roberts, J. 138, 144, 147
Roos, P.A. 71–2
Rosaldo, M. 69
Rose, N. 37, 124–5, 127
Rosenberg, R. 84–5
Rosener, J.B. 84
Roth, K. 167
Rothschild-Whitt, J. 76

Sager, T. 47–8, 50
Salancik, G.R. 12, 103
Sandercock, L. 48, 59
Sanford, B. 150
Sassen, S. 178
Sassoon, A.S. 94, 100
Sawicki, J. 79
Sayer, A. 57
Scapens, R. 138, 144
Scarborough, H. 98
Schaefer, A. 164
Scholz, J.T. 164
Schuler, D. 103
Schweiker, W. 147
Scott, J.W. 85–6
Scott, W.R. 95
Searle, J. 50
Seeger, J.A. 100
Sennett, R. 2, 191
Shank, J.K. 137
Shapiro, B.P. 142
Sherer, M. 138
Shields, R. 180
Shrivastava, P. 97, 103, 163–4
Sikka, P. 151
Simon, H. 61–2
Sinclair, A. 170–1
Skordaki, E. 146
Smircich, L. 13, 79, 81, 95–6, 99
Smith, A. 121
Smith, D. 85–6
Snow, D.A. 103
Solomons, D. 135
Spelman, E.V. 81
Spivak, G.C. 81
Steffy, B. 2
Steger, U. 166
Stoney, C. 97–8, 99
Storper, M. 57
Strober, M. 71–2, 87n
Stubbart, C. 95–6, 99

Author Index 223

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 223



Studing Management Criticaly224

Sturdy, A. 115, 125–6
Sugarman, D. 146
Sun Tzu 95
Sveningsson, S. 98, 100
Swieringa, R. 135–6
Switzer, J. 166

Taylor, I. 118
Taylor, P. 151
Taylor, S. 74, 87n
Thomas, P. 93
Thomas, R. 15
Thompson, J.B. 18
Throgmorton, J. 51
Tiedemann, R. 180, 181
Tinker, A.M. 138, 139–40, 150
Tinker, T. 151
Tokar, B. 165
Tom, A. 76
Townley, B. 35, 37, 118–19, 138, 152n

Valentine, P. 76
van der Linde, C. 164
Van Houten, D.R. 68
Van Maanen, J. 63, 185

Wambsganss, J.R. 150
Waterhouse, J. 135–6
Waterman, R.H. 99
Watson, T. 9, 15
Watts, R.L. 134, 152n
Weber, M. 9, 29, 68, 133, 138, 139, 143, 149

Weedon, C. 33
Weick, K.E. 95
Welford, R. 158, 168, 171, 173
Welsch, W. 181
Wensley, R. 116, 124
Wernerfelt, B. 95
Westbrook, R. 100
Westley, F. 105
Whipp, R. 95
White, J.B. 59
Whittington, R. 95, 96
Whyte, W.H. 189
Williams, B. 63
Williams, K. 178
Willis, P. 33, 69
Willmott, H. 6, 18, 61, 95, 105, 116, 168

Alvesson, M. and 2, 4, 70, 79–81, 85,
87n, 92–3, 178, 179

Ezzamel, M. and 100
Knights, D. and 9, 14, 27, 33, 105, 121–2
Sikka, P. and 151

Winch, P. 133
Winsor, R.D. 105–6
Winter, S. 165
Wright, P. 142

Young, E. 72, 81–2

Zavella, P. 81
Zeff, S. 135
Zimmerman, J.L. 134, 152n

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 224



n indicates a note:

academic discourse, marketing as 123–5
accounting 132–3, 150–1

and colonization of the lifeworld 138–42, 144–5
contesting the nature of 133–6
decision-making 134, 136–8, 142–3, 147–8
as steering medium 142–6
users and communication 146–50

Accounting Standards Board (ASB) 135
Accounting Standards Steering

Committee 134
‘accountingization’ 151
activism

‘anti-globalization’ movement 120, 121
consumer 119–20
environmental 104, 172, 173
social movements 102–3

administration
and architecture 187–90
rationalized 161–2

advertising 119–20, 121–2
see also marketing

affective reasoning 139
‘Affluenza’ era 162
agency 40, 42–3, 100, 101
American Accounting Association 134
anaesthetics 181–2, 183–4, 185, 190
anthropocentrism 163
‘anti-globalization’ movement 120, 121
anti-trust laws 95, 113
appropriation of the imaginary 183
architecture 177–82

and administration 187–90
and consumption 183–5
and emancipation 190–4
and power 178–9, 182–3, 191
and production 185–7

Arts and Crafts Movement 193
assembly lines 30, 74–5
autonomous individuals 2

belief patterns 57–8
bounded rationality 58, 61–2
bureaucracy see administration

capitalism 161, 181, 183–5
ceremonial greening 165–6, 169
change strategies, feminist 70–8, 80, 82–3, 84
citizenship vs consumerism 118–19, 128,

129–30
city planning, ethnographic analysis 46–63
class and gender 72, 76, 77, 79–82
cognitive models 95–6
colonialist perspective 81
colonization of the lifeworld 138–42, 144–5
commodity culture see capitalism;

consumerism
commodity fetishism 121–2
communication 42–3, 146–50
communicative action 18–19, 50–4,

63, 140–2
communicative competence 97
communicative rationality 18, 105, 106
competitive greening 166–8, 169
competitiveness 105
conflict

and consent 17–18, 26–7, 33, 58–9
in discourse and agency 39–43

consent
and conflict 17–18, 26–7, 33, 58–9
to subjugation 69, 101–2

constructivism 2
strategic management 95–6

consumerism 115
and identity 121–2, 124–5
and pursuit of happiness 161–2
shopping spaces 118–19, 181, 183–5
vs citizenship 118–19, 128, 129–30

consumer(s)
activism 119–20
conception of 124–5
governable 127–8, 129

control 28–30, 34–9
spatial 178–9
see also power/power relations

core competence approach 98
corporations 12

as political sites 25–7
Critical Theory (CT) 2–4

and feminist perspectives 67–70, 78–86

Subject Index

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 225



Critical Theory cont.
Frankfurt School 2, 3, 4, 9, 66, 93, 99,

121–3, 158
and management studies 8–15, 19–20
research agenda 16–19
and strategic management 93–4, 96–100,

101, 105, 106
cultural perspective 15

see also organizational culture

decision-making
accounting 134, 136–8, 142–3, 147–8
ethical 170–1
political and social identities 47–8
strategic management 97–8

deconstructionism 3
strategic management 96–100

democratic architecture 191–3
desensitization 181–2
dichotomization 67–8, 79
disciplinary power 29–34, 35–7, 41, 144

see also power/power relations
discourse

conflict in 39–43
of consumerism 115
marketing 123–8
of strategy 97–9, 100

discursive articulation 41–2
discursive practices 25–7, 30–1

counteracting disclosure 17
institutions as 34
production of identity 27–8, 32–3, 40
psychology as 37–8

domination see power/power relations
‘Dominium’ 29
dual career partnerships 74, 75
dual objective, efficiency and gender

equity 74–5, 78

Eco Management and Audit System
(EMAS) 167

ecocentric ideology 168–9
economic analysis see accounting
economic approaches to marketing 124
economies of scale 113–14
Electronic Journal of Radical Organization

Theory (EJROT) 99
elite groups

of ‘strategic managers’ 97–8
see also hegemony; power/power

relations
emancipation 94, 101–2

and architecture 190–4
employee–manager relationship 14–15
engineers, gender equity study 75
environmental accounting 149–50
environmental activism 104, 172, 173

environmental crisis
causes 160–3
organizational responses 103–4, 149–50,

163–73, 193
symptoms 159–60

ethical perspectives 10, 13–14, 112, 170–1
ethnicity 13

and gender 72, 73, 77, 81
national differences and marketing 126

ethnographic analysis, city planning 46–63
expert culture 17

accounting 148–9

factory construction 185–7
false consciousness 17, 69, 102, 122–3
feminist perspectives 13

accounting 148
change strategies 70–8, 80, 82–3, 84
and critical theory (CT) 67–70, 78–86
environmentalism 163
see also gender

Financial Accounting Standards Board
(FASB) 134, 135, 147

fixing individual women, change strategy
71–3, 77–8, 80, 82–3, 84

flirtation 73, 87n
Ford Motor Company 170
fossil fuel industry 103–4
Frankfurt School 2, 3, 4, 9, 66, 93, 99,

121–3, 158

gender
and class 72, 76, 77, 79–82
dichotomies 67–8
and discourse 40
distinction 31–2
and ethnicity 72, 73, 77, 81
interests 68
masculinity 72–3, 84–5
relations 13, 56–7
stereotypes 72–3, 85
subjugation 69
see also feminist perspectives

global environmental crisis see
environmental crisis

governable consumers 127–8, 129
green architecture 193
greening organizations 103–4, 149–50,

163–73, 193
‘greenwashing’ 165, 166

hegemony
concept of 94, 100–4, 106–7
elite groups of ‘strategic managers’ 97–8
feminist critique 69, 82–3, 87n
see also power/power relations

‘Herrschaft’ 29

Studing Management Criticaly226

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 226



hidden persuaders 119–23
holistic greening 168–9, 169
human resources management (HRM)

24–5, 34–40, 41, 42

ICI 96
ideal speech situation 70, 141, 148
identity

and consumerism 121–2, 124–5
patterns of status and 59–60
personal and group 26
politics of 27–8, 47–8
and power 28–34
production of 27–8, 32–3, 34–9, 40
relational 41–2
see also psychology; self

ideological distortion 104
ideological perspectives 15, 17

ecocentric 168–9
strategic management 95–6, 97, 98, 99,

100, 101, 102, 104
institutions as discursive practices 34
instrumental reasoning

accounting 138–9, 148, 152n
feminist perspective 68–9
strategic management 92, 96–7,

98–100, 106–7
International Standards Organization

(ISO) 166, 167

juridification process 143–4, 146–7, 149

Khanian architectural paradigm 186–8
knowledge

-based management system 35
expert culture 17, 148–9
technologies of 127–8, 129

language
and action 140–1
centrality of 18–19
as system of distinction 31–2
see also communication; communicative;

discourse; discursive
‘leadership’ 16, 98
legislation see juridification process;

regulatory greening
legitimacy

marketing 112–16
patterns of 58–9
practical claims 54–7

Lever Building (SOM) 188–90, 191, 193

management practice, marketing as 125–6
manager(s)

–employee relationship 14–15
elite groups 97–8

manager(s) cont.
representation vs ‘self-interest’ 14

marginalized groups 13, 72
see also ethnicity; gender

market research 125–6
market-oriented strategies 103
marketing 111–12, 128–30

alternative paradigms 117
dominant paradigm 112–16
future direction 123–8
hidden persuaders 119–23
and postmodernism 117–19, 122–3

Marxist perspectives 17–18, 70, 93, 101,
138, 139, 140

masculinity 72–3, 84–5
mass production 113–14

and architecture 185–7
micro–macro focus 48–9, 56
Microsoft 95
minimal structural change (add women and

stir) strategy 73–4, 77–8, 80, 82, 83–4
monopolies 112–13

national differences and marketing 126
non-linear approach to strategy 95
non-objective perspective 16
novelty and representation 135, 152n

objectivity
vs representation 135–7
see also rationality/rationalization;

scientific perspective
organizational culture

environmentalism 169–72
feminist change (small wins) strategy

74–5, 78, 80, 81, 84
organizational efficiency 74–5, 78
organizational structure, feminist change

strategies 73–4, 75–6, 77–8, 80, 82, 83–4
otherness and self 40, 42–3

Packard Motor Company 186–7
Parisian Arcades Project 181, 184–5
partiality of shared interests 17–18
participative approaches to strategy

102–3, 105–6
‘passive revolution’ 102, 104
patriarchy 69, 87n
patterns

of attention to problem formulation 60–1
of belief 57–8
of legitimacy 58–9
of status and identity 59–60

performances and communicative
action 51–4

phantasmagoria 180–1, 182, 183–4, 185,
186, 187, 188–9, 190, 191

Subject Index 227

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 227



‘ploy’, strategy as 94
political perspectives 10, 13–14, 15

‘anti-globalization’ movement 120, 121
citizenship vs consumerism 118–19,

128, 129–30
city planning, ethnographic analysis

47–9, 57–62
corporations 25–7
identity 27–8, 47–8
strategic management 96, 103–4
see also activism

politically bounded rationality 61–2
‘position’

strategy as 94–5, 100
‘war of position’ 102

positivism 116, 117
post-colonialist perspective 81
postmodernism

architecture 185
marketing 117–19, 122–3
and poststructuralism 2–3, 19, 23, 101

power/power relations 23–5, 36
and architecture 178–9, 182–3, 191
city planning staff 48, 52
consent to subjugation 69, 101–2
consumer–producer 120–1
disciplinary 29–34, 35–7, 41, 144
employee–manager 14–15
exposing asymmetrical 16–17
and identity 28–34
subcultural pluralism 170–1, 172
within corporations 25–7
see also hegemony

practical bounded rationality 61–2
practical reasoning 139, 152n
private vs public space 118–19
problem formulation 60–1
processual school of strategy 92–3, 105
‘productionist’ mentality 113–14, 126
psychology

approaches to marketing 124–5, 127
as discursive practices 37–8
see also identity; self

public sector 99, 115, 126, 144–5
city planning, ethnographic analysis 46–63

public vs private space 118–19

race see ethnicity
rationality/rationalization

administration 161–2
architecture 186–7
bounded 58, 61–2
communicative 18, 105, 106
instrumental reasoning 68–9, 92, 96–7,

98–100, 106–7, 138–9, 148, 152n
of the lifeworld 138–42, 144–5
purposive 133–4, 138

rationality/rationalization cont.
technological 162–3, 165, 173
vs non-linear approach to strategy 95

recruitment of women 73–4
regulatory greening 164–5, 169
reification 67–8, 168
relational identity 41
representation

and novelty 135, 152n
vs objectivity 135–7
vs ‘self-interest’ 14

representational space 180, 181, 183–5,
187, 188, 191, 193

research agenda, critical theory (CT) 16–19
resistance

to change 137, 145
see also activism

‘resource based view’ 95

scientific perspectives
critique 9–12
HRM 35
positivism 116, 117

sectional interests 12–13, 17–18, 20n, 68, 95–6
self and otherness 40, 42–3
‘self-evidence’ 31–2
self-expression 42–3
‘self-interest’ 14
self-management 38–9
self-surveillance 36–7, 38–9
self see also identity; psychology
separate-but-equal dichotomization 79
separatism, feminist 75–6
shopping spaces 118–19, 181, 183–5
signifiers 31, 32
Simmons research group 71–2, 73–5
Skidmore, Owings and Merrill (SOM/Lever

Building) 188–90, 193, 194n
social identities 47–8
social movements 102–3
social relations 57–62
social space 180
social structure 102
social transformation and gender equity

77, 80, 83, 84
‘solos’ and gender 74, 87n
spatial control 178–9
staff, city planning study 51–4, 57–62
Standard Oil 113
status and identity 59–60
‘steering’ 140, 142–6
stereotypes, gender 72–3
strategic management 92–4, 104–7

contemporary approaches 94–104
and critical theory (CT) 93–4, 96–100,

101, 105, 106
strategy-as-bargaining 96

Studing Management Criticaly228

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 228



strategy-as-power 101
structuralist–functionalist approach to

marketing 117
structure

and agency 101
organizational, feminist change strategies

73–4, 75–6, 77–8, 80, 82, 83–4
social 102

subcultural pluralism 170–1, 172
subject identity see identity
subjectivity 40, 43, 148
subjugation 69, 101–2
surveillance 36–7, 38–9
system change, feminist strategies 70–8,

80, 82–3, 84
‘system’ and sub-systems 139–40, 144, 145
‘systematically distorted’ communication

141, 146

‘technical control’ 30
technical functions 13, 14

technique, accounting as 133–4, 151–2n
technocracy/technocratization 8, 9–10, 11
technological rationality 162–3, 165, 173
technologies

green 166–7, 168
of knowledge 127–8, 129

transparency 191, 192–3
‘truth’ of strategy 99, 100

universalization of sectional interests 68
utopian spaces 191–2

values see ideological perspectives
valuing the feminine, change strategy

73, 77–8, 80, 83, 84
Vasari Corridor 182–3, 191
Versailles 192

‘war of position’ 102
‘World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity’ 159

Subject Index 229

Name-Index.qxd  8/4/03 11:06 AM  Page 229


	Cover
	Contents
	Notes on Contributors
	Introduction
	Chapter 2 Disciplinary Power, Conflict Suppression and Human Resources Management
	Chapter 3 On Fieldwork in a Habermasian Way: Critical Ethnography and The Extra-ordinary Character of Ordinary Professional Work
	Chapter 4 Feminist Theory and Critical Theory: Unexplored Synergies
	Chapter 5 Critical Approaches to Strategic Management
	Chapter 6 Marketing and Critique:Prospects and Problems
	Chapter 7 Accounting and Critical Theory
	Chapter 8 Greening Organizations:Critical Issues
	Chapter 9 Building Better Worlds? Architecture and Critical Management Studies
	Chapter 10 Business, Ethics and Business Ethics: Critical Theory and Negative Dialectics
	Author Index
	Subject Index

