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LACAN GOES BUSINESS
Carl Cederström
Introduction
Management studies and psychoanalysis seem to make an odd cocktail, not because management lacks a pathological basis – everyone knows that management is pathological by nature, having as its elementary goal to effectively subdue and refine “human resources” – but because they stem from radically different backgrounds, sharing no common language. If psychoanalysis can be described as a practice and theory of the “shadier” sides of the human subject (by which I mean all that stuff which is easy to sense, yet difficult to admit, including unconscious desires, guilt, sexuality, and death wishes), then management is a practice of suppression and blissful denial. It is clear to anyone familiar with management literature that words such as enjoyment, desire and even fantasy are passed over in silence, replaced by a cheerful, inspiring and easy-going set of words (of which “motivation” is probably the most popular). But this language barrier, important as it might be, is not the most obvious problem. What makes management theory so incompatible with psychoanalysis is related to a more fundamental concern, that of the human subject. Whereas psychoanalysis has brought the inexorable inconsistencies of the self to the surface, convincingly revealing that the ego is not master in its own house, management studies continue to assume the existence of a rational, asexual and sensible self, miraculously acting in accordance with it’s own, individual, intentions. 

It might thus seem strange that management has recently turned to psychoanalysis, more precisely Lacanian psychoanalysis, to further explore the world of organizations and the art of management. My ambition with this paper is to show that this turn is not as surprising as it might first appear. In order to make this point I will begin, in the first section, by sketching a hasty and rather crude picture of the academic landscape in which management is couched. The purpose is by no means to make a fair and thorough characterization, but, as with all hasty sketches, to exaggerate some features, shamelessly omitting others, with the hope of capturing something of the heart, or spirit, of my subject.

Albeit brief and superficial, the sketch reveals that the growing interest in Lacan stems from a stream called Critical Management Studies and their recent interest in the work of Foucault. Following from this is a critical reading of five texts – all of which try to show the relevance of Lacan’s work for studying organizations. In the final section I will dwell on some of the most obvious and perennial problems that follow from transferring a set of ideas from one (in this case very particular) setting to another: the risk of misrepresentation and oversimplification, as well as not being sensitive to the origin and specificities of the ideas.
I
Let me begin by making a rather crude division of management studies, dividing the field into two extremes
. On the one extreme we find the (die-hard) conservatives. These men (most of them are men) are recognized by their cautious countenances and unshakable fidelity to economic theory. They love to speak about new innovative start-ups and rapidly growing markets in Asia. In fact they are, with very few exceptions, Asiaphiles: frequently travelling to China and India, “politically” engaging themselves in questions concerning emerging markets and free trade. As a rule, they are well-versed in economic theory (knowing their Taylor, Simon and Williamson by heart) and diligently following the recent trends in the economic landscape, keeping themselves up-to-date by subscriptions to The Wall Street Journal, Financial Times, The Economist, Fortune etc. 

What is most amusing with these conservatives is that they, when feeling youthful and self-confident, emboldened by a somewhat strange conviction of being anti-conservative, even hip, suddenly begin to call themselves gurus. (Or better, they have someone else call them gurus and, in an air of false-modesty, refrain from protesting). 

Under the influence of this conviction a number of books have been authored, some of which carry more subtle titles than others. Among the most famous (but not most subtle) we find “The New Age of Innovation”, “Leading the Revolution” and “Good to Great”. Based on elementary insights of business strategy, written in a straightforward and stylish way, and delivered with the fervour of a preacher, these business gurus have composed a recipe so commercially successful that no business-class commuter with self-respect could avoid buying (into) these books.

The backdrop against which these books make their groundbreaking points, often conveniently summed up in five or ten lessons (or even commandments, which even further underscores the proximity between business jargon and sermons), are case studies of miraculous dimensions. As a rule these stories follow a few passionate youngsters from a provincial town who, bored and/or socially excluded, decide to invent something in someone’s garage. It becomes a success and gradually, or rather explosively, these boys or girls become CEOs of multinational corporations worth billions of dollars. Even if the subject of these books is the art of business strategy, and why some corporations end up being more successful than others, it is hard to believe that these books would have gained even near as much attention were it not for its appeal to an imaginary register. It is quite clear I would say that the undercurrent of these stories, and what makes them captivating, is well-known fantasmatic archetypes of the weak and the strong, David and Goliath, or why not the modern American version, the “revenge of the nerds”. To be sure, drawing on these popular fantasies seem to work just as fine for business as for any other context, surely evoking a flood of sentimentality, filling all eager beavers with syrup feelings of excitations.

Even though there is a good deal of radical posturing at work in these business books, it is nevertheless the case that the conservatives, just as the name implies, defends a number of conservative standpoints. They always tend to side with the market, remaining conspicuously uncritical towards central political issues (such as domination, exploitation, globalization and owner patterns, etc.) and abundantly critical towards social and political theory, particularly so-called postmodern theory. Thus, in their effort to preserve a theory of management, shielded from fads and unnecessary posturing, this circle of scholars have tended to scorn “speculative” and “excessive” methods while hailing the art of crafting strict and rigid analyses. There are of course exceptions to this rule. Some conservatives have momentarily left the bounds of their own field, searching for inspiration and new ideas in unknown territories. But these adventures have, as a rule, remained unadventurous, not going much further than declaring that there might be something valuable to learn, on a metaphorical level.  The “academic field of choice” is also quite predictable, most commonly being (cognitive and social) psychology and natural science, fields with which conservative management scholars seem to feel an elementary form of kinship, that is, a shared admiration for positivism and quantitative methods. 

Their Victorianism is not limited to their work, but comes back in their appearance. Armies of cloned conservatives march around American management conferences like phantoms. They all look the same. With their solemn faces and grey moustaches they are indistinguishable. Their suits are dark and rather expensive, but not tailor-made. Instead they belong to the category of suits which aim to express nothing but austere nothingness, that is: rather baggy, with colourless colours and shapeless shapes. 

So what about the typical critical management scholar? Let me just say that even though they might share the same common rooms with the conservatives, maybe even the same coffee-machine, they certainly don’t share their ideals – at least not openly. Their clothes are also quite different. Suits are taboo. And so are moustaches. A more appropriate outfit would consist of a flowery but not too flowery shirt – something like a Hawaii-shirt with quiet colours – a pair of faintly flared jeans and semi-arty glasses. Most importantly, however, is that all clothes have to be worn nonchalantly, as if representing a necessary evil, a social convention to which even these critical souls have to adhere. All in all, the clothes should be selected and worn in such a way that no one would fail to recognize that to them, clothes are essentially part of a shit consumerist ideology.

Rather than gated communities in the US, these scholars live in the UK, preferably in East London. They don’t own cars. Instead they travel by train or bike. They are often mixed up with some kind of social movement, at times coming along to demonstrations, but generally remaining distant from the cross-fire
. Most characteristic, however, is the kind of guilt complex which seems to be a vital aspect of their revolutionary zeal. In fact, they tend to have as strong a desire to speak of their intellectual and political involvements as to conceal their intellectual and political background (it is rare that a critical scholar has a flattering history: most of them began their academic studies with the shameful fantasy of becoming successful consultants, something of which they now try to pass over in silence). 

At any rate, this band of lively and daring scholars has had considerable impact on the field, causing quite a lot of trouble. They have arrogantly rebelled against their conservative siblings. And they have been quite successful. Promiscuously turning to disciplines other than its own, and feverishly embracing a number of social and political theorists, they have even managed to redefine management studies, broadening the horizon such that it has now becomes a sort of melting point, where a strange variety of traditions coalesce.

A common feature, which has run as a leitmotif through the relatively recent history of critical management studies, is the ambition to unearth dominant and suppressive power relations. Whether the focus lies on the exploitation of blue-collar workers, the surveillance of call-centre agents, or the ideological control over consultants, the aim has remained staunch: to show how the work organization engenders and re-produces repressive, at times even pernicious, conditions.

The historical side of CMS is a funny, perhaps ironic, affair. When Margaret Thatcher took arms against the sociology departments in the 1980’s, aiming to get rid of all muzzy Marxists, she made something of a mistake. Even though she splendidly accomplished to kick all sociologists out on the street, she failed to keep them there. Not before long business schools and management departments began to be filled with sociologists. So the great diaspora from the sociology departments took an unanticipated turn and ended in a new Marxist establishment, with the business school as the new headquarter:
“Thatcher’s class offensive had the humorous and unintentional consequence of putting Karl Marx on the business education curriculum, usually under the innocuous guise of Organization Behaviour.” (Fleming, 2009)

However, critical analyses of management go back a long time – long before Thatcher was born – at least as far as 1776 when Adam Smith’s The wealth of nations was published (see Fournier and Grey, 2000: 9). But critical management studies as a joint project is a fairly new invention. It is not until the 1990s, particularly with the publication of Critical Management Studies, edited by Alvesson and Willmott, in 1992, that it is even possible to speak of a unified group, assembled under one name. 

Though sharing the same name, this group is heterogeneous in nature: consisting of many strands, influences and trajectories – some of which might be mutually exclusive with regard to particular theoretical areas. However, three big names obsessively return whenever CMS is mentioned, namely Marx, Weber and Foucault (see Fleming, 2009). They represent the history of CMS, in chronological order. Marx appeared in the 1970s, via labour process theory, and became an important figure throughout the 80s and 90s. These texts produced a number of critical reflections on the organization, foregrounding sensitive issues of deskilling and mechanization. The work of Weber has also been widely used in critical management accounts, particularly in relation to Marxian themes such as control, ideology, and exploitation. The third figure, Foucault, is particularly interesting for our purpose. To begin with, it has been argued that it is only with the entrance, and subsequent diffusion, of Foucauldian themes that CMS has gained a recognizable and influential voice (Fleming, 2009). Equipped with a novel and in many ways original theoretical battery a surge of critical management scholars began, in the beginning/mid 90s, to level a profound critique not only against oppressive management techniques but also against those basic presuppositions which, up until that point, had been unquestioned. In a seminal paper from 1992, Alvesson and Willmott presented a critical diagnosis, suggesting that CMS was gradually moving down an unholy road, marked by essentialism, intellectualism and negativism. To counter these tendencies, and to open up novel avenues, they suggested that critical theory had to open itself up to a number of influences in order to reinvigorate the original objectives of emancipation and equality. They urgently called for a novel and open dialogue, “between Critical Theorists' commitment to critical reason and radical change, the skepticism of poststructuralists about metanarratives and efforts to separate power and knowledge, and humanistic ideas for reducing the gap between human needs and corporate objectives” (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992b, p.461).

In spite of his popularity, Foucault has become something of a scapegoat. Even though he never advocated pure relativism, linguistic determinism or idealism, his name has nevertheless become intimately bound up with these ideas. Whether these accusations should be seen in the light of a somewhat problematic interpretation of Foucault’s work (where his work at times becomes so ill-interpreted that it would seem to be nothing but postmodern relativism) or in relation to the conservative nature of the field (where gatekeepers push aside and scorn all unconventional theories) is by no means clear. Either way, some critics have it that the poststructuralist invasion has aestheticized criticism, that is, made it toothless and purely stylish.

It should come as no surprise that the recent interest in Lacan comes particularly from these scholars, interested not only in CMS but also poststructuralism. Lacan can thus be seen as yet another exotic figure, alongside Foucault. In the following section I shall describe, in some detail, the ways in which Lacan has been integrated into critical analyses of management. 

II
Like all rapidly growing movements, the management Lacanians have developed in various directions. Some have exclusively focused on a single Lacanian concept; others have focused on particular periods or particular key texts; others still have tried, more broadly and perhaps more ambitiously, to draw on the whole Lacanian oeuvre, claiming that the legacy of Lacanian psychoanalysis should be conceived as a whole, and that, as a consequence, his early work must be seen in the light of his later developments, and vice versa.

Even though this growing strand lacks a quilting point, it would be somewhat unfair to say that the marriage between Lacan and management has culminated in an unhealthy relation of delusional psychosis. In this section it is my aim to show that there are, in spite of all the differences, a number of traits that hold this novel collection of texts together. Surely I would not argue that they constitute a stable and discrete category, with well-articulated premises, but only that they share a number of objectives, in that they all seek to extend the critical inquiries of organizations, taking the important lessons from Marxism and poststructuralism one step further. Of course this is a difficult thing to do. Not only is there a risk of appropriation, by which the work of Lacan would too liberally be adapted to various purposes, but also of misrepresentation and hasty projections. 

To provide a provisional idea of how Lacan has entered into management studies I will present five texts which, in recent times, have appeared in major management and/or organization journals. While each of these texts presents distinct approaches to Lacan, they come together in a number of ways. First they take on a critical standpoint, trying to illuminate certain political and ideological aspects of organizational life, particularly the notions of social control and disciplinary processes. Second, they depart from a poststructuralist position, claiming that Lacan can take us even further. Third they focus on the question of identity and how the modern work-place is in a continual process of crafting new and alluring identities, by which employees’ behaviour may be regulated.  

In his article, The Power of the Imaginary, John Roberts takes up the issue of social control and “the role that images and processes of identification play in effecting such control” (2005: 619). In many ways a typical article written in the CMS tradition, beginning with a reading of a number of influential texts in the CMS literature, Roberts register the almost infinite ways in which control is exercised: “as self-discipline, as internalization, as identification with a normative ideal or ethic, as an effect of discourse, or as an existential need for the closure of identity”. Roberts then moves on to claim that Foucault, through his work on visibility, allows for a somewhat alternative interpretation of control. He claims that the process through which a person becomes seen, subjected to a gaze, is quite sensitive in that it throws the subject into a vulnerable sphere, into a “field of visibility”. Subjection to the gaze is thus, according to Roberts, subjection to power insofar as being seen, or recognized, produces a narcissistic sensation on part of the recognized, which, by extension, makes him or her susceptible to control.
As with all identifications the different images of control each offers us an alluring moment of recognition that is offered and perhaps grasped as the ‘truth’ of the self but then collapses into its opposite. (2005, p. 627)
It is at this stage that Roberts wishes to introduce Lacan (more precisely Lacan’s early text The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function) claiming that the “force of Lacan’s analysis is to point to the power of the image as a lure or trap” (2005, p. 636). The set up is thus clear: control is a widely researched topic within (critical) management, and Lacan’s idea of the mirror stage can bring us a better understanding of why we become ensnared in the mesh of organizational norms and values. If the set up is abundantly clear, providing new insights into how control may be exercised or produced, then the reading of Lacan is less so. In his description of the Lacanian subject Roberts says: 
On the one hand, it is an account of the foundation of a humanist, interiorized self; of a sense of self as a discrete, autonomous, independent entity. On the other hand, it is an account of the illusions or misunderstandings of the humanist conception of the self (2005, p.627)
It is not that this portrayal is all wrong, but rather that it might produce the deceptive idea that Lacan was even slightly sympathetic towards the notion of a “humanist, interiorized self”. It is clear, however, that Lacan fervently turned against any such notion. To him the ego “emanates from…the subject’s impotence” (Lacan, 1991, p.50) and not by any means from a “discrete, autonomous, independent entity”. Roberts gives no account of how to separate the ego from the subject, nor does he show how the Other (as correlate to the subject) is something quite different from the other (as correlate to the ego). Important or not for Robert’s purpose, these aspects are crucial according to many Lacanians – which begs the question of interpretation and the nature of representation. Is it necessary to include a rich set of details in order to make a fair and ample representation of a theory? Or is it merely enough to include what serves an overarching purpose? Further: are these details pertinent to this particular setting, or should they rather be seen as obsessive and futile hair-splitting on part of constrained dogmatists? In this case, Roberts makes clear that, to him, this dual understanding of the ego – as both the affirmation and the critique of a humanist conception of the self – “allows us to understand the social character of control, even whilst this is denied by the ego”. Further, he claims that: 
…the success of these new individualizing practices of management control lies precisely in the power of recognition as a lure or trap in which employees seek and seem to find the self, but it also requires a new site into which all that is inadequate can be placed (2005. p.635).
Thus: “we are vulnerable to processes of subjection because they offer confirmation of our existence” (2005, p.636). This argument is certainly pertinent to the way in which control plays itself out, and in this sense also a valuable contribution to the on-going debate of how modern corporations present ever new techniques for subordinating employees. But would it be necessary to turn to Lacan in order to make this argument? The fact that recognition is somewhat fraudulent is just that, a fact. There is more than one philosopher who has made this point. Hegel’s slave-master dialectic, for example, clearly reveals the inexorable complexity of recognition
. We might also add that there is hardly any love novel (the most sleazy and simple-minded love novels excluded) that does not make an obligatory reference to the narcissistic overtones of love, where the lover suddenly realizes, to his great despair, that what he really loved was not his love object but the reflection of himself in that very love object
. 

However, Roberts is not simply content with pointing out that recognition might be a dangerous thing, but goes on to say that any “recognition will always turn out to be misrecognition”, adding that we “look for recognition not just as confirmation of our existence but also as evidence of the worthiness of our existence” (2005, p. 636). Situating the function of misrecognition in the context of the work-place, Roberts makes an interesting and valuable point: namely how employees, by identifying themselves with an image of unity, become more vulnerable to managerial control.

Like Roberts, Harding (2007) concentrates on Lacan’s early (and very short) text on the mirror stage. In her essay, published in the journal Organization Studies, she gives a detailed account of an interview, conducted with a busy career woman, working for the National Health Service. The central theoretical concept, from which the paper takes its cue, and which she attempts to develop, is that of becoming-ness. Following one of the most established arguments within “postmodern theory”, Harding suggests that the organization, rather than being conceived as a noun, should be appreciated as a verb, constantly renewing itself. Along the same lines she goes on to argue that the organizational members are part of the organization as much as the organization is part of its members:
there is no distinction between organizational members and organizations: organizations and individuals are unstable effects that are each enfolded into the other.(2007: 1761)
It is this mutual imbrication, where “[o]rganization and members are mutually constitutive”, she attempts to illustrate. Empirically, she tries to illustrate this through a self-confessional, and somewhat detailed account, of how an interview might unfold. Theoretically, she turns to “Lacan’s Freudian/Hegelian meditations on the mirror stage, on Nachträglichkeit (or deferred action) and on identification” (2007, p.1765). 
Combining these (randomly?) selected theoretical notions from Lacan with empirical observations from the interview, Harding makes the following statement:
What a Lacanian approach suggests is something different: what we were talking about [in the interview] was organizations which were ‘in’ us at the same time as we were ‘in’ them (2007, p.1770).
There is no doubt that Lacan’s conception of the subject is decentred – if that is what is implied in the quote above. A number of Lacan’s famous sayings testify to this: from “Man’s desire is the desire of the Other” to “I am thinking where I am not, therefore I am where I am not thinking”. More than once, Lacan says that “man is nothing but a signifier” (1998, p.33), meaning “that the signifier’s displacement determines subject’s acts, destiny, refusals, blindness, success, and fate, regardless of their innate gifts and instruction” (Lacan, 2006, p.21). In Harding’s description, however, it is not quite clear what the subject means. Nor is it clear – at least not to my unimaginative mind – what it means to have an organization “‘in’ us”. In fact it leaves me quite baffled, inescapably raising the image of a poor man who has eaten an oversized angular object, like one of those snakes who in a fit of Napoleonic hubris has swallowed a whole freaking hippo. 
What I think Harding tries to explain, however, is that there is no such thing as a predetermined, unambiguous, well-delineated, extra-discursive self – that is to say, a subject independently existing of any discursive conditioning. And to this rather elementary argument – that Lacan was neither the first nor the last to make – she adds that the subject assumes different identities in different situations – each of which comes with a set of attributes. This, again, is not a very Lacanian argument. Still, in her attempt to explain this “flux of becoming-ness”, Harding strenuously insists that Lacan is of particular relevance. She says:
The influence of Hegel’s master–slave dialectic in Lacan’s work… facilitates exploration of the falling into each other of subject and object, here the falling into each other of each other, and also of organization and self, and of organization/self and organization/self. Lacan, I will suggest, helps us understand something of the micro-moments of organization/self making (2007, p.1764)

This might be linked to transference and counter-transference, or the indistinguishable relation between the subject and the Other, where the former is “caught in the rails of metonymy” (Lacan, 2006, p.431). However, this would be too generous. Harding’s words and ideas are marked by a theoretical superficiality that is closer to Deepak Chopra than Lacan. Another trait of Harding’s writing, which clearly sets her apart from Lacan and his discourse, is that she appeals to rather concrete or discrete categories whenever speaking about the self or the subject. This becomes painfully obvious as she describes the “crowded room” in which the interview takes place:

There are thus at least seven parties in the interview — the academic self I myself generate, the academic ‘me’ generated by the interviewee, the managerial self generated by the interviewee, the interviewee generated by the academic, the interviewee self generated by the interviewee, and the two organizations, university and NHS Trust, invoked as we offer questions and answers. Each brings with them discourses of their ‘professional selves’ generated or spoken through numerous others all of whom will be invoking ‘their’ organization as they interact. The interview situation is thus a very crowded room. (2007, p.1766)
Explaining the Lacanian subject as a set of discrete subjects (“as seven parties”) invites confusion. The Lacanian subject is split – true – but it is not split between a number of different selves (as the quote above would imply) but internally split, crossed-out, constituted by an irreducible lack that separates the subject not just from the object, but from itself. 

In her experimentations with Lacan
 Harding falls short. While her intention is undeniably good, she nonetheless ends up presenting an obscured account of Lacan, reducing him to yet another postmodernist, or theorist of becoming-ness.

Both Roberts and Harding draw directly on Lacan, with no intermediary. This, however, is more an exception than a rule. It has become extremely common, particularly in the field of management, to “read” Lacan through Slavoj Žižek. This Slovene philosopher, also known as the giant from Ljubljana, has successfully turned Lacan into a popular theorist. In this regard, Žižek has made a tremendous achievement. But the new, lively and refreshing Lacan – Žižek’s Lacan (painted in Hegelian colours) – brings some serious problems. If Lacan, in his own right, is susceptible to dubious interpretations, then we can only begin to imagine the extent to which Žižek’s Lacan (no matter how lucid and ingenious it might be) is susceptible to hasty, superficial, weird, and messed-up readings.

I wish it would have been more difficult to illustrate this intellectual calamity but, unfortunately, a horrendous piece of work, from 2006, and published in Human Relations, makes this illustration too simple. The authors Katarzyna Kosmala and Olivier Herrbach manage to present an account on jouissance so exceptionally poor that they don’t even attribute the concept to its proper inventor, Lacan, but instead to Žižek: “Zizek’s notion of jouissance” (2006, p.1399). Just for the record let us be clear that Žižek does not in any way suggest that jouissance would be a concept of his own invention, which a cursory glance at the index of The Sublime Object of Ideology, (which Kosmala and Herrbach refer to 19 times) would quickly reveal. It reads: “jouissance, Lacanian concept of” (1989, p.237). 

However, the problems do not end here, but go on and on in a stupendous fashion, until they reach farcical heights. When they begin by defining jouissance as “the paradoxical enjoyment that is characteristic of the post-modern condition” (2006, p.1394) there is still some hope – after all, jouissance is paradoxical. But instead of actually teasing out these “paradoxes”, revealing for example how jouissance is a rather violent and impossible category, assuming a number of different shapes, from its phallic to feminine aspect and so on – instead of saying anything about these elementary aspects of jouissance they begin to speak of a mode of jouissance, which they define as “a playful mode that mediates boundaries between social (here professional) and personal experience“ (2006, p.1423); and this mode of jouissance, somehow, “enables auditors to handle organizational cynicism in the wider context of commercialization and the post-modern condition, while at the same time articulating professional ideology and displaying overall conformity to best practice” (2006, p.1422). Even though jouissance is one of these slippery concepts that have taken on a number of different meanings over the years, it has never been conceived of as a “playful mode”, let alone “characteristic of the postmodern condition”. And the “post-modern condition” to which Kosmala and Herrbach obsessively return comes with a weird description: they refer to it – drawing on Žižek?! – as “one in which reality becomes ideological (2006, p. 1394). Anyone familiar with Žižek’s works knows that these are not his words. The outrageous quality of this article leaves me with only one question: is it a fake – a so-called Sokal hoax?

Fortunately the work of Kosmala and Herrbach is an exception. Indeed, a number of ingenious and provocative accounts have been produced over the last years. These works not only draw on Lacan and/or Žižek in a solid and clever manner, but they also add new dimensions to critical thinking about management. Though there are a number of works to mention in this regard, I shall only describe two.

In their re-reading of Julian Orr’s Talking About Machines, Alessia Contu and Hugh Willmott show how work-identities are always susceptible to control. To this end they turn, not immediately to Lacan, but to a number of Lacanian themes via ‘the social theory of hegemony’. 

The plot of Orr’s book, to make a very short summary, is how a number of engineers articulate and assume a professional identity (as heroes) which retains a distinct distance from management. This identity seems to pose a threat to management in that it, at least not openly, complys with the normative sets of rules. On the other hand, this distance from management makes the engineers even more committed, even more engaged in their work.

If the work of Harding, as well as Kosmala and Herrbach, remained at a level of identification, stating the rather obvious fact that identities are fluid, ambiguous, contingent, and all the rest, then Contu and Willmott go one step further:
By addressing processes of identification at work — as illustrated by the technicians’ fantasies of heroism, and as discussed by deploying categories of the social theory of hegemony — we have sought to move beyond an understanding of their practice as a play of identities and multiple discursive constructions. (2006, p.1779)

Connecting identification not only with meaning, but also enjoyment, Contu and Willmott point to some of the important insights that the cross-fertilization of Lacan and social theory have generated (see particularly Žižek, 1989; Stavrakakis, 2007). It shows how fantasy renders identities more captivating and beautiful but also maintains a status quo, an experience of stability and sustainability. 

There is another psychoanalytic theme that comes to the surface in Contu and Willmott’s reading, and this theme is even more pertinent to the study of control and ideology. Beginning with the paradoxical situation where those that most vehemently resist management, also are those that best comply with the overall organizational goal, they reveal how transgression is fraudulent. This goes back to the dual command of the superego: the subject is not just compelled to follow the Law, but also to transgress it – in the right way. This means that periodic transgressions might be inherent to social orders and normative ideals. 

The last work in the series of the new management Lacanians I shall comment on is Campbell Jones and André Spicer’s The Sublime Object of Entrepreneurship, which seriously calls into question the commonly held belief that behind the screen of the entrepreneur lurks a real, consistent, entrepreneur:
Enlisting the work of Jacques Lacan and Slavoj Žižek, we attempt to explain the continuing failure of entrepreneurship discourse to assign the character of the entrepreneur a positive identity (2005, p.223)

Departing from their detailed, ambitious and well-researched literature review they go on to argue that even though critical accounts have been around for some time – and even though psychoanalytic studies have occasionally seeped into management journals – they remain largely disconnected. “Lacan”, they argue, “has been almost totally sidestepped in debates over postmodernism and organization” (2005, p.228).

Turning particularly to Lacan’s notion of the real, Jones and Spicer focus their attention not just on how the subject but the symbolic order as such is plagued by a lack. This argument is central to Žižek’s early work. In a heavily cited passage, which also Jones and Spicer include in their work, Žižek writes:

Today, it is a commonplace that the Lacanian subject is divided, crossed-out, identical to a lack in the signifying chain. However, the most radical dimension of Lacanian theory lies not in recognizing this fact but in realizing that the big Other, the symbolic order itself, is also barré, crossed-out, by a fundamental impossibility, structured around an impossible/traumatic kernel, around a central lack. (Žižek, 1989, p.122, as cited in Jones and Spicer, 2005, p.233)

The fact that the big Other is structured around an impossible kernel forms the basis for Jones and Spicer’ argument that the entrepreneur is ultimately impossible. This does not mean that there would be no entrepreneurs, but rather that there are no essences to which all variations of the signifier ‘entrepreneur’ would correspond. Even if this lies close to the ‘post-modern/post-structural’ argument according to which all identities are caught in a play of signifiers, it differs insofar as the impossibility does not simply designate that the search is in vain, but rather that the impossibility is precisely that element which holds an identity together.

III
This paper has described the recent trend of combining management studies with the work of Lacan. While some of these works are rather poor, both in their understanding of Lacan and their critique of management practices, there are indeed a number of impressive studies clearly exhibiting the relevance of Lacan to management studies.

The fact that Lacan can add something to the critique of management, however, does not necessarily mean that Lacan – or Lacanian studies – has gained anything from having been employed by management scholars. One could even claim that the way in which Lacan has been conceived in management studies (that is, in oversimplified thumbnail summaries), has entailed a number of “false” images of Lacan, which is destined to be reproduced in other contexts. In this regard management studies have made a disservice to Lacanian studies, reducing them to yet another variation of ‘postmodern’ theory, where the plurality of discourses and endless play with signifiers reign. I would argue, however, that this is only half the story. Management as a practice is vital not only to organizational life but, more generally, of an all-encompassing ideology following from capitalist work relations. To be sure, the latest innovation of corporate cultures reveals that work relations are not reducible to overt and bureaucratic forms of control (such as surveillance) but are much more profound and insidious, targeting employees in a number of ways.

In relation to these forms of control, where organizational narratives target employees on a fantasmatic level, Lacanian studies have much to offer. The question that arises in this context is whether it is appropriate to concentrate on only one aspect of Lacan’s work, say jouissance, and remove that from its original context. Indeed, this is a contested issue. While some might feel ill at ease with the uncontrollable diffusion of Lacanian psychoanalysis, arguing that Lacan should remain within the confines of the psychoanalytic practice, others argue that Lacan’s theories can easily travel between boundaries. 

These issues will probably appear in the context of management studies rather soon. Many would claim that Lacan is important and useful insofar as he might advance already existing studies in the field. Indeed, this is a valid point. If the purpose is but making a relevant argument concerning, say, social control at the work-place, then we might conclude that a detailed account on Lacan is somewhat overambitious, if not downright pointless. But accepting all theoretical interpretations, however brief and superficial they might be, on the basis of serving a higher purpose, is problematic to say the least. This is particularly problematic with novel theoretical developments in that these works tend to become representative, as portraying the true Lacan. 

However, anyone with even the slightest familiarity with Lacan knows that there’s not one way to read Lacan. He went through more than one phase, making sharp u-turns every now and then, even deliberately claiming that his teaching must not be too easily understood. Famously, he stated “you are not obliged to understand my writings. If you don’t understand them, so much the better – that will give you the opportunity to explain them” (Lacan, 1998, p.34). Moreover, it is not much of a secret that Lacan, whenever he subjected a text to critical interpretation, went quite far, stretching the limits of the text to such an extent that it would take on an entirely new meaning. It is also reported, by his biographer Elisabeth Roudinesco, that Lacan subscribed to Kojéve’s approach to philosophy “according to which a text is only the history of its interpretation”. Needless to say, this does not mean that any interpretation will do, but rather that each interpretation, particularly when it comes to Lacan, has to be as well-researched and supported as individual and innovative. 

There is a last concern I wish to raise. This concern emanates from how Lacan may be picked up by the conservatives, that is, by communities occupied with questions of motivation. These scholars hunt high and low for theories that could better assist them in their struggle to find even more insidious and effective forms of control. In fact, Lacanian insights might be used as a clear and solid template for crafting out alluring ideologies at the work-place. I may exaggerate a little, but I shall not be too surprised if the Lacanian invasion of management theory will result in the best-seller: Know Your Employee’s Perversities: New Recipes for Effective Human Resource Management.
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� Since I am addressing an audience that has probably (and in that case luckily) been spared from most academic babble on management, at the very least not having endured sleepless nights trying to work out the difference between “resources” and “competences”, I shall take this opportunity to be rather unfair. This does not mean that the characterization will be any less accurate, only that some would have wished for a more nuanced, intricate and sophisticated picture, than the one I will now offer. 





� The close relation between CMS and anti-globalization social movements is obvious from the journal Ephemera. See particularly the special issue on ‘The Organisation and Politics of Social Forums’, volume 5, number 2 (may 2005), � HYPERLINK "http://www.ephemeraweb.org/journal/52/5-2index.htm" �http://www.ephemeraweb.org/journal/52/5-2index.htm�


� In Alexandre Kojève’s reading of Hegel, “recognition” is the basis for the dialectic between the master and the slave. Kojeve writes “He must give up his desire and satisfy the desire of the other: he must ”recognize” the other without being ”recognized” by him. Now, “to recognize” him thus is “to recognize” him as his Master and to recognize himself and to be recognized as the Master’s Slave (Kojève, 1980, p.8)


� This is particularly obvious in Proust’s masterpiece ‘In Search of Lost Time’, where he writes: “When we are in love, our love is too big a thing for us to be able altogether to contain it within us. It radiates towards the beloved object, finds in her a surface which arrests it, forcing it to return to its starting-point, and it is this shock of the repercussion of our own affection which we call the other’s regard for ourselves, and which pleases us more then than on its outward journey because we do not recognise it as having originated in ourselves.”


� The header of one of her sections is “Experimenting with Lacan”
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