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Should You Buy
this Book?

This book is mainly designed for university students who are studying
organizations, probably as part of a management course, whether
undergraduate or postgraduate. It is not a textbook, and assumes some
knowledge of the field. It’s also for people who aren’t on one of these
courses but are interested in organizations and management, perhaps
because of their experience of these. And it might also be for academics
working in the field who would like to read an overview of a less con-
ventional approach.
You should buy this book if:

you’re bored by the obese textbook your lecturer has recommended
you’ve got the feeling that the textbook stuff is a bit dubious

you’ve found that the recommended ‘extra reading’ is boring

you’d like to read something stimulating, but not too turgid and
worthy

you’d like to show your lecturer you’ve done some extra reading
you want a different take on organizations and management

e you don’t want to spend too much money.

You should not buy this book if:

e you want a textbook

e you want bullet points (these are almost the last ones), boxes of text,
further reading, further questions and all the usual patronizing stuff

e you’re happy to get a minimal pass out of the textbook

e you don’t want to have some of your ideas challenged

e you want heroic stories about great leaders, fantastic companies and
how all is right with the world

e you haven’t got even the modest price of the book, or have better
things to do with it.

If you do buy this book and want to come back on anything in it, you
can email me at: chris.grey@sagepub.co.uk. You can also follow my
blog relating to this book at http://author-chrisgrey.blogspot.co.uk.



Preface to the Fourth
Edition

Whenever people agree with me I always feel I must be wrong.

Oscar Wilde

If you had been at the port of Newhaven, on the south coast of
Britain, at about six in the morning one day in October 2003 you
would have seen a rather sad sight. Struggling up the ramp to the
cross-channel ferry in the dark and the rain was a man with a huge,
unwieldy suitcase and an almost equally huge rucksack. That man was
me — or at least a younger, thinner version of me — and I was on my
way to Dieppe, on the northern coast of France, where I had rented a
flat for the next two months.

The reason for this trip was to write a book. This book, as it turned
out, the first edition of which was published in 2005. I was on sabbati-
cal from the University of Cambridge, where I worked at the time, and
I wanted to have complete quiet and seclusion to get on with what had
become a bit of a nightmare. Because as I explain in the Introduction to
this book, it had a long gestation and originally was planned as some-
thing very different to what it became. It was in Dieppe that that
transition happened, but as I walked on to the ferry I still had the
original idea in mind, and was as weighed down by my failure to pro-
duce it as I was by my luggage.

Dieppe — where Oscar Wilde lived after his release from prison,
although I did not know that at the time — proved surprisingly inspiring,
even in a dismal autumn. Between long walks by the sea, endless coffees
in the Café des Tribuneaux (Wilde’s local as well, as it happens) and
eating fish bought at the dockside straight off the trawlers, I wrote in
huge, intensive bursts the bulk of the first edition of this book. With the
exception of a single evening, with my sister-in-law in Paris, I did not
have any face-to-face conversations with anyone during the whole time
[ was there. An advert perhaps for the merits of seclusion, although I
must admit that by the end I had probably become slightly strange and
certainly heartily sick of my own company.

That seems very remote now, some twelve years later, as [ sit down
to prepare what will be the fourth edition. The book that I didn’t
originally know I was going to write has, by the standards of most
academic books, been quite successful in terms of sales and, for the
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most part, has been fairly well-received. And the title has been taken up
and used to develop a whole series of books on different topics. George
Melly (1970) coined the phrase ‘revolt into style’, in his book of that
title, to refer to the way that what may start out as counter-cultural in
art and music becomes incorporated into mainstream popular culture.
It’s certainly too grandiose a notion for this book but there is a kind of
a parallel. What started out as a would-be iconoclastic take on organi-
zation studies has become, through sales, new editions and the series, in
some way institutionalized, perhaps even branded.

That certainly isn’t a complaint, but it does make the process of try-
ing to update it for a new edition quite different to the process of
writing the original book. The biggest challenge with the new editions
has been that the first edition had a very particular tone and style which
is impossible to recapture. Some readers have said that reading the book
feels like a conversation but it is inevitable that, over the course of the
years since I wrote the original version, the way I ‘talk’ has changed. 1
haven’t attempted to unify the style except in the sense that it remains
fairly conversational, and I am sure that the joins show in places as a
result. Actually, for me the real problem has not been trying to write
now as I wrote before, but the fact that parts of what I wrote before
now make me cringe, rather in the way that seeing an old photograph
of yourself in what now seem embarrassing clothes and with an embar-
rassing haircut makes you cringe. But since many readers have been
kind enough to say that they liked that style, it would seem perverse to
expunge it, though I have tweaked it.

Let me now talk about reactions to the book, and as a prelude I would
like to say something about what I originally hoped to achieve with it. I
felt that there was a space for something which was neither textbook nor
research monograph, and which communicated, to students in particular,
something about the gap between what is presented as established
knowledge in the former and the way that that knowledge is very often
problematized in the latter. I actually had some wider aspirations, too,
which the book only partially realized. I hoped that it might be possible
to reach an audience beyond students and academics; to appeal to that
most elusive of creatures, the ‘general reader’.

Perhaps because the book contained an email address and an invita-
tion to make comments, I have had a great deal of feedback from
readers — far more than I've received about anything else I've written.
Some of this reaction is reproduced on the cover, and it is not just the
usual marketing blurb in that probably 99 per cent of the correspond-
ents were positive. By and large the same goes for online reviews, like
this one from ‘Eryc Eyl’ on the Goodreads site:
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This book blew my little mind. In the way that going to grad
school for education caused me to see the deep and complex inad-
equacies of the public school system, this book has caused me to
question much of my received knowledge and beliefs about organ-
izations and, more to the point, corporations. Chris Grey’s
insightful analysis has unmoored me a bit and made me deeply
worried about things that previously ‘seemed to me to be true.’

Others, like Amazon reviewer ‘Ronald G. Young’, are even more extrav-
agant (whilst also making some acute criticisms):

[TThis is a book about power which, for me, contains more incen-
diary material than Marx, Lenin, Che Guevara and Al-Quaeda
rolled together. It is written by an academic who can actually write
clearly — and who sees it as his job to interpret for us the significant
parts of academic work.?

Of course there has been some negative comment, too. The most dismissive
of the online reviewers has, alas, not given me permission to quote her
words, but I am sure that anyone interested can find the review I mean.
And amongst the emails ve received one — from a student in New Zealand
who I will not name, but who may well speak for many who did not
choose to write to me — told me that the book was irredeemably dull and
worthless and invited me never to write a word again. Charming as her
email was, it will be obvious that I have declined her invitation. By contrast,
I was particularly pleased to receive several complimentary emails from
people who were indeed general readers and for whom the main attraction
was that the book provided an antidote to the otherwise ubiquitous mana-
gerialism to which they were exposed in their working lives.

Others who have responded positively include Martin Vogel of
consultancy firm Vogel Wakefield who saw the book as ‘challenging
fashionable nonsense of both managerialist and oppositional varieties™.
A 2013 Anglo-Irish-Swedish inter-governmental report on public sec-
tor governance reforms quotes the book (see p. 47 of report) to argue
for the problematic nature of change management’. And journalists
Simon Caulkin in the Observer and Stefan Stern in the Financial
Times both wrote appreciative articles around the book, which are
quoted in the cover blurb.

In the academic literature, there have been reviews in many scholarly
journals treating the book not simply as a primer for students, but also
as containing a serious argument about the nature of the organization
studies. Those reviews have also been broadly positive — though, as is
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inevitable with a book of this sort, some have profoundly disagreed
with my fundamental position, a view I can respect whilst of course not
sharing. There have also been predictably — and, in fact, predicted in the
book — waspish attacks on my attempt at accessibility (for some, per-
versely one might have thought, the ultimate accolade for a writer is to
be both unreadable and unread). It is a very considerable temptation to
reply to such reviews here, but perhaps it would be ‘unreasonably
cheap’ to do so. All that I would say on this point is that the most
negative reactions seem to have come from those within the ‘critical
management studies’ (CMS) community, rather than from what one
might call the mainstream. That is perhaps curious since what is con-
tained in this book is some version of CMS.

The scale of the reactions, and the diversity of audiences from which
they have come, and the strong sales it has enjoyed, suggest to me that,
despite the flaws and shortcomings the book most certainly has, it has been
successful in being seen as ‘a different kind of book’. It is difficult to think
of many books about organizations which have garnered reaction —
still less largely positive reaction — from students, academics, consultants,
journalists and general readers alike.

The reasons for this are depressing, though. The world of organiza-
tions and the way we make sense of them is immensely important
because it is central to many, perhaps most, people’s lives. But it has
been almost entirely evacuated by academics and intellectuals who have
any apparent desire to communicate. There are certainly exceptions to
this! (e.g. Parker, 2002; Ehrenreich, 2006; Sennett, 2006; Aubenas,
2011; Standing, 2011), but from most of us whose job it is to explore
organizational life there is little to be heard outside of the stunted and
stultifying world of academic journals. This is as true for ‘mainstream’
organization studies as it is for avowedly “critical’ work, for reasons I
have written about elsewhere (Grey, 2010). This is neither to criticize
‘theoretical” writing per se nor to deny the very substantial value of the
introduction of a broad swathe of thinkers from other social sciences or
philosophy by many pioneers in organization studies, to whom this
book is substantially indebted. Rather it is to deplore the recent ten-
dency to do so in ways which obscure rather than illuminate.

So it is within this rather unsatisfactory context that I understand
the reactions to the previous editions of this book. Let me be absolutely
clear that it is not my intention to encourage anti-intellectualism. In the
book I make much use of the notion of unintended consequences, and
one of the unintended consequences of its reception has been that a few
have seen it — usually as misplaced criticism, occasionally as misplaced
praise — as giving license to people to avoid difficult or complex ideas
(apparently not recognizing that the book itself would have been
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impossible without the prior existence of a difficult and complex litera-
ture). In a sense the book is an attempt to translate that literature into
a more comprehensible form. So to clarify: I certainly don’t think that
students need do no more than read this little book to have an adequate
grasp of the field; I certainly don’t think that the way that I have written
it is the only worthwhile way to write; and I certainly don’t intend my
criticism of critical writing in the field to validate bluff, common-sense
empiricism or dismissive small-mindedness.

Nor has this been the only unintended consequence. As indicated
earlier, I originally intended this book to be in some way an alternative —
to the academic literature and to the textbooks — which might, I hoped,
appeal to students precisely because it tried to connect to and to articulate
what might be their own reservations about existing writings. But, as it
has turned out, it has been used in many places as the ‘official text’. Indeed
in some places students are assessed on its contents as if it were some kind
of repository of authorized knowledge. So occasionally I receive emails
from such students asking me, in effect, to answer the questions they have
been set (for the record, this is not a service I provide). For these students,
the book can hardly be seen as “alternative’. ’m obviously not complain-
ing about this — I'm actually rather flattered, I suppose — and anyway it
would make no difference even if I was. But it is an irony of which I am
all too well aware.

A different kind of irony lies in the development of the blog that,
since the publication of the third edition, accompanies this book [http://
author-chrisgrey.blogspot.co.uk/|. This was an idea of the publisher’,
and I was initially not very enthusiastic. It seemed unlikely that I would
be able to think of many interesting things to post or, knowing how
many millions of blogs languish unread, that anyone would be inter-
ested in it. In fact, it has attracted a lot of visits (22,000 as at February
2016) from a very wide range of countries, and has been fun to write.
like the discipline of writing short, hopefully punchy, pieces. And by
linking some of the themes in the book to current events and news
stories I’ve been able to identify new examples and illustrations of these
themes, some of which have found their way into this new edition. For
me, now, book and blog have become interrelated.

In terms of what is new in this edition (apart from most of this
Preface), this follows a similar pattern to how things have changed
across the previous editions. Chapters 1 to 4 are broadly the same as
before because they mainly set out a set of arguments, often related to
basic concepts within organization studies, and therefore they do not
really date. Thus in these chapters the new material takes the form of
an updating of examples and of references to reflect developments in
the three or four years since the last edition and changes in the way
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I think about them. Chapter 5 has changed rather more. In this chapter
I link organization studies and management to broad contours of con-
temporary economics and politics and necessarily this means that the
previous versions got dated. Thus in the 2008 second edition (which
was the first time there had been a chapter of this sort) this chapter
focused on things such as affluence and consumerism as well as the by
then looming financial crisis. By the time of the 2012 third edition, the
attention to affluence and consumerism seemed quite passé and the
chapter became much more concerned with the emergent landscape in
the aftermath of the financial crisis. This remains the landscape for the
chapter, but with considerable updating both of statistics quoted and
the way that the intervening period has seen an intensification of
economic and employment insecurity.

It is worth saying something about dates here because the lead times
on book publication are quite long, so that when I say that the 2008 edi-
tion referred to the then looming financial crisis, what I really mean is
that it was looming when I was drafting the text back in 2007. Similarly,
the 2012 edition was already dated because it had been written very early
that year whereas the book was published in December. The same time
lag will apply to this edition, updated in the winter of 2015-16. This in
fact is one of the reasons why I see the blog as so intrinsic to the book,
as it does allow developments between editions to be addressed.

Despite all the changes to this and previous editions the guiding spirit
remains what it became in Dieppe in October 2003, once I’d unloaded my
luggage and discarded my worries: to contribute to the project of critique,
at the heart of which is a politics of transformation and emancipation.
And to convey my sense, angry but still optimistic, that such a politics is
possible. This politics ultimately calls for a re-evaluation of dominant
ideologies associated with unrestrained neo-liberal capitalism, instrumen-
tal rationality and managerialism. We are living through some dramatic
events, but to say so does not imply the detached voice of an observer
because it is a time of much suffering. And within that suffering there is
much which relates to the study of organizations: unemployment, under-
employment, the erosion of welfare, the ever-more intrusive and stringent
demands made of those who are in work, the growing insecurity of the old
and the destruction of hope amongst the young, and the increasing sense
of interlinked crises in global finance, economics and politics. But what
does mainstream organization studies have to say about these things?
Virtually nothing. It is depressing that the previous few sentences remain
unchanged from the preface to the last edition. Yet that this is so leads me
to hope that this book still has a role and that, despite its having been in
some ways institutionalized, it still has for some readers the capacity to
offer a different kind of way of studying organizations.



