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1  Introduction
1.1 The Hegemony of Hierarchy

Suppose that most of us, without knowing it, ardietéd to hierarchy.
Addiction to hierarchy might be like addiction tiness, which is stimulating
and even exciting, but eventually drains our enengyy spoils our lives. Or
addiction to hierarchy might be like addiction toanol. Modest quantities,
of good quality, are delightful, but excess is paBrinkers who don’t
recognize when they are overdoing it get into sevimouble. For addicts,
the first step in kicking the habit is to understdine addiction. If indeed we
are unconscious hierarchy-addicts, then we ougéeét a deeper
understanding of hierarchy’s appeal.

How is it possible to be a hierarchy-addict withkobwing it? It happens
through the hegemony of hierarchy. The term ‘heggrhderives from the
Greek word for ruler. However, its main use todaljofvs that of Antonio
Gramsci. He uses the term to describe an overaliance that creates
ways of seeing the world that are accepted as ndoynaearly everyone.
Hegemony exists when a situation is always takegifanted and is never
guestioned. | believe it is correct to say thatlyeaveryone finds hierarchy
to be a normal and necessary part of organizatibis. automatic
assumption that hierarchy is inevitable is a kay phits hegemony.

Talk about organization usually centres on who &hba in charge. We're
used to hierarchy and know how it works. It's a fleanand comfortable
habit, the obvious fallback, the default option. &iht works, it feels precise
and clear — we know Bloggs is the boss, he tellshet to do. When it
doesn’'t work, we blame Bloggs. We accept that hadnahas its faults, but
we think it's inevitable. We may try to ameliorate bad effects, but we
never question the basic idea.

There have been hierarchies throughout historyhegrdrchies exist today
in every part of the world. Hierarchy really candmenfortable — it appeals
to the ‘child’ in us and is easier than alternaditleat demand an adult,
independent stance. Senge and Wheatley descritzediig as a whipping
boy; something to blame for an organization’swisile forgetting that we
are the ones creating it, or at the very leastatileg it. Rosabeth Moss
Kanter says that hierarchies depend on fear andlocbrfear of powerful



figures at the top and comfort with familiar patigiof relationships. These
are factors that support the hegemony of hierarchy.

It is possible that hierarchy has genuine valugrganizations, and perhaps
in society in general. But we will only be ablenb@ake a balanced judgment
about hierarchy’s usefulness when its hegemonyssdog it is seen as just
one among several options. The aim of this sharkl®to look objectively
at hierarchy. | want to show why it has such a gnpus. | want to discuss it
as simply one possible way for getting things dionerganizations. | want
to inhibit thinking about hierarchy as inevitableas if it were sacred.

Actually, the word ‘hierarchy’ started out with acted meaning. A hierarch
was originally a chief priest, and hierarchy wagioally the power-
structure of the angels — seraphim, dominatiorthargels, and the like. So
the concept may still carry an aura of the saaedn though today the term
‘hierarchy’ generally means ‘single rule’. Thomasltes argued that
without a single sovereign to keep order, chaosladvensue, bringing a war
of all against all. He was writing when the divimght of kings was strongly
asserted and when the role of priests was to needettveen the sacred and
common humanity. Hobbes was inspired in part byaa of civil strife. But
he also wrote to please the powerful, to reinfdheeidea that power should
be concentrated, not dispersed.

Today it is widely accepted that organizations haveeep on learning if
they are to survive. If hierarchy, such an impdraspect of organization,
goes unquestioned, this surely inhibits learniimygesto learn requires us to
ask questions and to be open to new things. Owliode, organizations
have a pretty poor reputation. We make huge efforisiprove our
organizations, but they so easily slip back intdysfunction. Perhaps the
hegemony of hierarchy is to blame for this.

Because its hegemony leads us to think that hieyascthe natural way to
organize, we often feel the only alternative iodisnization. If this were
so, then hierarchy would indeed be inevitable. Butact, there are two
excellent alternatives — ones that don’t lead @osh These two are called
heterarchy and responsible autonomy. These nanlidsevatrange to most
people. The strangeness isn’t surprising. Becatisaraddiction to
hierarchy we don’t, and indeed can’t, give seritasight to its alternatives.
Whether hierarchy is desirable, or not, in a paléicsituation, we don’t



know, because it never gets tested against anyttireg than anarchy or
chaos.

A cynic might say that, if everyone agrees aboetitievitability of
hierarchy, it will be impossible to change. Cergihwon’'t be easy.
However, two hundred years ago aristocratic dornmanawvas considered
inevitable. One hundred years ago so was patriaralea Change away
from these was strongly resisted, but it happeheduld be that hierarchy
In organizations is a further idea whose end i nilgiven by social,
intellectual and technological change.

1.2 Why | Wrote this Book

In my youth | thought, just like everyone else tthi@rarchy was a natural
and necessary part of organizations. It took ykarse to begin to doubt
that this was so, and more years before | stagtestplore the alternatives to
hierarchy. But in the end | have become convinbedlit is vital to question
hierarchy’s inevitability and to develop alternasvto it. Tinkering isn’t
enough; huge shifts are needed if our businesset® dlecome more
profitable and creative, if our government ageneresto become more
effective, and if our non-governmental organizagiane to make real
changes in the world and act in a really respoasaaly.

| have spent over fifty years in and around orgaions — working in junior
and senior positions in existing organizations, plaging a key role in
founding several new ones. | have served on badiels as university
councils and national research councils, whichgngsn me further
understanding of the way organizations work. Althjlollam not an
academic, and | was trained in the natural sciendes/e read widely in the
fields of organization and innovation studies, anthe social sciences
generally, and written a good many books and adicl these fields. The
aim is to combine theory with experience to prodilnceoughly practical
insights and proposals about the future of orgaioizs.

Hierarchy is found not only in organizations, bisioain society in general
and in non-organizational groupings, like the fgmHlowever, this book is
primarily about organizations. This is for threasens: Firstly, because
organizations are my area of expertise. Secondlyalise organizations are
the place where hierarchy is most strongly hegemadnithe twenty-first
century democracy is accepted, sometimes hypalhtjcsometimes



genuinely, as the best way to govern countriethdérfamily, patriarchal
hierarchy is under siege. It is only in organizasidhat the rule of hierarchy
remains virtually unchallenged. Thirdly, becausgamizations central to
twenty-first century life. Human beings spend aagjigeal of their time in
and around organizations — being educated in tharking for them,
subject to control by them. Making organizationsdtion better, and
become better places to work in, would be a bigrdmution to human
happiness.

My method in this book is to expound some genemaktpples and to
develop some general models useful in all orgaiozsat | also tell stories
about organizations, real and imagined, whichtitate and enliven these
principles and models. Mostly, my arguments aretas organizational
learning, on efficiency and effectiveness, on sssae achieving
organizational purposes, including increased wdfit business. But | do
not neglect the possibility that alternatives terarchy are morally
desirable, that they could help people lead béttes.

James Ogilvy, who gave us the idea of organizatioeierarchy, is
outstanding in his ability to draw on the discigliaf philosophy to provide
practical advice for organizations. He has written:

You have a past; you have experiences and coreetempes. Know them,
use them and don’t forget them. [But] don’t be babiy your past. Feel free
to reinvent yourself and your [organization] forwamcertain future.

This book is the starting point for a wider proje&stWeb-based journal will
provide a place for debate and dialogue on hieyaackl on alternative ways
for getting things done in organizations. In tirhestshould lead to a further
book, with more detailed treatment of certain tepldope the debate will
appeal both to those who feel hierarchy is inel@albut are willing to listen
to a different view, and to those who are alreagigvk that other approaches
work, but need help in convincing their colleagues.

1.3 The Shape of the Book

In the section following this introduction, | detaer how hegemony wor ks
and how it trandlatesinto an addiction to hierarchy. In Section 3 that |
explainwhat organizationsreally need in orderto function well In Section
4, | describe théhree ways of providing for these needs and for getting



thingsdone in organizations. These three ways are hieraralyita two
alternatives of heterarchy and responsible autondmhe subsequent
section | set out thadvantages for each of the three ways.

In Section 6, | show that in real-life organizasaome always findblends of
thethree ways. It is the proportion in the blend that differsiim

organization to organization. | explonich blends suit which
circumstances. In Section 7 (entitle®rivers of Change) | describe the
personal skillsand institutional arrangements that support moves towards
heterarchy and responsible autonomy in organizstion

In the final section (entitleWhat isto be Done?) | discuss why it is likely
thatthetimeisnow ripe for a move away from our automatic assumption
that hierarchy is the best way to get things ddfenly through examples, |
show how we can stathanging the blend of the three ways, so as to gain
the advantages of reduced hierarchy.

TheNotes section at the end of the book refers to the sestio the book.
The Notes provide additional material on certapids and references to the
Bibliography. By using the Notes and the Bibliography you dad full
references to the works I've drawn on in writing thook.

| have not thought it necessary to provide an irfdexhis short work.
However, there is a comprehensive list of contantstheGlossary defines
key terms and gives references to the sectiortseiteixt where the key
terms are discussed.



