Assignment Guide for Chapter 16

Assess the relationship between the work of Max Weber and Michel Foucault in their approaches to organization.

This is a type of question we might describe as ‘how much has changed, how much has stayed the same?’. The task is to examine the writings of two very different theorists, living a generation or two apart (Weber died in 1920; Foucault’s work became hugely influential from the late 1970s onwards). It is another implicit ‘compare and contrast’ invitation, but one complicated by the passing of time between the two bodies of theory. 

Several strategies are available. One would be to tell a fairly straightforward story about the development of organizations and organization theory, within which you locate first Weber (among those who observed the emergence of bureaucracies and their relationship with the democratic systems they are supposed to administer) and then later Foucault (among those who have been concerned to document and theorize the consolidation of surveillance in modern societies). This has the benefit of having an obvious structure (chronology) and the drawback of not directly addressing the question other than in passing. To produce a good essay you would need to insert periodic linking sentences between thinkers, moving forward or backward in time to make comparisons. This can be effective, but is more difficult to manage.

A second option is to focus only on the two thinkers specified and write the ‘two shopping lists’ kind of essay in which you set out the key ideas or propositions associated with each before then attempting some evaluation of which of these are common to both Weber and Foucault. The text is helpful in doing this. Weber’s ideal-type bureaucracy is set out on pages 640–1. Interestingly, it was Weber’s very belief in the superiority of bureaucracy as an organizational form that made him so pessimistic about the prospects for democratic systems and individual freedom. His critics have attacked not necessarily his pessimism but his analysis of bureaucracy as universally applicable. There are good sections on the persistence of informal behaviour in organizations and the potential ‘dysfunctions’ within bureaucracies (pages 641–3).

The treatment of Foucault starts on page 647 and is worth reading in conjunction with the textbox on the computerization of the workplace (pages 667–8). There is a good clue here for more ambitious students looking for continuity in organization theory. Foucault is far more interested in the control of time and space within physical settings than Weber, but this does not make him wholly original, as Goffman had dealt with these themes earlier. Nor did Foucault invent the concept of the ‘Panoptican’; instead, he was concerned to show how Jeremy Bentham’s prototype design has been influential in the modern penal system.

The two theorists are brought together well on pages 64–51 during the discussion of surveillance. Weber saw this as relying largely on procedures, written rules and the construction of files, each containing different types of information. This has been hugely influential – files and folders are still the concepts we use to discuss data held on computers. Foucault’s surveillance is far more concerned with disciplining the body, either through imprisoning it and punishing it, or legislating for what behaviours it may enjoy. In this sense Foucault too may be accused of overestimating the potential for such strategies to succeed and therefore being overly gloomy about the prospects for individual freedom.

