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Contesting Technocratic Managerialism

Frank Stilwell is Professor of Political Economy at the University of Sydney. He is known for the social perspective that he brings to the study of economics, and in this article he unveils the severe shortcomings of technocratic managerialism with its language of science and economics. 

We tend to meet any new situation by reorganising; and a wonderful method it can be for creating the illusion of progress while producing confusion and demoralisation.



   Gaius Petronius Arbiter, AD 60

A

ll organisations have to be managed. The process can be participatory or authoritarian, sensitive or insensitive, effective or ineffective. What is distinctive about modern technocratic managerialism is its tendency to disregard human values beyond those that directly influence ‘the bottom line’. Such corporate managerialism confronts us daily in diverse forms – in the workplace, in accessing social security benefits, and in health and education services. It embodies distinctive interests and values, prescribing particular practices and proscribing others. It is part of a political economic system that, despite its promises of greater economic efficiency and material well-being, is adding to the problems of economic insecurity, economic inequality, and the fracturing of social cohesion.

Some would say this is just ‘business as usual’ for the capitalist system. The assertion of managerial prerogatives is the most obvious expression of the non-symmetrical relationship between capital and labour. Historically, it has been manifest in the adoption of time-and-motion study and other ‘scientific’ management, the use of machinery to dictate the pace of work (technical control) and diverse means of controlling employees through promotion procedures and career structures (bureaucratic control). The current Business School fashion for Human Resources Management is the latest ‘soft’ face of technocratic managerialism. All these management techniques fundamentally serve the same goals – maximum profits relative to labour costs.

What is perplexing is why technocratic managerialism has come to pervade the public sector and even the voluntary and community sector. This seems most clearly explicable in terms of the influence of so-called ‘economic rationalism’, which prioritises narrow economic criteria ahead of broader social goals for judging success. Whether ‘economic rationalism’ is rational is debatable. It is a viewpoint that is closely linked to the so-called corporate globalisation process. The commanding position enjoyed by multi-national corporations and international financial institutions has given rise to an increased concentration of economic power. These powerful institutions have vigorously promoted economic rationalist ideas that emphasise market freedoms. Their acceptance by bureaucrats and governments has led to important changes in the role of the state in many capitalist countries and this has paved the way for technocratic managerialism to be applied in the public sector as well as in the private sector.

Contemporary corporate managerialism can be interpreted in this context, not just as ‘business as usual’ for capitalism, but as a set of practices designed to integrate workers/citizens into these processes of global economic restructuring. These practices are a key part of the ( process of habituating the victims of structural economic change into acceptance of its necessity and desirability. All of this underpins the vigorous reassertion of managerial prerogatives.

Downsizing – the dominant corporate managerial fashion of the last decade – is a particular case in point.  It has its own logic applied to the public sector as well as to business enterprises. In the public sector we must always use our collective resources wisely; the legitimacy of the system of taxation and public provision depends on it. Similarly, in voluntary agencies it is important to ensure the avoidance of waste and inefficiencies. If the opposite of downsizing is ‘feather bedding’, then it is hard to oppose downsizing in the name of efficient resource allocation. However, on closer examination this rationale for downsizing looks more shaky. First and foremost, it subordinates other social concerns to those that are narrowly economic. (One is reminded of the President of Brazil who once said, The economy is doing fine but the people aren’t!)  In practice, the ‘lean and mean’ rhetoric is largely a smoke-screen for corporate greed, and the outcome is more typically institutions that are ‘fat and mean’.

One result of all this is a growing inequality in the distribution of income. Remuneration packages for chief executives have grown to bizarre proportions while, on the other hand, there has been a significant expansion of jobs with low or irregular pay. The proportion of people in part-time and casual work has risen sharply in the last two decades. This suits some people, but traps others in a situation of permanent insecurity; ‘flexibility’ is usually on employers’ terms.  The result of all this is a tendency towards the development of the sort of  ‘40:30:30’ society that journalist Will Hutton has described in the UK: approximately 40 per cent of the population are prospering from technological progress, structural economic change and current managerial practices, while 30 per cent are battling to retain some sort of regular stake in the economy, and 30 per cent are more-or-less permanently marginalised from the mainstream of economic life. Technocratic managerialism, and downsizing in particular, is part of a broader process that constitutes, in effect, a renewal of the principles and practices of Social Darwinism: struggle for existence; and survival of the fittest.

What is the alternative? It would entail embracing policies that replace the climate of fear and insecurity in the workplace, and in society more generally, with more cooperative industrial relations and a more egalitarian income distribution. As I have argued in my latest book, nurturing, building and sharing could become the organising principles of economic life. This would be a reversal of the current technocratic managerial trend that emphasises surgery rather than massage, or dietary supplementation to heal the ailing economic patient. The alternative, to build on Australia’s potential comparative advantage in the pursuit of more balanced economic, social and ecological outcomes, would require more democratic and cooperative processes to shape our collective future. It is a big challenge.(
 [You can find Frank Stilwell’s latest book, Changing Track: Towards a New Political Economic Direction for Australia through Pluto Press. It was published in 2000]

