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Abstract
We review Jacques Ellul’s book The Technological Society to highlight ‘technique’ — the
book’s central phenomenon — and its theoretical relevance for organizational and institutional
theorists. Technique is defined as “the totality of methods rationally arrived at and having
absolute efficiency . . . in every field of human activity” in society (1964: xxv, italics added).
More than simply ‘machine technology’, technique involves the rational pursuit of standardized
means or practices for attaining predetermined results. What makes Ellul both unique and
relevant for organizational and institutional theorists is his historical analysis delineating the
characteristics of, and the processes through which, technique has evolved into an autonomic
and agentic force. We build on and mobilize Ellul’s analysis to explore two aims in this essay.
First, we aim to illuminate the process through which technique transforms values — a process
we describe as the mechanization of values in organizations and institutions. Second, we
identify the consequences of value mechanization for organizational scholarship. We discuss the
wider ramifications of Ellul’s work for management theory, practise, and education.
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In this essay, we review Jacques Ellul’s book The Technological Society to highlight ‘technique’
— the book’s central phenomenon — and its theoretical relevance for organizational and
institutional theorists. Technique is defined as “the totality of methods rationally arrived at and
having absolute efficiency . . . in every field of human activity” in society (1964: xxv, italics
added). More than simply ‘machine technology’, technique involves the rational pursuit of
standardized means or practices for attaining predetermined results. For instance, technique is
present when algorithms are designed to ‘optimize’ organizational routines by incorporating
performance targets that guide human actions toward greater efficiency (Glaser, 2017)!. For Ellul,
technique constitutes a mental phenomenon that is both separate from, but also essential for, the
application of machines. In fact, the machine “represents the ideal toward which technique
strives” (p. 4), just as technique transforms everything it touches “into a machine” (p. 4). What
makes Ellul both unique? and relevant for organizational and institutional theorists is his historical
analysis delineating the characteristics of, and the processes through which, technique has evolved
into an autonomic and agentic force. We build on and mobilize Ellul’s analysis to explore two
aims in this essay.

First, we aim to illuminate the process through which technique transforms values — a
process we describe as the mechanization of values in organizations and institutions. We draw on
the work of early institutionalists (especially Selznick, 1949, 1957) and other organizational
theorists (Simon, 1978; Thompson, 1967) to observe that value plurality is essential for making
social life possible (Kalberg, 1980; Selznick, 1992). However, technique induces a process that

undermines this plurality, such that technique takes “over the traditional values of every society
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! Further examples concern so-called ““third wave” economics”, which relies on “rapid-fire” data on retail prices,
job vacancies, labour shortages, or commodity prices to offer a real-time “electrocardiogram of the economy”
(Economist, 2021).

2 Very briefly, while Weber and Marx hold diametrically opposed political views, both share a substantial interest
in the problems associated with ‘man’ under bourgeois capitalism (Lowith, 2003). Weber elaborated on this
through the idea of ‘rationalization’, while key to Marx’s critique was the notion of ‘alienation’ (Lowith, 2003), the
latter itself being influenced by rationalization processes. Whereas both Weber and Marx acknowledge the role of
history in shaping the process of rationalization and alienation (and their outcomes), Ellul is much more interested
in illuminating the path that technique has taken to become a fully evolved phenomenon; that is, “the technical
phenomenon identical with the technical society” (p. xiii).



without exception, subverting and suppressing these values to produce at last a monolithic world
culture” (Translator’s note in Ellul, 1964: 8). In so doing, technique reinforces formal rationality,
or “means-end rational calculations based on universally applied laws, rules, or regulations”
(Kalberg, 1980: 1158), as a dominant value in public and economic life (Simon, 1978; Thompson,
1967). This dominance emerges when rationality transitions from being a process to becoming a
“product of thought” (Simon, 1978: 1), because rationality “is a means for the realization of
values, and therefore cannot itself be placed on the same level with all the other values . . .
rationality [is] the preferred . . . means for the realization of values, because it guarantees the
‘efficiency’ . . . of procedures” (Habermas, 1970/1976: 340). This portrayal of rationality
resonates well with how values are defined, namely, as “enduring belief]s] that a particular mode
of conduct or that a particular end-state of existence is personally and socially preferable to
alternative modes of conduct or end-states of existence” (Rokeach, 1968a: 550). This definition
stresses preferable conduct (i.e., rational) and end-states (i.e., efficiency). Given the omnipotence
of rationality, we treat rationality as a proto-value’. Doing so suggests the subordinate nature of
everything that follows this dominant value (i.e., rationality). While Ellul includes rationality in
his definition of technique, we believe it is crucial to theorize technique and rationality
dialectically; technique cannot proceed without reinforcing formal rationality as a dominant value,
which, in turn, strengthens the influence of technique in social life. Yet, with each application of
technique, rationality advances as a product of thought closer toward its status as a proto-value,
in which decisions are made “without regard to persons” (Kalberg, 1980: 1158) for the sake of
greater efficiency.

Unpacking the mechanization of values is of theoretical significance for organizational
and institutional theory, because it invites reconsideration of prior classifications of ‘formal’
organizations as involving concurrently distinct technical (pursuing economic goals) and value-

laden entities (the pursuit of non-economic goals by members of organizations, see Besharov &

* ‘Proto’ referring here to the original etymologic Greek meaning: ‘first” or ‘original’ (Etymological Online
Dictionary).



Khurana, 2015). Examining how ‘technique’ induces value mechanization opens up the
possibility that the interaction between the technical and institutional over time leads to a situation
in which institutional, value-laden entities are transformed into technical entities, as detailed later.
Thus, the informal qualities, characteristics, and values of organizations are transformed into
rational logics designed to increase the efficiency of organizations.

Motivated by this theoretical possibility, our second aim is to identify the consequences
of value mechanization for organizational scholarship. Merton’s foreword to Ellul’s book is
instructive here when he cautions that technique converts a spontaneous and unreflective outlook
on life into one that is rationalized and deliberate. We suggest that this sets in motion a set of
successive ontological consequences?, starting with ontological monism, followed by ontological
impoverishment, and culminating in the need for ontological re-invigoration.

Ontological monism implies that the ontological properties of constructs converge rather
than diverge (i.e., when the particular becomes universal, or when the local/contextual becomes
global/abstract)®. This happens when constructs that concurrently describe and evaluate
phenomena under investigation are transformed into value-free concepts through the application
of ‘objectivity and rigor’. To illustrate, Selznick (1961: 87) observed that “the idea of friendship
is left largely unanalyzed,” replaced by “sociometric studies of reciprocal choice or differential
association” that “say little about the quality of the relationship”. Ontological monism can lead to
an iteratively increasing ontological impoverishment in our theorizing. This is because the
constructs we study are increasingly crowding out the conceptual diversity and pluralism
(Petriglieri, 2020) that was central to early institutional theory (Barley, 2016). Taking the example

of friendship again, ontological impoverishment occurs when other aspects of it, such as

4 We apply a common ontological perspective here; that is, ontology concerns the nature of reality and what we can
know about it (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). With this focus, we also heed calls for greater ontological clarity in our
theorizing (Laasch, Lindebaum, & Caza, 2022).

5 The mechanization of values results in all values being fundamentally transformed by rationality. This means that
as researchers, when we study phenomena, there is a risk that we impose on a given phenomenon only the
ontological version that is grounded in rationality, although said phenomenon — even if it has an identical label -
can feature different ontological properties not grounded in rationality. Compare, for instance, how ‘judgement’ can
be ontologically treated in different ways (e.g., contrast Agrawal, Gans, & Goldfarb, 2018 and Smith, 2019).



understanding its ‘felt’ evolution within different socialization experiences, or at different levels
of analysis (e.g., how perceptions of friendship changes in groups vs one-on-one relationships),
are neglected. Consequently, and in line with others (Cornelissen, Hollerer, & Seidl, 2021), we
call for more ontological re-invigoration to limit the theoretical damage inflicted by technique®.
Becoming aware of ontological monism and impoverishment triggered by value mechanization,
as described above, allows us to embrace ontological reinvigoration in earnest; by understanding
how we ended up with impoverished and monistic constructs, we can envision a way forward
toward re-invigoration. Reinvigoration involves continually thinking about the reductions that are
made through technique, and ‘undoing them’ by complexifying again our ontological thinking
(e.g., by considering the ‘felt’ evolution of friendship or considering the nature of friendship in

groups). This, in turn, can help us re-gain a sense of value plurality (see Figure 1).

Insert figure 1 about here

Practically, understanding both how technique mechanizes values, and grasping the
consequences of said mechanization, is of significance given that rules, action, routines, and
materiality are said to be ‘subordinate’ to values (Hinings & Greenwood, 2015). Hence, different
degrees of value mechanization can influence different consequences in practice, both for better
or worse, as we suggest later. Our essay is, therefore, also designed as a call for action to sensitize
students and managers to more critically interrogate the mechanisms that make some values more
dominant than others.

Below, we first provide a short biography on Jacques Ellul, followed by a review section
of The Technological Society. Doing so also helps highlight areas where we disagree with Ellul,

especially our more ‘hopeful’ departure from Ellul’s linearly pessimistic outlook on the future of

¢ Of course, we recognize that technique or technology can be put to prosocial use, when, for instance, algorithms
are used for early onset diagnosis of motor degenerative diseases (Nalls et al., 2015), or the computer-aided
discovery of latent topics in a set of textual data (Hannigan et al., 2019; but also see Lindebaum & Ashraf, 2021),
such as ethnic biases in public police statements about crime incidents (Eckert et al., 2021). However, unchecked,
the relentless pursuit of technique and application of technology can cause massive individual and societal harm (cf.
Dutch childcare scandal, Amnesty International, 2021), in addition to environmental harm (Banerjee & Arjalies,
2021).



humanity (as indicated in the feedback loop in Fig. 1). Second, we fuse Ellul’s insights with
organizational and institutional theory, especially the work of Selznick and follow-up work
(Kraatz & Flores, 2015b; Kraatz, Flores, & Chandler, 2020), to elaborate on the mechanization of
values and the ontological consequences that it can entail. Finally, we discuss the theoretical and
practical ramifications for management research, practice, and education.
JACQUES ELLUL AND THE TECHNOLOGICAL SOCIETY
In this section, we provide a brief biography on Ellul’s intellectual life, followed by a review of
The Technological Society. Born on 6 January 1912 in the village of Pessac, France, the life of
Jacques Ellul spanned virtually the entire 20" century. He experienced its associated radical
changes in the form of industrialization, World War II, technology proliferation, and the need for
greater environmental protection (Ellul, 1981). Early in his career, he foresaw the long-reaching
consequences of our values undergoing mutation. The one best way of doing things, which he
termed a “technical intention” (Ellul, 1981: ix), soon became the norm in society. After studying
law at the University of Bordeaux, he explored the phenomenon of technique by applying the
lenses of theology, law, sociology, economics, and political theory, remaining deeply involved in
these subjects until his retirement in 1980 (Ellul, 1981). Albeit initially inspired by Marx, Ellul
also departed from him by claiming that capital was no longer the dominant force as it was in the
nineteenth century. In a later autobiographical reflection, Ellul argued thus:

“I was certain. . . that if Marx were alive in 1940, he would no longer study

economics or the capitalist structure. I thus began to study technique using a

method as similar as possible to the one Marx used a century earlier to study
capitalism” (Ellul, 1981: 155).



Perhaps the most prominent understanding of Ellul and his work has seen him cited as an
anti-technological pessimist (Ferkiss, 1969; Winner, 1977), though his conception of technique
clearly goes beyond technology proper and machines. This latter important nuance was somewhat
lost in translation, because the French ‘Technique’ was translated, like the German ‘Technik’
Heidegger (1954/1977), into English as ‘Technology’ (see Schatzberg, 2006, for this complexity
in translation). This is also one of the reasons critics conflate Ellul’s criticism of technique with
technology proper and label him as a technophobic. This is probably the single most important
aspect of Ellul’s work that needs to be clarified when engaging with Ellul’s work generally and
his seminal work in particular—7he Technological Society (which was published originally in
French in 1954 as La Technique ou [’enjeu du siecl). This book sought to encourage thinkers to
address technique as a theme for critical reflection. Ellul’s own study expanded on this topic,
forming a succession of further discussions in Le Systéme technician (1977), Le Bluff
technologique (1988), Propagandes (1962), and Sans feu ni lieu (1975).

Turning to the review part of this essay, Ellul (1964) adamantly posits that technique “does
not mean machines, technology, or this or that procedure for attaining an end” (1964: xxv).
Instead, Ellul sees technique evolving into an omnipotent and agentic force because “it shows ...
how its subject in its lowest stage (technique as machine technique) develops dialectically through
the various higher stages [i.e., economic, organization, human] to become at last the fully evolved
phenomenon (the technical phenomenon identical with the technical society)” (p. xiii). Society
becomes a ‘technological society’ that can no longer be said to have a “phenomenology of mind”
but rather a “phenomenology of the technical state of mind” (Ellul, 1964: xiii). Together with the
seven characteristics of technique discussed momentarily, what makes Ellul thus unique is his
analysis of the process through which technique becomes ‘naturalized’, a product of thought that
is both unquestioningly and unsuspectingly taken at face value, thereby enabling the evolution of
technique into an omnipotent agentic force. It is this analytical angle that we believe distinguishes
Ellul from the work of Weber, because a tendency can be discerned in Weber’s work that is less

retrospective, and more current and forward-facing, such that the “fate of our times is
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characterized by rationalization . . . and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world’” (Weber,
1921/1946: 155). As such, while both Ellul and Weber are concerned with the development of a
pervasive human attachment to rationality, Ellul helps us better understand the process that led to
the status quo. Weber, by contrast, is said to offer more of a ‘diagnosis’ of said status quo (Lowith,
2003).

What follows is a summary of key arguments from Ellul’s book. In the first five chapters,
Ellul covers the history of technique (Chapter 1), its characterology (or nature, Chapter 2), and
technique’s effects on the economy (Chapter 3), the state (Chapter 4), and humanity (Chapter 5).
In the concluding sixth chapter, Ellul looks into a ‘crystal ball” and projects the future of a world
in which technique prevails.

Chapter 1, entitled Techniques, begins by historically situating the phenomenon of
technique in the modern world as being understood through its relationship to machines, to
science, and to organizations. Ellul highlights that in primitive societies, material techniques that
focused on efficiency (such as hunting or agricultural techniques) were counterbalanced by so-
called magical techniques associated with the religious dynamics of the civilization. Although
material techniques could pass from one civilization to another, and did feature in the pursuit of
efficiency, magical techniques were of equal or greater importance, and were not transferred
between civilizations—they died with the passing of a civilization. Even with the advent of more
modern civilizations, technique was subordinated to other phenomena prior to the Industrial
Revolution. For instance, the Greeks firmly separated science from technique, believing that too
much focus on the latter would have damaging consequences. However, with the Industrial
Revolution, technique was able to flourish with the introduction of the machine and the weakening
of social ties: material techniques advanced, and magical techniques became less central to social
life.

In The Characterology of Technique (Chapter 2), by first arguing that “today’s technical
phenomenon . . . has almost nothing in common with the technical phenomenon of the past” (p.

78), Ellul establishes that the characteristics of modern technique have arisen in relation to the
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needs of a society guided by a pervasive obsession with rationality — or psychosis as Kenneth
Burke (1973) calls it. In the past, technique was always present, but never the focus of social life.
The distinction that Ellul draws between technical operations and technical phenomena is of
importance here as it helps clarify the prevalence of technique for and in organizations and
institutions today. Where technical operations can be seen as traditional and limited by the
diversity of contexts, technical phenomena, on the other hand, constitute a commitment to the
comprehensive pursuit of efficiency. This is why Ellul states, for instance, that “the solution to
the problems of technology [technique] is not less but more technology [technique]” (p. 2).
Technique of the past functioned at well-defined times in specific areas that advanced human
values, rather than focusing exclusively upon rational improvement. A simple example in the
book talks about the idea of a ‘bee’, a communal meeting working towards a small economic goal.
However, even in such a context, the goal of coming together was a pretext of sustaining social
relations and human values. Consistent with Durkheim’s (1893/2014) notion of mechanistic
solidarity, these values represented a ‘collective conscience’ that coincided with the outlook of
different civilizations. Ellul contrasts this past technique with today, where technique is in most
civilizations inherently regarded as the supreme authority. Hence, today almost all civilizations
are on the same path, moving in the same direction of rationality, albeit at different paces and
through different stages.

Chapter 2 is particularly relevant to our discussion because it shows how technique
accomplishes its autonomous and agentic force. This can be understood through the seven
characteristics of modern technique that Ellul presents. These characteristics can be seen as
precursors of understanding why and how ontological monism emerges from the mechanization
of values. The seven characteristics are (i) rationality, (i) artificiality, (iii) automatism, (iv) self-

augmentation, (v) monism, (vi) technical universalism and finally (vii) autonomy.

7 The term 'technology’ here is the translated version of La Technique and does not refer to technology proper.



First, rationality of technique implies one single specific result promoting “rational
systemization” (p. 74). This promotion of rational systemization often entails two distinct
phases: “first, the use of “discourse” in every operation; this excludes spontaneity and personal
creativity. Second, there is the reduction of method to its logical dimension alone. Every
intervention of technique is, in effect, a reduction of facts, forces, phenomena, means, and
instruments to the schema of logic” (p. 79). To achieve this rationality, artificiality, through a
process of subjugation of nature, makes the symbiotic relationship of the natural world and the
technical world impossible. Automatism follows redefining the role of humans from possessing
agency to simply ‘choosing’ technique as an automatic option where technical means assert
themselves according to calculated standards of efficiency. Self-augmentation refers to a self-
generating process where technique is seen to “engender itself” (p. 87). And while the technical
advances multiply at an alarming rate, so does the number of technicians needed. The
interconnectivity of individual techniques that form a unified whole, acquiring a degree of
independence, is denoted through monism. Here, the key features of technique share a
commonality with positivism, the latter casting aside the diversity of the parts (Von Wright,
1971).

With Technical universalism, technique becomes a universal mediator affecting both
geography (here, Ellul even anticipates globalization) and quality (life being subordinated to
technical efficiency), achieving dominance over all aspects of society. And finally, autonomy
frees technique of the shackles of economics, politics, ethics, or religion, and thereby establishes
its hegemony. When technique becomes hegemonic, the social becomes trapped into rationality,
where human, social values are ultimately de-humanized (Al-Amoudi, 2018; Boden, 1978). This
characteristic is especially distressing as it implies that society and its organizations, as well as
law and politics, are dominated by technique rather than social values; that is, values that reflect
“desired conditions [e.g., health, wealth or freedom] that relate to a society, groups of individuals
or individuals” (Tsui, 2016: 6). For instance, when journalists focus on maximizing the number

of views of their articles or blogs rather than working towards traditionally important
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civic/professional goals (Christin, 2017), or when editors privilege market objectives, such as
market share or profit over traditional professional values (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999).

In combination, these seven characteristics help reinforce rationality as proto-value that
can dominate other values, thereby guiding human choices concerning the ends of society in ever
more limiting ways. In other words, rationality as the proto-value upends traditional societal ends
by turning them into means.

Chapter 3, Technique and Economy, gives an insight into the properties of our economic
system, where ubiquity of technical progress is highlighted and privileged in all spheres of life.
Ellul argues that “the further economic technique develops, the more it makes real the abstract
concept of economic man” (p. 219). Technique in this regard has not only reduced symbolism,
but also radically limited the capacity of culture to produce meanings other than efficacy. In
Technique and State, Chapter 4, Ellul further describes how the infiltration of technique becomes
ubiquitous in the activities of the state. As an example, Ellul brings in the decisive role of
journalism in boosting or undermining presidential candidates, foreshadowing contemporary
events such as the US elections of 2016 and 2020, as well as the Brexit referendum.

Technique, based on the assumption that every element of society can be controlled,
including human values and how these shape action and practices (Hinings & Greenwood, 2015),
is regarded by Ellul’s critics to cast human agency into a distant background. However, that is not
the case for Ellul. He believes that human participation can be seen to be guided by the monopoly
of technique, where its values and priorities become our values and priorities, all in search for
rationality®. Thus, the discussion that prevails in Chapter 5, Human Techniques, is of technique
dialectically thriving on the value of rationality to achieve ever greater degrees of efficiency.
Conversely, other kinds of values, like aesthetics, morality, or solidarity, are no longer assumed

possible means for desired ends, because they are inconsistent with rules that are held to be stable

8 Ellul expands on our role in detail about this in his work The Technological Bluff: “[The bluff] intensifies the
relationship between human and machines” (p. 16). This intensification, for Ellul, is in the form of the
technological bluff enabling human participation in society to engender technique while “[creating] the assurance
of human mastery over technique” (p. 144).
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across time and space to enhance the predictability of phenomena. In Ellul’s book, the concern
with prediction implies a shift in worldview from human usages of tools (technique of the past)
to a focus on mathematical laws as conceived as the offspring of positivism (see O’Neil, 2016,
for relevant examples; and Von Wright, 1971, for a more abstract treatment of this issue). In
consequence, this subsequently provides an ‘objective’ stamp of approval to all human activities
that adapt to the structures of technique, without ever raising the question of whether such social
adaptation is desirable or functional.

The sixth and final Chapter — A look at the Future — for Ellul serves as a crystal ball. He
writes of a future where technique will oppress humanity by eroding not just their evolutionary
traditions, but also their ability to imagine. Thus, humans acquire technical autonomy and political
superfluity, which results in their (self-inflicted) loss of agency. Ellul’s book is, therefore, not an
optimistic book, because he makes it very clear that human dependency on technique cannot be
completely reversed. In fact, Ellul himself admits of his own dependency on technique in his
personal writings. It is this recognition at a personal level that has kept him from assuming a
purely technophobic position, contrary to the claims of his critiques. Instead, his answer for such
a dilemma lies in denying fatalistic assumptions by prescribing that we must view technique as
just another means and, in doing so, recognize the genuine problems that technique brings forth.

We can see Ellul’s prophetic dystopia realized in both mental and material dimensions of
technique, where contemporary organizations strive to instill rationality as preferred mode of
conduct and efficiency as preferred—if not exclusive—end state. By creating “impersonality” (p.
12), the modus operandi of organizations can move more and more towards efficiency as an end
in itself. As a mental product of thought, technique can be applied, for instance, to behavioral
control of individuals and groups in bureaucracies for specific ends (Curchod, Patriotta, Cohen,
& Neysen, 2020; Gouldner, 1954; Kellogg, Valentine, & Christin, 2020). In terms of material
dimensions, the role of technique can be seen in the manner in which credit rating agencies sought
to rationalize and then automate the evaluation of risk of mortgage securities in the prelude to the

financial crisis, (Omidvar, Safavi, & Glaser, 2022), algorithms designed for recommender
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systems (Milano, Taddeo, & Floridi, 2020), or government calculations of income support
(Henriques-Gomes, 2021).

In drawing this review section to a close, we need to point out those instances where we
disagree with Ellul. For one, it seems to us that Ellul treats rationality and efficiency as values of
equal significance in his book. We beg to differ, because efficiency (i.e., optimization of existing
products, processes or capabilities for increased input-output ratios) cannot exist without
assuming that social reality is conceived of as having been purged of all ambiguity, variability,
and vicissitudes that characterize social life — that is, a reality premised upon formal rationality.
Efficiency becomes the end to which rationality serves as the primary means — both
psychologically and technologically. For another, Merton argues that “with some critical
modification”, [Ellul’s book] can help us understand the forces behind the development of the
technical civilization that is distinctively ours” (p. 5, italics added). We believe that said critical
modification is required because Ellul’s pessimistic theorizing about the unstoppable and
ultimately disastrous effects of technique is also met with counter-cultural movements (Odell,
2019). For instance, we witness successful social mobilization against the application of technique
in government income support schemes, that have debilitating effects on individuals with lower
income (Henriques-Gomes, 2021). In addition, more and more organizational and management
scholars (Lindebaum, 2022; Lindebaum & Wright, 2021; Meyer & Quattrone, 2021; Pratt,
Kaplan, & Whittington, 2020) have begun to again celebrate rather than stifle value plurality.
Therefore, the unrelenting progress of technique - as Ellul would have it - is not a given. In the
next section, we examine the process of mechanization of values and the ensuing ontological

monism of constructs in the context of organizational and institutional theory.

VALUE MECHANIZATION AND ITS ONTOLOGICAL CONSEQUENCES
We start this section by describing the process of value mechanization, where we move from value
plurality to the dominance of rationality as proto-value. To reiterate, we employ the term proto-

value in the spirit of rationality being the ‘first’ or ‘original’ value that shapes all other values
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(e.g., systemization, optimization, or standardization). But not only that; the mechanization of
values initiates a series of ontological consequences already alluded to in the introduction, and
further elaborated upon later in this section.
The process of value mechanization
As clarified from the start, the process of value mechanization poses a threat to value plurality.
To understand this threat, we need to first understand what value plurality means in the context
of organizational and institutional theory. This will then enable us show what the theoretical
implications of loss of value plurality are in this discipline.

In terms of value plurality, Selznick argues that, even though “individuals feel that they
are living in a world of valued modes of life, all ultimately integrated by a sense of kinship . . .
this does not require that men should all believe [or value] the same thing” (1951: 330). In
addition, the units of analysis (i.e., self, institution, and community) that feature consistently in
Selznick’s work “are all thoroughly value-infused and are often fraught with tension and conflict”,
yet at the same time able to “to incorporate, embody, and realize multiple values that may seem
incommensurable or oppositional when viewed from a distant, external perspective” (Kraatz &
Flores, 2015b: 371). This appreciation for value pluralism is also evident in his important book
The Moral Commonwealth (1992), where Selznick advocates the idea of community, based upon
pluralism and diversity in addition to social integration. Consider, for instance, that through
‘rational choice’ models certain ends might be accomplished, such as more water being supplied
in arid land through building a dam. However, these models can come into conflict with values
around the protection of wildlife and archaeological sites, as well as respect for local ethnicities
to remain on their ancestral home land (Espeland, 1998; see also Porter, 1996). Seen in this way,
value pluralism - if taken seriously - involves the possibility of fostering understanding and
respect for persons or entities which hold different values (Selznick, 2008). However, key to
Ellul’s thinking around technique is that it relentlessly subverts al/ values in the aspiration of a

monolithic world culture. It does so by buttressing formal rationality as a dominant value and
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mode of conduct in social and economic life (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Simon, 1978; Thompson,
1967). In so doing, other values are increasingly suppressed. Once rationality has become a
‘product of thought’, the mechanization of values has been in motion for some time already.

Taking this point further into the realm of early institutional theory, this implies the
theoretical possibility that the interaction between technical entities (i.e., the mechanized and
formal structures involving formal roles, relationships, and tasks continuously refined to improve
efficiency) and institutional entities (i.e., the value-laden dimension of organizations - Selznick,
1957) over time leads to a situation in which institutional, value-laden entities are transformed
into technical entities through the mechanization of values. At a conceptual level, we can observe
this possibility in the context of Thompson’s (1967) ‘closed-system’ strategies, where
“organizations are deliberately chosen for their necessary contribution to a [rational] goal, and the
structures established are those deliberately intended to attain highest efficiency” as the ultimate
economic criterion (p. 5). The Deepwater Horizon disaster in 2010 (Ingersoll, Locke, & Reavis,
2012), the current state of global environmental degradation (Banerjee & Arjalies, 2021), and the
recent Dutch child benefit scandal (Amnesty International, 2021) are examples of how aspirations
for rationality and operational efficiency can overpower institutional values. These examples
underline that, when the process of value mechanization is left unchallenged, rationality as proto-
value and as a product of thought can gain dominance and eventually crowd out other values. This
is because values are usually internalized and, therefore, subsequently become “a standard or
criterion for guiding action” (Rokeach, 1968b: 16).

However, early institutionalists have posited that formal organizations are constituted by
both institutional and technical entities (Selznick, 1957). That is, they are ‘“simultaneously
technical entities pursuing economic goals and value-laden entities pursuing non-economic goals
arising from their members and their role in society” (Besharov & Khurana, 2015: 53) in formal
and informal structure, the amalgamation thereof allowing for the continued existence of the
system (King, 2015). Advocating a ‘third way’ between ‘closed’ (i.e., rational) and ‘open’ (i.e.,

natural) systems, Thompson (1967: 8) signals agreement with Selznick when he argues that:
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The rational model of organizations directs our attention to important phenomena .

. in the sense that complex organizations . . . exhibit some of the patterns and
results to which the rational model attends, but which the natural-system model
tends to ignore. But it is equally evident that the phenomena associated with the
natural-system approach [including informal organization] also exist in complex
organizations . . . [there is] impressive evidence that complex organizations are
influenced in significant ways by elements of their environments, a phenomenon
addressed by the natural systems-approach but avoided by the rational. Yet most
versions of the natural-systems approach treat organizational purposes and
achievements as peripheral matters.

Yet, in light of sustained indoctrination in rationality as proto-value, and the elevation of
economic efficiency as primary criterion, it is challenging to uphold commitment to those values
that are central to ‘informal organization’ (e.g., friendship, compassion, fairness, or inclusion).
Thus, achieving a balance between institutional values and operational goals can endanger,
displace, or even corrupt institutional values (Goodstein, 2015; Hinings & Greenwood, 2015).
However, it is this balancing of values and its effects that extensively preoccupied the work of

Selznick as alluded to at the start of this section.

Consequences of value mechanization

Due to the dominance of the proto-value, the mechanization of values initiates a series of
consequences which are vitally important for organizational research. The series starts with the
ontological monism of constructs. Ontological monism can lead to, and is reinforced by,
ontological impoverishment in our theorizing. Through their recursive relationship (see Fig. 1),
our paradigmatic outlook on the world is dominated by the aspiration for prediction and
explanation within a positivist framework, while the branch of social science research concerned
with ‘understanding’ is marginalized (Von Wright, 1971)°. As an antidote to ontological
impoverishment, we see emerging hints that ontological re-invigoration is already occurring, as

detailed later. Of note, any step toward this re-invigoration also broadens the scope for value

° However, understanding remains of vital importance given its emphasis on “openness rather than closure and the
rejection of an ultimate authority [which] are the ground rules for scientific knowledge” (Meyer & Quattrone, 2021:
1373).
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plurality to re-surface, hence the feedback loop in Fig. 1. These points are discussed in subsequent
sections.

Ontological monism

Ontological monism is the result of technique-induced value mechanization reducing the various
‘possible’ ontological properties of constructs toward an aspired ideal of a ‘rational” and positivist
outlook on all aspects of social life. Constructs “are not reducible to specific observations but,
rather, are abstract statements of categories of observations [and that] constructs are simply robust
categories that distill phenomena into sharp distinctions that are comprehensible to a community
of researchers” (Suddaby, 2010: 346). Thus, it is plausible to argue that ontological monism
reinforces the robustness of (more dominant) categories through infusing them with the value of
rationality, while at the same time suppressing ontological properties of constructs based on
values other than rationality.

In the introduction, we have already alluded to Selznick’s concern about friendship as a
quantifiable phenomenon that tells us little about how friendship ‘feels like’. It shall be
understood, therefore, that friendship, either treated as a quantifiable phenomenon of association
or considered more phenomenologically, can be investigated through the lens of different
ontological properties. Since ontological monism results from the mechanization of values, we
can also consider another example. For instance, a growing number of scholars (Balasubramanian,
Ye, & Xu, 2020; Moser, den Hond, & Lindebaum, 2022; Newlands, 2020) express concern about
the development wherein human judgment - “a form of dispassionate deliberative thought,
grounded in ethical commitment and responsible action, appropriate to the situation in which it is
deployed” (Smith, 2019: xv) - is increasingly substituted with algorithmic ‘reckoning’. This is
defined as the “calculative prowess at which computer and Al systems already excel” (Smith,
2019: xvii). The concern is that “computers will continue to advance (ultimately far surpassing us
in many cases . . .), but skills embodied in devices . . . lack the ethical commitment, deep
contextual awareness, and ontological sensitivity of judgment” (Smith, 2019: xvii). The possible

shift from judgment to reckoning risks that we (i) fashion ourselves in the image of the technology,
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and (i) that we employ reckoning decision-making frames in cases that require judgment (Smith,
2019). In the context of organizational and institutional theory, this transition from judgment to
reckoning captures precisely our concerns about elements of ‘informal organization’ being
transformed into ‘technical’ elements of formal-rational organizations (Selznick, 1957).

In sum, ontological monism, or reducing the ontological properties of constructs toward a
rational ideal, can lead to a more positivistic outlook on research. This can lead to, and is
reinforced by, ontological impoverishment in our theorizing. We unpack this in more detail in the
next section.

Ontological impoverishment

Since ontological monism reflects a mostly positivistic outlook on research, it is our contention
that monism can lead to ontological impoverishment in our theorizing. It is widely recognized
that positivistic inspired research marks the dominant paradigm in management studies (Suddaby,
2014)'°, In this paradigm, instead of a wide variety of approaches to understanding social life,
management and organizational theories often embrace a narrow, positivist framework concerned
with constructs amenable to measurements, predictions, and explanations (Von Wright, 1971). In
consequence, we are concerned about a focus on constructs that privileges a positivistic
incarnation on constructs under investigation. In so doing, this focus increasingly crowds out the
conceptual diversity that can reside within single constructs (cf. examples of friendship, or when
judgement becomes reckoning), and across constructs, when performance-related variables are
key dependent variables in management studies (Thompson, 1967)!!. However, technique is also
at play in qualitative research, when “qualitative methods are pushed in the direction of mimicking
quantitative research . . . not just in terms of the way in which research is reported but also in

aping the style of theorizing typically associated with quantitative methods” (Cornelissen, 2017:

10 Note that our essay should not be read as a reprimand of positivism per se. It has its place in the world in order to
explain and predict social phenomena (Von Wright, 1971).

! This is reflected in the fact that, in an analysis of articles published in AMJ from 1958 to 2000, more than 70% of
these articles centered upon performance-oriented outcomes, such as efficiency, productivity, profitability, market
value, or innovation (Walsh, Weber, & Margolis, 2003).
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3609, italics added). In other words, a style of theorizing becomes dominant that is concerned with
“abstract models and linear causal effects that is characteristic of quantitative research crowding
out a qualitative concern with root causes, complexity and sequential patterns” in organizations
(Cornelissen, 2017: 369, see also Pratt et al., 2020; Reay, Zafar, Monteiro, & Glaser, 2019). In
short, our theorizing is potentially impoverished.

However, drawing on such impoverished theories is problematic for at least three reasons.
First, scholars have made pressing pleas for a better integration of values in our theorizing to avoid
value neutrality (Tsui, 2016). Value neutrality, or the assumption that research and theories should
be value-free, “can fatally sever inquiry’s connection to the practical concerns that originally
motivated it, and it can distort our understanding of those concerns by recasting them in a
scientific mold” (Thacher, 2015: 317). It does not come as a surprise that in the context of
‘responsible management studies’, this value neutrality is strongly refuted for its neglect to
incorporate ‘social values’ into the design and execution of research projects, as well as their
practical ramifications (Tsui, 2016).

(1113

Second, and relatedly, there is the ““recalcitrance” of tools, the “tyranny” of means” that
can diminish our understanding of the world, if we fail to pay attention to the role and influence
of values in it (Krygier, 2015: 43). Segregating facts from values that follows from ontological
monism can severely and negatively impact our research, because such segregation means that
we can say little about the quality and meanings that are inherent to the phenomena we study
(Thacher, 2015). In fact, in the worst-case scenario, it might even lead us to confuse cause and
effect in the phenomena we study. For instance, Duster (2006: 1) takes issue with the “increasing
authority of reductionist science” to examine “causes’” of disparities in health and educational
achievement through “markers and processes “inside the body”” (e.g., DNA sampling). In this
specific example, the ‘tyranny of means’ implies that we can confuse the causes and effects of
phenomena under investigation. Duster (2006: 6) cites classical epidemiological research that

shows that “in general, the darker the skin color, the higher the rate of hypertension for American

blacks”. However, “the issue of race in relation to heart problems is not biological or genetic in
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origin but biological in effect due to stress-related outcomes of reduced access to valued social
goods, such as employment, promotion, and housing stock”. In other words, “the effect was
biological (e.g., hypertension) but the origin was social”. Still, policy makers decided at that time
to locate the problem of hypertension primarily in the body (ibid.).

Finally, Thompson (1967) is explicit about the potential of theorizing to become
impoverished when researchers focus on the discovery of universal elements alone — as a result
of ontological monism and impoverishment — and thereby neglect the study of ‘patterned
variations’. In his words, “we must begin to see some of the universal elements as capable of
variation” (1967: vii). The next section, therefore, examines the potential of ontological re-

invigoration as a way to study said variation.
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Need for ontological re-invigoration

Recognizing that technique-induced ontological monism and impoverishment are already at play
activates a normative commitment on our part to think about ‘how the world might be’. Hence, in
this section, we advocate for ontological re-invigoration to limit the potential theoretical damage
inflicted by an excessive focus of technique in organizational and societal life. By re-invigoration,
we mean both a renewed engagement with the ontological starting and end points of our inquiries,
and a recognition that there are a/ways multiple start/end points to select from, contingent on the
purpose of one’s research. Thus, embracing anew the ontological variety that underlies our
research can have important implications for management and organizational research
(Cornelissen, 2017; Laasch et al., 2022).

But how can we achieve such re-invigoration, and how might this be exemplified? At the
abstract level, one way to foster such re-invigoration is by reinfusing values into organizational
and institutional theory with a view to envisioning “what that future could look like” (Kraatz &
Flores, 2015a: 2), but in ways that avoid the technological determinism and pessimism that shines
through in Ellul’s treatment of technique. Specifically, we argue that ontological re-invigoration
requires ‘de-naturalizing’ technique as a phenomenon whose accomplishment of autonomy goes
hand in hand with at least a partial abdication of human agency (Ellul, 1964). The work of Odell
(2019) is highly relevant in re-gaining this agency when she questions if our ‘value’ should be
determined by productivity, such that “every last minute [is] captured, optimized, or appropriated
as a financial resource by the technologies we use daily” (p. iv). In saying so, she writes for those
readers “who perceive life to be more than an instrument and therefore something that cannot be
optimized” (p. xi). Weaving an elaborate critique of what she calls “neoliberal techno manifest-
destiny” for her implies nothing less than an “impatience with anything nuanced, poetic, or less-
than-obvious” (p. x). Under this development, and the norms it produces, something as innocuous
and yet vital as ‘observation’ or ‘contemplation’ is considered ‘unproductive’, be it for the writer,

the thinker, the poet or the metaphysician (see also Bartunek, 2019).
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Odell’s (2019) critique about an impatience with anything more poetic resonates with
cases in which social scientists attempt more experimental ways of inquiry (Mandalaki & Pérezts,
2020), while suffering from subsequent cyber-bullying (Mandalaki & Pérezts, 2021). In a way,
the circumstance that AMR and many other leading management journals now feature dedicated
‘essay’ sections is testament to a renewed interest in intellectual experimentation, including the
analysis of fiction, poetry, art, or movies as data to challenge or advance our substantive
understanding of management-related phenomena (Contu, 2022; Suddaby & Trank, 2013). We
interpret this development as the creation of an intellectual space in which ontological re-
invigoration in the way we engage in theorizing can thrive again.

As one example, we can see ontological reinvigoration already at play in the
reconceptualization of the nature of social actors and action through practice-theory inspired
perspectives (Lounsbury, 2008). By conceptualizing the ontological basis of social action in terms
of practices and/or processes (rather than practitioners or outcomes, see Nicolini, 2013), these
theories enable scholars to better understand dynamics associated with materiality (Orlikowski &
Scott, 2008), temporality (Hernes, 2014), or embodiment (Michel, 2011). This perspective
involves interest in meaningful activity patterns and heterogeneous struggles in multidimensional
spaces that account for practice variation, and it features in recent developments in institutional
theory (Smets, Aristidou, & Whittington, 2017), organizational routines (Feldman et al., 2021),
grand challenges (Gehman, Sharma, & Beveridge, 2022), technology (Glaser, Pollock, &
D’Adderio, 2020), strategy (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2015), and, interestingly,
research on values (Gehman, Trevifio, & Garud, 2013). It is, therefore, possible that practice
variation, and the variety of ontological bases it involves, can affect organizations and institutions
in ways that escape ‘technique’. It is for this reason that Fig.1 includes the feedback loop from
ontological re-invigoration to value plurality, because changes in the former inescapably affect
changes in the latter. At this juncture, we can move toward a discussion of our analysis, including

its theoretical and practical ramifications.
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DISCUSSION

Inspired by The Technological Society, we set out to examine how technique induces the process
of value mechanization, and what ontological consequences can follow from this. Value
mechanization constitutes a threat to the value plurality that not only makes social possible
(Kalberg, 1980), but which is also key to vibrant and relevant social science research (de Bakker
et al., 2021; Van Maanen, 1995). We have situated the relevance of studying the mechanization
of values in the early work of Selznick (1949), and subsequent studies inspired by him (Hinings,
Greenwood, & Meyer, 2018; Kraatz et al., 2020), to suggest the possibility that the interaction
between the technical and institutional over time leads to a situation in which institutional, value-
laden entities are transformed into technical entities.

If unchecked, value mechanization proceeds to reinforce formal rationality as a proto-
value and a product of thought. This can result in ontological monism and impoverishment. As
such, our ontological critique raises the possibility that both monism and impoverishment
potentially shift the properties of constructs toward a rational incarnation and positivist ideal as
the dominant standard for organizational and institutional theory. We have theorized that this can
imply (i) a focus on the quantifiable incarnations of phenomena rather than their
phenomenological ones (see example of ‘friendship’)!?; (ii) the transformation of ‘judgement’ in
the phenomenological sense to ‘reckoning’ in the computational sense (Smith, 2019); and (iii) the
a priori use of constructs infused with the idea of technique and rationality (e.g., efficiency,
productivity, profitability, market value, or innovation), which dominate management studies
(Walsh et al., 2003). However, our critique is broader in that we show that technique is also

applied in qualitative research, not only to mimic quality standards of quantitative research (Pratt

12 As a finer nuance of this argument, it is also worth pointing out that more phenomenological incarnations of
phenomena can inherently resist ‘quantification’, in which case recourse is taken to what O’Neil (2016) refers to as
‘proxy’ measures. For instance, since measuring “learning, happiness, confidence, friendship [etc.] of a student’s
four-year experience” proves tricky, journalists at U.S. News in charge of university rankings had to select “proxies
that seemed to correlate with [student] success”, such as “SAT scores, student-teacher ratios, and acceptance rates”
(p. 52). In so doing, we see the emergence of a metricized shadow of a given construct that can feature several
degrees of separation from the ‘original’ and theoretical relevant construct. In the context of theory-driven science,
we find this possibility alarming, because our ability to explain, predict, and understand phenomena is necessarily
impoverished by these degrees of separation.
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et al., 2020), but also to emulate styles of theorizing ordinarily linked with quantitative methods
(Cornelissen, 2017). In combination, it is for these reasons that we have advocated the notion of
ontological re-invigoration to curb the theoretical damage inflicted by technique. Ontological re-
invigoration celebrates rather than stifles paradigmatic diversity and pluralism, and turns the
criticism that organizational theory is “truly open and unstructured” (Pfeffer, 1993: 616) into an
asset rather than liability. In what follows, we tease out the theoretical and practical ramifications
of our analysis.

The first theoretical implication that flows from our analysis (as reflected in Fig. 1), and
one that cuts across the mechanization of values and its ontological consequences, is the tendency
of technique to shift attention to means rather than ends (with the exclusion of efficiency as a
desired end state). Thus bemoans Selznick (1957), the distinct tendency in all social action —
including administrative life — to both separate means and ends, and to stress means over ends.
Selznick maps two pathways through which this is happening. First, by way of focusing on
maintaining the image of a ‘smooth-running machine’, it diverts attention away from the more
basic and challenging question of both stipulating and protecting the ends of an organization.
Second, an excessive focus on ‘efficiency’ tends to emphasize ‘techniques’ of organization that

1'3. Elsewhere,

are mainly neutral, which in turn, makes these techniques available for any goa
Selznick offers a related warning when he cautions against “self-annihilating abstractions” which
cause “persons, groups, institutions and communities” to be “detached from the settings which
give them distinctive qualities as well as support” (2008: 11). That is, becoming detached from
the ends of institutional and communal life. However, by removing ‘ends’ from theoretical,

empirical, and practical efforts, we have created conditions for “the tyranny of means and the

impotence of ends” (Krygier, 2015: 38). Means can exercise this tyranny when they establish

13 Selznick’s astute insight here also forces us to consider our own role in cementing the dialectic relationship
between technique and rationality that elevates the latter to the status of a proto-value. In other words, the status of
rationality as proto-value has been elevated not only by practitioners, but also by theorists. Therefore,
organizational theorists have not just ignored the problem, but actually made it worse. We thank Reviewer 2 for
encouraging us to articulate this point.
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commitments that distracts us from our goals and ends (Selznick, 1949). Theoretically, this
tyranny can backfire when, as discussed before, we confuse cause and effect in the conclusions
we offer. To locate a cause (for hypertension) in the biological realm with the aid of technology,
whereas, in fact, hypertension is an effect that is social in origin, is just one example to this end
(see Duster, 2006, for a critical analysis of this point)'*. However, accurate causal claims are
crucial in and for society, because confusing cause and effects is not just a matter of uninformative
results, but can also be outright misguided and potentially harmful for practice. For instance, instead
of addressing structural socio-economic conditions as causes for hypertension, there is a risk of
treating an assumed cause pharmaceutically when such effort cannot amount to more than dealing
with symptoms. All the more this raises the need for social scientists to know the empirical
conditions under which causal claims can be offered (Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive,
2010), and an excessive focus on the means can constitute a condition under which we can confuse
causes and effects. To counteract the impotence of ends (i.e., efficiency as the dominant end)
requires upending their abstract and unspecified nature so as to permit principles of assessment
and critique (Selznick, 1949) to emerge. In turn, abstraction and lack of specificity can be
addressed through greater attention to (again) all things aesthetic, moral, and truthful (Frankena,
1973) for one thing, and/or care, compassion, and inclusion in work and society (Rynes, Bartunek,
Dutton, & Margolis, 2012; Thatcher, 2021), for another. Our analysis helps clarify this fruitful
and necessary focus on ends, and can serve as a stepping-stone toward future research that is
sensitive to it.

Second, Ellul’s notion of technique — and how it represents a fully evolved phenomenon
ranging from lower (i.e., technique as machine technique) to higher stages (i.e., as apparent in

economic and social life) - serves as a lens to reconsider the argument in organizational and

14 Another example concerns the use of neuroscientific methods to identify and develop inspirational leaders —
leaders thought to be very effective at work (Waldman, Balthazard, & Peterson, 2011a). For advocates, the
motivation of using neuroscientific methods is that enhanced methodological rigor can be gained compared with
traditional questionnaires, which are subject to several perception biases (Waldman, Balthazard, & Peterson,
2011b). However, what is often ignored is that this emphasis on technical means for the sake of greater efficiency
can create a raft of questionable consequences for individuals at work, such as pathologizing those who do not have
the brain of an ‘effective leader’ narrowly defined (Lindebaum, 2013).
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institutional theory that values are “largely invisible when we view choice only in its macro
institutional context, and they are apt to be over-weighted when decisions are positioned only in
the directly experienced, socio-historical realm of Selznick’s theory” (Kraatz & Flores, 2015b:
366). While Selznick underlined the need for a ‘dual focus’ on both macro and micro-institutional
issues (a theme that has been recently taken up in contemporary institutional theory, see Steele,
Hannigan, Glaser, Toubiana, & Gehman, 2020), our analysis of Ellul’s work shows that values
can be made visible at the macro-level context when rationality evolves as a proto-value and
product of thought that induces the mechanization of values. This macro-level perspective then
also helps explain the strong influence of rationality on practices, routines and institutions'>. We
argue that rendering rationality as a value visible at the macro-level is a prerequisite for
understanding how technique-induced mechanization of values shapes the human mind and gives
rise to the application of technology in society that is often unreflexive (O’Neil, 2016), and
outright harmful both individually and socially (Henriques-Gomes, 2021; Redden & Brand, 2020;
Wolfangel, 2022). It is against this backdrop that Selznick wondered about “the capacity of values
to retain their strength and subtlety in the face of widespread dehumanization of work and
communication” (Jaeger & Selznick, 1964: 658).

A final theoretical implication from our analysis is that the topics ‘technique’ or
‘technology’ - and their immense influence on societies and organizations - are merely surface
phenomena that cannot be understood and explained fully without recognizing the struggle
through which some values obtain dominance vis-a-vis others. If routines, actions, practices, and
artefacts are subordinate to values (Hinings & Greenwood, 2015), or if values can have causal
effects (Kraatz & Flores, 2015b), and if the consequences of a given value in action are
dysfunctional, then the theoretical and practical focus to find solutions should be /ess on solutions

to these ‘symptoms’. Instead, the focus should be on a careful analysis of the process through

15 We recognise that institutional theory conceptualizes values both as possible causes and effects (Kraatz & Flores,
2015b). However, while we do not deny that values can also appear as effects, the theorizing presented here leans
more toward the perspective of values as causes of practices, routines and institutions (see also Solomon, 1993).
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which the dominant value that yielded these dysfunctional outcomes has come to dominate the
value landscape. As such, we posit that one central battleground for future organizational and
institutional theory should focus less on discrete topics (e.g., Al, automation, or cognitive
enhancement), but on the mechanization of values that gives rise to these topics to begin with.
The relevance of this argument connects well with renewed calls to ‘reinfuse values’ in
organizational and institutional theory (Kraatz & Flores, 2015b).

In terms of practical and educational implications for management, we agree that Ellul’s
book can be read as a deeply pessimistic if not dystopian book. Yet, as we have unpacked in some
detail, there is reason to believe that he was both right and wrong. The latter, that Ellul was also
wrong, serves as the main entrée to discuss the practical and educational ramifications for
management flowing from our review. From a practical perspective, we can imagine the
possibility of alternatives—to contemplate a new beginning (Arendt, 1958/1985)—that avoids us
having to live in an eternally technical state of mind. Instead of striving for optimal rationality
and efficiency onl/y—a condition in which decisions are made without regard for people—there is
a need to rediscover and reclaim values other than formal rationality alone (Lindebaum et al.,
2022). The feedback loop in Fig. 1 underlines this thinking, as it highlights that through
ontological re-invigoration we can re-establish a sense of value plurality previously lost to
‘technique’.

To do so, we find inspiration in Odell’s (2019) work. She offers an implicit advocacy of
indeterminacy as a value to counter the perils of what she calls the ‘attention economy’, which
has striking conceptual similarity with technique. Instead, she submits, we should “take a
protective stance toward ourselves, each other, and whatever is left of what makes us human” and
to “protect our spaces and our time for non-instrumental, noncommercial activity and thought, for
maintenance, for care, for conviviality” (2019: 28, italics in original) . Likewise, escaping the
‘technical state of mind’, and the values of rationality and efficiency that it reinforces, is of ever

greater significance in the face of grave environmental challenges (climate change, deforestation,
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pollution, loss of biodiversity) that affect the lives of millions of people and their ability to work
and live in harmony with their local environment (Banerjee & Arjaliés, 2021; Savory, 1999).

For managers at work, escaping the technical state of mind can be fostered when they
regularly doubt and interrogate the values they consider in their decision-making processes. It is
clear that economic efficiency can no longer be the primary goal given the overwhelming
evidence that is strains social systems (through wealth inequality for instance) and the
environment. What follows is that a new beginning is rendered more likely when we bring in
neglected values of cooperation (Haidt, 2008), solidarity (Durkheim, 1893/2014), respect and
recognition for others (Honneth, 2012), pleasure (Moser, Deichmann, & Jurriens, in press), and
appreciation of the environment as critical values back into the workplace — not as mere ‘add-
ons’, but as integral parts of a wider value landscape that informs sustainable and responsible
management practice (Laasch, Suddaby, Freeman, & Jamali, 2020).

From this follows that management education has a role to play too. First, by making
‘technique’ a prominent item in the curricula of business degrees, students can start to ‘see
through’ the corrosive effects of technique. However, there is more to highlight about technique
in the classroom due to its tension with the learning per se, defined “as the basic process of human
adaptation” (Kolb & Kolb, 2009: 42), often with a view to learn from the ‘“continuing
reconstruction of experience” (Dewey, 1897). Learning is often understood beyond narrow
cognitivism to include an integration of a person’s thinking, feeling, and behaving. Technique, by
contrast, eliminates scope for learning and adaption due to its focus on standardization and
reduction of facts and phenomena (Ellul, 1964). Second, business schools need to be more
proactive in mapping out alternatives to avoid the theoretical and practical fallout that technique
inflicts on our discipline and society. Specifically, the search for continually optimized means to
carelessly examined ends implies a ruthless transformation of ends into means by way of
technique. It implies, in other words, a shift to know-how and away from know-why when, for

instance, we understand sow to program algorithms, but are not fully aware why we program them
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in the way we do. In this case, we can no longer speak of ends (know-why) justifying the means
(know-how).

To conclude, we hope that this review essay serves as a looking glass for both researchers
and practitioners to better understand the temptation behind technique, as well as its corrosive
effects if we succumb to that temptation. Now more urgently than ever do we need new and
inclusive ways of theorizing to both combat the dominance of technique, while at the same time

being able to imagine solutions to the social, economic, and ecological crises we face.
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