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Abstract

In this paper we develop a conceptualisation of organizational decision-making as a
practice that is, necessarily, ethical. The paper starts with a discussion of the notion
of decision-making as it relates to organizational rationality and the relationship
between management and control. Drawing on Derrida’s discussions of undecid-
ability and responsibility, we suggest that as well as being able to consider organi-
zational decision-making as an instance of (albeit bounded) rationality or
calculability, it can also be regarded as a process of choice amongst heterogenous
possibilities. On that basis, we follow Derrida in arguing that for a decision to be
considered an instance of responsible action it must be made with neither recourse
to knowledge of its outcome nor to the application of pre-ordained rules. Illustrating
our argument with a discussion of Eichmann’s ‘I was just following orders’ defence,
we suggest that rules for ethical decision making, rather than ensuring ethical
outcomes, can work to insulate organizations from moral responsibility. We con-
clude with a discussion of ethics and democracy in relation to responsible decision
making in organizations.

Introduction

In recent years there has been a relatively small but burgeoning approach to
the study of business ethics that is particularly critical of the way that ethics
can be collapsed by organizations into systems of rules, codes or administrative
procedures (eg Desmond, 1998; Letiche, 1998; Munro, 1998; Parker, 2002;
Roberts, 2003; Clegg and Rhodes, 2006). Such thinking radically questions the
condition where ‘the means-end rationalization that ends in the practice now
known as business ethics [. . .] seems to be destroying the very possibility of
ethics itself’ (Parker, 1998: 289). The implication is that ethics and codes or
laws cannot be equated with one another (Letiche, 1998) and that ethics is best
considered in terms of the way that organizations are sites for ethical difficul-
ties, dilemmas and deliberations (Roberts, 2003; Clegg and Rhodes, 2006). In
seeking to draw on, and contribute to, such conceptualisations of ethics, we
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examine decision-making in organizations from the perspective of non-rule
based and non-calculable ethics – an ethics that involves freedom.

In organization theory and sociology, it is perhaps Parker (1998; 2002; see
also Jones, 2003a) who has done most to bring what he calls a ‘postmodern’ or
‘post-foundational’ ethics to bear on a consideration of managerial decision
making. Parker questions the assumption that ‘the management decision-
maker collects the evidence, models a set of algorithms, and then takes a
decision on what actions should be taken’ (Parker, 2002: 97). For him, the idea
of rational decision-making suggests that decisions ‘happen when we bring out
the machinery of judgment’ (p. 109) and further, that ‘the machinery provides
some kind of rule that allows for the possibility of things being different’ (p.
110). Parker suggests rhetorically that ‘if ethics is merely an equation that
produces a certain result with certain kinds of data then why should we bother
to make such a fuss about it?’ The reason, he suggests, is that such a conception
of ethics enables one to manage oneself and others ‘without getting bogged
down in the angst of endless words’ (2002: 111). Parker well knows, however,
‘that hiding behind bureaucratic codes and laws generated about modern
conceptions of the ethical is often not conducive to thinking about the wider,
looser, madder conceptions of cruelty and justice’ (Parker, 1998: 294).

What we do in this paper is, first, to consider the history of decision-making
in order to understand why decision-making in organization came to be seen
as being a rational and mechanical process in the first place. We trace this
approach back to Descartes (1641), seeing it develop subsequently through
Adam Smith (1776) and then through the modern management ideas of
Taylor (1911) and Fayol (1949). We also examine how, in more recent times,
idealizations of purely rational decisions have been tempered by a consider-
ation of the bounded rationality of decision-making. In providing a critique of
the dominant conception of rational decision-making, we then follow Derrida
(1992, 1995, 1996) in conceptualising ethical organizational decision-making
using the idea of undecidability – a condition where a decision does not
concern the application of a calculable rationality but a political and ethical
responsibility (Derrida, 1996). Only where situations prevail in which the
outcomes of the decision can never be certain (Derrida, 1992) is such respon-
sibility present. To exemplify our discussion with a practical, yet extreme,
example we turn to the infamous case of Adolf Eichmann’s claim to have been
‘just following orders’ in his involvement with the Holocaust. This example
serves to dramatically represent how appealing to rule governed decision
making as the basis for self-justification can indeed mark the flight from moral
responsibility. We end the paper by addressing the implications of our discus-
sions for the management of organizations.

The primary contribution of this paper is the development of a theorization
of the ethics of ambivalence in relation to decision-making, and a consider-
ation of the implications of this for ethics in organizations. Our point is to
stress that to be considered ethical, organizational decision-making must be
something beyond ‘the programmable application or unfolding of a calculable

Stewart Clegg et al.

394 © 2007 The Authors. Journal compilation © 2007 The Editorial Board of The Sociological Review



process’ (Derrida, 1992: 24). On that basis we argue that management’s task in
relation to ethics is one of enhancing and maintaining structures that under-
stand undecidability as opportunities and responsibilities (rather than as
threats and fears) and that actively foster a collective and democratic decision-
making ethos. In making this contribution the paper also seeks to extend the
already established ways in which Derrida’s work has been fruitfully drawn on
to inform the study of organizations by bringing it to bear on ethics and
decision making.1

Since Cooper’s (1989) seminal article on the (then largely potential) contri-
bution of Derrida to the study of organizations, the possibilities of drawing on
Derridean ideas and theories have been employed productively and exten-
sively to enhance the field. Focusing largely on Derrida’s identification with the
practice of ‘deconstruction’, the bulk of this work has focused on deconstruct-
ing organizational research, management concepts, and language used in orga-
nizational settings (see Jones, 2003b for a detailed review and critique). The
unifying feature of such developments stems from the idea that deconstruction
is a means radically to question and destabilize taken for granted hierarchies of
concepts such as organization/disorganization, culture/nature, order/chaos,
male/female and so forth.As Kallinikos and Cooper (1996) put it, the purposes
of deconstructive critique are ‘to disclose the covert operations by means of
which the inherent undecidability of life and work is repressed and through
which certainty is constructed’ (p. 5). Far from being a ‘mere’ theoretical
exercise, deconstruction is conceptualised as critically subversive activity that
has the objective to change and intervene in reality (see Fox, 1996).

While deconstruction has been used widely in organization studies, both as a
method and as a mode of critique, less attention has been paid to realising the
value of Derrida’s later work,especially that on ethics and responsibility (Jones,
2003b; for a rare exception see Jones, 2003a). Thus, in extending Derrida’s
purview in the study of organizations, here we turn our attention to his (1992,
1995) discussions of ethics, responsibility and decision making and relate them
to the functions of organizing and the practice of management. Such a move is
not untimely, as Parker (2002) has recently commented, given that when the
philosophy of ethics is invoked in discussions of business, management and
ethics, it is most often done in relation to the ‘classics of the analytic canon, and
it is rare to find references to twentieth century “continental” philosophy’
(Parker, 2002: 96; see also Jones, Parker and ten Bos, 2005).We shall begin with
some slightly older philosophy, however, because a part of our argument
concerns exposing the roots of the philosophies that are taken for granted in
contemporary accounts of management and organization theory.

Rationality, decision-making and organizations

While the importance of the division of labour is a folk-tale that stretches back
at least to Adam Smith (1723–1790), with his praise for the rationally divided
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pin-factory and its labours in The Wealth of Nations (1776/1961), the stress on
the importance of division in execution dates back at least to Descartes (1596–
1650). Take Descartes’ reflections on architecture as a sample:

One of the first things I thought it well to consider was that as a rule there
is not such great perfection in works composed of several parts, and pro-
ceeding from the hands of various artists, as in those on which one man has
worked alone.Thus we see buildings undertaken and carried out by a single
architect are generally more seemly and better arranged than those that
several hands have sought to adept, making use of old walls that were built
for other purposes. Again, those ancient cities which were originally mere
boroughs, and have become large towns in process of time, are as a rule
badly laid out, as compared with those towns of regular pattern that are laid
out by a designer on an open plain to suit his fancy; while the buildings
severally considered are often equal or superior artistically to those in
planned towns, yet, in view of their arrangement – here a large one, there a
small – and the way they make the streets twisted and irregular, one would
say that it was chance that placed them so, not the will of men who had the
use of reason (Descartes, 1641/1954: 15)

Descartes’ architect ideally sits down in a chamber and starts his work ‘from
scratch’, planning every mark carefully. The mind plans, whereas the body, the
merely extended, passive and inert material, acts according to this plan.
Indeed, the dominance of structure as an organizing metaphor for organiza-
tions, places architecture (as the designing and building of structures) in a
direct relationship with how we continue to understand organizations. Des-
cartes’ architect is the rational planner of buildings and cities while the
manager became the rational planner of work processes and organizations.
The workers use their bodies to implement the higher plans of the mind. By
corollary the modern manager is a ‘man’ who has the use of reason, who leaves
little to chance in structuring the optimal arrangements for work.

The modern management theorist Henri Fayol (1949) proposed that ‘the
soundness and good working order of the body corporate depend on a certain
number of conditions termed indiscriminately, principles, laws, rules’ (p. 181).
Such principles relate to that unity of direction and command centrally pro-
mulgated by management to and for a subordinated, divided, and disciplined
workforce. These centralised management principles are not to be taken as
authoritarian but as authoritative in source. They derive not from managerial
fiat or the social fact of capital ownership but they belong ‘to the natural order;
this turns on the fact that in every organism, animal or social, sensations
converge towards the brain or directive part, and from the brain or directive
part orders are sent out which set parts of the organism in movement’ (Fayol,
1949: 193).

Fayol’s ‘body corporate’ – the members of the organization – is conceived
as if it were a body of limbs and organs controlled and directed by the singular
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managerial brain. In practice, however, the metaphoricality of such language
becomes troublingly literal, as, for example, when a desperate Henry Ford
asked why he always got stuck with the whole person rather than with a pair
of hands. Hands were what he hired but troublesome bodies with querulous
minds were what he so often got, despite the best work of Pinkerton’s and
other agencies that sought to screen out troublemakers and those morally
unfit and insufficiently temperate in their habits for the five dollars a day
regime on Ford’s line. The metaphorical body corporate easily reduces the
literal body of the worker to be treated only as exemplary if s/he behaves as a
puppet to the commands issued through the managerial pulling of strings (ten
Bos and Rhodes, 2003).

Fayol and Ford were not unusual. Their sentiments were shared by that
father of modern management, Frederick Winslow Taylor, when he insisted
that ‘all of the planning which under the old system was done by the workman,
as a result of his personal experience, must out of necessity under the new
system be done by management’ (Taylorm, 1967/1911: 38). Here decision-
making is taken to be the domain of the superior intellect of the manager such
that he (usually) can deploy a scientific rationality in order to find the infa-
mous ‘one best way’ proposed by Taylor’s approach. As Taylor (1967/1911: 59)
so famously wrote of one of his favourite workers:

Now one of the very first requirements for a man who is fit to handle pig
iron as a regular occupation is that he shall be so stupid and so phlegmatic
that he more nearly resembles in his mental make-up the ox than any other
type [. . .] the workman who is best suited to handling pig iron is unable to
understand the real science of doing this class of work. He is so stupid that
the word ‘percentage’ has no meaning to him, and he must consequently be
trained by a man more intelligent than himself into the habit of working in
accordance with the laws of this science before he can be successful.

Indeed, by defining workers as brainless and unthinking hands following
orders determined elsewhere, the notion of decision-making became both
elitist and rational. Rational in that it must lead to optimum decisions because
it is based on superior intelligence. Rational also in that it applies scientific
method, the hallmark of superior intelligence, in order to result in the optimal
achievement of desired organizational ends.The divorce between decision and
execution, and its echoing of the Cartesian mind/body dualism, has been a
central tenet of management science, such that employees are best regarded as
being reflexive automata whose routines are attuned to following rules and
processes rationally decided by others (ten Bos and Rhodes, 2003.) Usually,
the model of decision-making is described as a perfectly well organized, ratio-
nal and logical process. Problems are defined, the relevant information is
analysed, possible solutions are generated, and the optimal solution is decided
upon and implemented. Quality management as embodied in Deming’s ‘plan-
do-check-act’ (PDCA) cycle is an excellent example of how this is done in
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many contemporary organizations (see Deming, 2000). The problem of recal-
citrant hands is solved by turning them into disciplined and reflexive exten-
sions of the corporate mind, able to exercise discretion, but in corporately
prescribed ways.

Decision-making and uncertainty

Although still in powerful circulation in today’s organizations, the model of
managerial decision-making discussed above has been challenged from
various sides in management and organization theory. Almost half a century
ago, March and Simon (1958) doubted whether decision makers really look for
optimal solutions; rather, they suggested, they look for ‘satisficing’ solutions.
On account of the limited capacity of human information processing no one
could really consider all solutions and then decide which one was the best one.
However, top managers, because of their wide experiences, have a raft of
comparable cases to draw on for most decision-situations, and on are able to
be rational within the bounds of their own experiences. Further, a careful
analysis of all available information would be impossibly time-consuming
given that time is a scare resource, and motivation to use it in endless reflection
and search even more limited. Facing the ‘bounded rationality’ of human
beings, Simon and March found that decision-makers work under constraints
that make optimal decisions impossible and satisfactory decisions workable.

Cohen, March and Olsen (1972) pushed March and Simon’s critique one
step further announcing that the decision-making process in organizations is
organized according to the logic of what they call the garbage can. As they
argue provocatively, decisions are made when solutions, problems, participants
and choices flow around and coincide at a certain point. Like garbage in a can
these adjacencies are often purely random: yesterday’s papers end up stuck to
today’s dirty kleenex just as downsizing attaches itself to profit-forecasts.
Starbuck (1983) took this thinking further when he argued that, instead of
making rational decisions about how to solve problems, organizations spend
most of their time generating problems to which they already have the solu-
tions. Organizational decision-making processes are not really rational but
follow the concept of ‘muddling through’ (Lindblom, 1959) as organizations
follow the sense of things that they made in the past as they try and make sense
of the here-and-now while they imagine their future (Weick, 1969).

As valuable and thought provoking as the critique of the rational decision-
making process is, it still remains captured by a singular logic of rationality.
While the critics see the limits of rational decision-making they still use it,
albeit creatively, rather than disrupt its logic. Indeed such models suggest that
while full rationality is not possible, it is still an ‘ideal type’ model against
which real decision-making can be judged. For instance, March and Simon’s
critique still hangs on the idea of an optimal decision, but, due to human
inabilities and incapacities, this ideal model remains unreachable – a holy grail
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– for which a more immediate, yet sub-optimal, substitute is found. We live
with bounded rationality but always in anticipation that it will turn out to have
been really rational after all.

Decision-making under undecidability

As we have been arguing, the ways that decision-making in organizations is
commonly understood rests on the presumption that an ideal type of decision
exists, based on a thorough knowledge of the facts and the application of a
calculable rationality, either in fact or in approximation.What we now explore
is how the dominance of this rationality fails to account both for the nature of
decision-making and for the way that people do, or do not, take responsibility
for it.

To begin addressing our concerns we consider an alternative understanding
of decision and responsibility based on Derrida’s (1992, 1995, 1996) notion of
‘undecidability’ and relate it to decisions in organizations. For Derrida, the
philosophical possibility of there being such a thing as a decision relies on a
prior condition, which he refers to as ‘undecidability’. Derrida suggests that in
order for a decision to be named as such it must involve some form of choice:
a real decision can be made only if one encounters different possibilities for
courses of action. Thus, decisions are not about the application of a heuristic
formula or calculation (eg Taylor’s scientific management methods, or Dem-
ing’s PDCA cycle) in order to assert or predict the outcome of a course of
action. To do this would be to make no decision at all as it would entail
following a pre-determined logic rather than choosing amongst competing
possibilities – it is representative not of ‘choice’ but of an ‘urge to order and
control our human experiences’ (Chia, 1996: 803). Thus, the application of a
heuristic process to define what to do is not really a process of decision-making
– it is better defined as the application of a calculable program, often sanc-
tioned by an organizational imprimatur. Conversely, for Derrida a true or free
decision is marked by different characteristics:

The instant of decision must remain heterogeneous to all knowledge as
such, to all theoretical or reportive determination, even if it may or must be
preceded by all science and conscience. The latter are unable to determine
the leap of decision without transforming it into the irresponsible applica-
tion of a program, hence without depriving it of what makes it a sovereign
and free decision (Derrida, 1997: 219)

Derrida’s point here is that the application of rational calculation is not
sufficient for a course of action to be considered responsible. If a decision is
made simply by applying a system of rules to a set of data, then there is no real
decision – only the following of a particular program (see Jones, 2003a). Thus,
regardless of the possible rational calculations, the instant that a decision is
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made ‘must be heterogeneous to the accumulation of knowledge . . . not only
must the person taking the decision not know everything . . . the decision, if
there is to be one, must advance towards a future which is not known, which
cannot be anticipated’ (Derrida, 1994: 37). The implication is that ‘ethics and
responsibility do not involve perfect and clear knowledge and absence of [. . .]
decision-making difficulties, but are themselves emergent in and even defined
by the experience of double-binds [. . .] For Derrida, responsibility and ethics
necessarily involve working with ‘undecidability’ (Jones, 2004: 53).

The up-shot of Derrida’s discussion is that while organizational decisions
may occur within the context of rationally oriented rules they cannot be
reduced to the application of these if they are to be regarded as truly respon-
sible decisions.As he states: a ‘decision that didn’t go through the ordeal of the
undecidable would not be a free decision, it would only be the application or
unfolding of a calculable process’ (Derrida, 1992: 24). A calculable process of
rationality, such as a pre-ordained organizational process of decision making,
is radically opposed to what Derrida sees as the essence of decision. Instead,
Derrida ties decision-making closely to democratic notions of choice and
freedom, where each case in which a decision is to be made ‘is other, each
decision is different and requires an absolutely unique interpretation, which
no existing, coded rule can or ought to guarantee absolutely’ (Derrida, 1992:
23). What he is seeking is a practice of decision-making in which the comfort
of rule following is eschewed, and where the grooves of habit are not cut so
deep that one always stays in their tracks.2 Indeed, the rationality of their
seeming to be ‘only one possible choice would make a joke of the very notion
of choice’ (Laclau, 1996: 59). A decision involves the person being moved,
temporally, into the ‘unknowability of the future’ (Derrida, 1994) – it is a
double-bind involving a conflict between demands and an experience of not
knowing what to do (Jones, 2004), in which both explicit and habituated rules
need not be followed.

Derrida’s theorization of undecidability contests the very heart of decision
making in organization as it is framed in relation to rationality. Indeed, for
Derrida true decision making can never be premised on rationality; following
Kierkegaard (1985, 1992) Derrida (1992) proposes that ‘the instant of decision
is madness’ (p. 26) because it must always interrupt the cognitive and rational
deliberation which precedes it. For Derrida, such interruption occurs when the
urgent and sudden moment of decision has passed through the ‘ordeal of the
undecidable’. This is not just a dialectical choice between pre-determined
options – ‘the undecidable is not merely the oscillation or the tension between
two decisions; it is the experience of that which, though heterogeneous, foreign
to the order of the calculable and the rule, is still obliged – it is of obligation
that we must speak – to give itself up to the impossible decision, while taking
account of law and rules’ (Derrida, 1992: 24). This impossibility is borne out of
the radical difference between decisions and rules such that a decision must be
grounded in its own singularity – there is a direct contrast here between the
‘universality of the rule and the singularity of the decision’ (Laclau, 1996: 53).
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In terms of our focus on conceptualizing organizational decision making as
a necessarily ethical practice, it is critical to note that Derrida sees decision-
making as irretrievably implicated with issues of personal responsibility and
ethics. The issue here is that the ethical responsibilities attendant on relations
of power always involve decisions; so, when the author of some organizational
action seeks to pass them off as structurally determined, then the abdication
of ethical responsibility is usually a trick to deceive just consideration of
the choices that have, in fact, implicitly been made (see Lukes, 1974). As
Bennington (2000) summarizes:

Ethics begins where the case does not exactly correspond to any rule, and
where the decision has to be taken without subsumption.A decision worthy
of its name thus takes place in a situation of radical indecision or of
undecidability of the case in question in terms of any rules for judging it
(p. 15)

Similarly, organizational decision-making is an ethical act as much as a prac-
tical or rational one because it involves a choice that cannot be justified by a
pre-determined calculus – as Derrida (1992) suggests the decision is a
‘moment of madness’.

The madness of rationality . . .

After the Second World War, Adolf Eichmann, SS Lieutenant-Colonel and
chief of the Gestapo’s ‘Jewish Office’, escaped capture and lived in Germany
for five years before moving to Argentina, where he lived under an alias for
another ten years. Israeli agents finally captured him in 1960. Following his
capture he was put to trial in Jerusalem for ‘crimes against humanity’ for his
role in the ‘final solution of the Jewish question’. In her now famous account
of Eichmann’s trial, Hannah Arendt (1963/1994) observed that Eichmann
presented himself as an ambitious careerist bureaucrat, who, in his own
famous words was ‘just following orders’.Although he was subsequently found
guilty and executed, his defence was important because it posed the question
of the extent to which a person who is obedient to organizationally legitimate
authority and rule-based rationality can be held accountable as an individual
for what they do.

As Arendt reports, what was profoundly disturbing about Eichmann’s trial
was that despite knowing that ‘it would have been very comforting indeed to
believe that Eichmann was a monster [. . .] the trouble with Eichmann was
precisely that so many were like him, and that the many were neither per-
verted nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly
normal’ (Arendt, 1963/1994: 276). What is terrible about normality is the
suggestion that it offers no guarantees for ethicality: ethics is not about being
‘normal’ in the sense of doing what is expected, whether out of a sense of
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convenience, laziness, duty, fear of reprisal, convention – or rule following.
Such a view merely displaces ethics from the subject to an organizational or
other culture which defines what is ‘normal’. Ethics relates to a form of action
that involves a rejection of such normality. For Arendt, Eichmann exemplifies
‘the lesson that this long course of human wickedness had taught us – the
lesson of the fearsome, word-and-thought defying banality of evil’ (Arendt,
1963/1994: 252, italics in original). It is in this sense that evil, the very antithesis
of an ethical good, is characterized in relation to a lack of independence or
imagination.

In the context of an enquiry into the nature of the holocaust, the renowned
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (1989) has questioned in detail the ethical con-
tours of obedience to rules. Bauman’s answer is most interesting for manage-
ment scholars: essentially, he points out that many of the normal features of
organization contribute to the conditions which make ethically dubious
actions organizationally easy to produce, irrespective of the horror being
visited, or damage done. At the heart of the moral question is the interpen-
etration of power and ethics: why do ordinary people in organizations do
ethically bad things when asked to do so – what aspects of organization make
obedience through unethical decision or non-decision-making feasible? The
holocaust is an extreme, and cautionary, case in point. As Munro (1998) notes
‘for Bauman, the Holocaust should not be dismissed as an inexplicable, never-
to-be repeated, one off event. On the contrary, all the conditions of its pos-
sibility are already to be found in social matters, like well developed admin-
istrative procedures’ (Munro, 1998: 203). It is such procedures which subvert
undecidability in action.

What unites Derrida’s discussion of undecidability and Bauman’s critique
of rationality is the view that ethics ‘cannot be captured in laws [. . . and is . . .]
radically linked to direct person-to-person interactions’ (Letiche, 1998: 148).
Such a view of ethics originates from Emmanuel Levinas (1991a, 1991b) who
was a source of inspiration for both Derrida’s philosophy and Bauman’s
sociology. For Levinas, ethics originate in face-to-face interaction where the
self comes into contact with another – represented as the other. This interac-
tion, however, is not one of rational knowledge but of engagement with
difference and the ontological primacy of the other. As Levinas (1991b: 42)
describes, if comprehension, intelligence and knowledge are a ‘way of
approaching the known’ such that ‘its alterity with regard to the knowing being
vanishes’ (Levinas, 1991b: 42), then a recognition of the other places it outside
such knowledge systems and into the realm of ethics. Ethics starts with a
responsibility to the other as a person rather than being based on knowing the
other in terms of one’s own categories and systems of thought. It is an ethics
that is a matter of affect and sensibility rather than one of knowledge: ‘Knowl-
edge would be the suppression of the other by the grasp, or by the hold, or by
the vision that grasps before the grasp’ (p. 302). By implication, the ethics of
decision making in organizations too is something that cannot be premised on
calculation, but rather must begin with a concern for and care for others.
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What the case of the Holocaust places in extreme focus is how organiza-
tional rationality and knowledge can preclude ethics (viz. undecidability) in
decision-making. Kelman (1973) suggests that three organizational attributes,
at a minimum, make it easier to deal prejudicially with other people (i.e. to
disregard their alterity, and to abscond from one’s ethical responsibility to
them as concrete others):

• When the organizational action is authorized
• When the actions that enact it are routinized
• When those who are the victims of the action are dehumanised by ideo-

logical definitions and indoctrination.

Each one of these strategies of power involves the application of rules as a
means of silencing ethical deliberation and affect. Let us deal with authoriza-
tion first, a fundamental tenet of Weber’s (1978) definition of modern bureau-
cratic organizations. What does authority mean? One version of authority
would bathe it in a warm glow of legitimated, rightful and righteous domina-
tion. For those who are subject to it, authority appears most simply as that to
which obedience is owed. We obey authority: authority is exercised when
others obey it – for in its defiance it ceases to be authority. So, all the mecha-
nisms that produce active consent on the part of the ruled are essential to
authority and obedience. Active consent is premised on the ‘demand to obey
commands of the superiors to the exclusion of all other stimuli for action, to
put the devotion to the welfare of the organization, as defined in the com-
mands of superiors, above all devotions and commitments’ (Bauman, 1989:
21). Bauman even suggests that, for some, indeed many organizations, such
dedication to organizational service is often regarded as a moral virtue. Eich-
mann appears to agree: in his trial he ‘declared with great emphasis that he had
lived his whole life according to Kant’s ethical precepts, and especially accord-
ing to a Kantian definition of duty’ (Arendt, 1963/1994: 135–6) which he
interpreted to mean ‘act as if the principle of your actions were the same as
that of the legislator or the law of the land’ (p. 136). Eichmann’s self pro-
claimed virtuousness concerned a ‘Third Reich categorical imperative’ that
read ‘act is such a way that the Führer, if he knew your action, would approve
it’ (p. 136). Replace the word Führer with CEO, and the implications for
authority in contemporary organizations should both alert and alarm us in any
situation where there might be grounds for doubt concerning the goodness of
the institutions that guide the execution of corporate action, the ethicality of
the discourses in play, or the rectitude of the actors concerned.

Doing routinized organization work is often tedious, boring and repetitive:
filling in forms, entering data, assembling strategies and participating in meet-
ings, doing things according to the rules. The outcomes of this ceaseless round
of activity are frequently quite remote from the conceptions of the people
performing the mundane tasks. Most organizational members are in the
middle of organizational chains whose links are not always clear.Their actions
are mediative and mediated.They perform tasks for others and others perform
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tasks for them; the tasks are just a part of an endless and often very partial
gestalt seen only partially in any round of action. People are not always aware
of the consequences for others of that which they do and do not do: after all,
most of the time, they are just doing what they are told – shred those files, write
those cheques, despatch those troops, maintain those train schedules. Routines
numb, habituate and occlude ethical consciousness.

The greater the psychic and physical distance between what a people do
and their ultimate effects on others, the easier it is to do that thing without
ethical quandary – those people affected are dehumanized by being ‘de-
othered’. Long chains of functional dependencies insulate you from ethical
consequences and a consideration for others – as Eichmann argued and
modern functionaries in high-technology warfare would no doubt agree. The
Nazi’s realized this well: at their most efficient they turned the concentration
camps into crude killing machines where willing victims, desiring a shower
after a long journey, were serviced by sanitation officers who simply poured in
chemicals developed by scientists in laboratories elsewhere.

In such an authorized, routinized and dehumanized organizational setting,
responsibility is cast as being a technical rather than an ethical matter.
However, ‘technical responsibility differs from moral responsibility in that it
forgets that the action is a means to something other than itself . . . the result
is the irrelevance of moral standards for the technical success of the bureau-
cratic operation’ (Bauman, 1989: 101). When technique is paramount then
action becomes purely a question of technical accountability – the use of
means to achieve given ends. For instance, as a master of logistics Eichmann
was enormously proud of his achievements in the complex scheduling of
trains, camps and death (Arendt, 1963/1994).

If organizational power consists of configuring social relations such that
others will likely do what has been decided elsewhere, then the successful
achievement of the exercise of such power would render those others only
technically accountable and responsible for their actions, and without ethical
responsibility to other people. It would have the profound effect of relieving
them of moral doubt – if they are authorized to do something and given targets
to achieve by superordinates working to guiding strategies and plans, then,
surely, obedience is appropriate and authority should be served? As we dis-
cussed earlier, however, it is this doubt, this undecidability, which is the very
condition of ethically responsible decision making. Stressing undecidability
and attesting to the limits of calculability opens the field of decision-making to
ethico-political considerations, says Derrida (1988: 116) where, if decisions
were regarded as the following of a pre-established program ‘nothing would
be more irresponsible and more totalitarian’ (Derrida, cited in Raffoul, 1998).
Indeed, if a decision did not undergo the ordeal of undecidability there would
be no space for ethical or political responsibility (Derrida, 1996). Undecidabil-
ity is best regarded as a form of specificity that is not capable of being
generalised as a rule, such that following rules would mean not passing
through undecidability, and thus, as we have seen, ends up being void of
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responsibility (Derrida, 1995). In relation to organizations the implications are
significant – the authoritative application of rules and calculations, when seen
as the primary site of responsible decision making, render those decisions
irresponsible.

Facing up to responsibility

The issue that the holocaust alerts us to in relation to organizations is how the
complicity of mundane administrative procedures with human conduct creates
an ethical distance that effaces people from the effects of, and responsibility
for, their actions (Munro, 1998). Such organization is an active and rational
suppression of ethics:

The moral subject has been subjected to means-end analysis, parcelled out
as a set of problems to be solved, framed within organizational discourse in
relation to short-term goals of competitive advantage and customer satis-
faction. In ‘effacing the face’ the subject becomes a moral object, excluded
from the class of ‘beings’ and therefore capable of evaluation in terms of
technical or instrumental value (Desmond, 1998: 183).

Even more strongly, it can be suggested that ethics is a ‘manipulative rhetoric’
focused on getting employees to do the will of management (as inscribed in
the codes) rather than attending to ‘employees needs and points of view’
(Parker, 2002: 147) in any meaningful way. As Roberts has argued ‘corporate
responsibility will always depend upon people using their frail and vital sen-
tience and following the path that this assigns’ (Roberts, 2003: 263). Here
rationality and knowledge (while still of possible importance) can only be
regarded as secondary to ethics, and never as its source.3

Our discussion suggests management’s task in relation to ethics should be
one of enhancing and maintaining structures within which moral agents face,
understand and act within the conditions of undecidability. A lack of a prede-
termined ethics, rather than being resolved by codes or normalized conduct,
can be seen as an opportunity and responsibility (rather than as a threat and
source of fear) that actively fosters a more democratically responsible
decision-making process (see also Charan, 2001). Such democracy, however,
needs to take into account decision-making in terms of responsibility – that is
to ask both who gets to make the decisions and how and to whom one might
be responsible when making them.

The answer to such questions is frequently constituted by theorists of
‘corporate governance’ in a series of analogies with the political process
(Clarke, 2004). Democracy as we experience it is, above all, representational:
a government is typically seen as being held accountable by the voters on the
occasion of elections and, sometimes, the analogous idea of the shareholders
meeting being a similar forum is advanced. Here the executive board are
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regarded rather as the government, with the shareholders being seen as analo-
gous to the electors. But, the analogies are not apt. Electorates are based on
citizenship rights; shareholder meetings are based on proprietary rights. The
citizen’s privileges as a member of a state are clearly different to the share-
holder’s privileges as an owner of an in-principle entitlement to receive a
dividend from a corporation.

The question this begs of management is the extent to which dominant
relations (of ownership or political leadership or whatever) form the prime
means for that management to rationalise decision-making. Being in organi-
zations and doing things according to the conventional rule – such as share-
holder value, profit maximization, party loyalty, or discipline – is not a
sufficient account in justification of ethical responsibility to those who will, at
some time, hold the organization responsible, irrespective of the organization’s
preferences in the matter. Holding the organization accountable to dominant
interests, such as the Party, the Nation, or the Fuhrer (as in the extreme case of
Eichmann) and thus working according to rule, as the singular interest so
constituted defines it, is not a sufficient account to justify ethical responsibility.
Nevertheless, decisions cannot be made independently of organizational
power/knowledge regimes but rather must be made in relation to them –
following our argument, however, ethical decisions cannot be confined by such
regimes. In other words, principles of concordance with legitimate authority as
a rule for action, as either intuited or formally expressed, are an insufficient
basis to ensure ethical outcomes.

It is precisely the practical location of ethics within such authoritative
structures of domination that requires that ethics can wrestle agency from the
confines of structure. Structural determination, whatever the structure, can
only ever be the basis for an unreflective ethics. It is only by the insertion of
undecidability as a fissure in pre-calculated ethics that an ethics of responsi-
bility can emerge, an ethics that privileges rebuke. Derrida argues that the
‘indefinite right to the question, to criticism, to deconstruction’ is ‘the very
motif of democracy’ (Derrida, 1997: 105). It is the possibility and the duty for
democracy to de-limit itself and call ‘for its own critique . . . that admits the
fundamental revisability, and openness to challenge, of its own self-
understanding’ (Fritsch, 2002: 579).

It is in this sense that a democratic ethics entails the requirement of open-
ness to an unknowable future, to the undecidability of decision, and to the
plurality of possibilities that decision can entail. Indeed, because the ethics of
decisions are based in the fundamental undecidability of decision-making,
then formal acknowledgement of the plurality of interests and options, con-
tingent on their institutional representation in daily routines and reporting, at
least imposes the possibility of an ethical calling to account. Undecidability,
then is not an inderminancy, nor is it the ‘onset of passive nihilism and the end
of politics, as it is sometimes perceived to be, but is the condition of possibility
of a democratic politics worthy of its name’ (Jones, 2004: 52). In a world of
social relations increasingly dominated by organizations then there is urgent
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necessity for that democratic politics to be more widespread, organizationally,
and less ritualistic, politically.We need to embrace other ways of getting things
done than through hierarchy alone. In Fairtlough’s (2005) terms heterarchy
and responsible autonomy are needed in order to create spaces in which a
practice of ethics might develop.

An ethics of undecidability suggests that those accounts of business that
seek to ease moral anxiety or resolve moral indeterminacy through the insti-
tution of the rule or the norm should be exposed for what they are: an
unjustifiable and amoral fig leaf to cover a lack of human decency. In their
place there remains the possibility of an ethics that is prepared to embrace the
ordeal of undecidability and, in so doing, entertain the possibility of a future
that does not try to repeat the past. Without this the spectre of the banality of
bureaucratic evil and the possibility of its repetition will haunt organizations
of all kinds.
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Notes

1 We note here that Derrida’s work has been previously used to analyze the concept of decision
by Chia (1996). Conducting a ‘deconstructive analysis’ of decision making, Chia concludes that
‘[d]ecision is not so much about “choice” as about the primordial urge to order and control our
human experiences’ (p. 803). While this may be the case in terms of how decision making has
been understood in certain areas of management theory, we contest that the concept of decision
itself is necessarily bound by such a premature conclusion. Indeed, as we explore in this paper
in some detail, Derrida’s own discussions of decision making (eg 1992, 1995, 1997), many of
which were published after Chia’s paper, appear quite contrary to Chia’s conclusions.

2 Mead’s (1938) conception of habit is discernible behind March and Simon’s (1958) notion of
rationality being bounded. The bounds are what Mead referred to as ‘habit’.

3 Given our argument about the non-equal relationship between rules and ethics, it is noteworthy
that contemporary management practice has long focused on distancing itself from formalized
rule-based approaches. Indeed, in an era of ‘post-bureaucratisation’ many organizations stress
‘autonomy, responsibility and freedom/obligation of individuals to actively make choices for
themselves’ (du Gay, 2004: 41). While, at face value, this may appear to be similar to the forms
of ethical responsibility previously discussed, it is important to note that a post-bureaucratic
notion of responsibility is one closely circumscribed by notions of enterprise, economic ratio-
nality, free-market principles and individuality conceiving of individual responsibility primarily
in terms of ‘financial accountability’ (du Gay, 2004: 176). Insofar as one is ‘free’, one’s liberty to
make decisions is confined within these bounds. So, while such approaches to management seek
to critique and replace bureaucratic rationality with one that is entrepreneurial, attendant to
both populist and philosophical criticisms of ‘the road to serfdom’ (Hayek, 1944) in the name of
‘freedom’, the result is the domination of a set of values in which market economics are the basis
of moral and social normalcy. Hence, while market norms and culture may replace the formal
habits of bureaucratic rules and policies, organizational control of ethics through pre-ordained
codifications remains unchanged – it is just that the code has changed. A shift from formal rules
to market norms still suggests that a pre-calculated rationality ought to govern decision-making.
Given our discussion of undecidability, however, we contend that the dominance of widely
accepted norms would still revoke the possibility of a responsible decision because it would still
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institute habit through custom – rather than rule. The type of neo-liberal managerialism that
eschews rules in favour of entrepreneurial post-bureaucracy cannot be confused with the type
of responsibility that we have been discussing. Indeed, that such approaches seek to replace
formal rules with a more governmental approach to organizational conduct, the change viz.
responsibility is merely replacing one form of normalcy with another (albeit less formalized)
one. Contrary to both of these cases, undecidability as a necessary condition of responsible
organizational decision-making suggests, specifically, that normalcy, as an unthinking applica-
tion of a pre-ordained mode of being and doing, is precisely what precludes responsibility. It is
thus the case that in both bureaucratic and post-bureaucratic modes management can desen-
sitizes an organization’s members from awareness of undecidability – it is just that it does so
through different means. Rather than moving from custom to law the polarity is reversed and
proclaimed as freedom.
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