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AGAINST MANAGEMENT1 

A business is a lot like a garden.  Individual plants can’t grow to their full potential if they 
are shaded from the sun by the ever-present shadow of the gardener.2 

This essay describes the benefits of democratic management relationships (defined as when 

subordinates actively participate in the decisions their superiors make), with a focus on explicating 

the perils of micromanagement, and followed by a brief personal application. 

Rather than starting our management analysis from the perspective of any one of the abundant 

management theories, we will rather ask the fundamental question: why manage at all?  The limits 

of anarchy, applied in this case as an absence of hierarchy, have their roots in human diversity.  Not 

everyone can do the same job; a variety of talents will ensure that a fragmented field exists in any 

profession, often according to work experience and academic certification and realized in the types 

of positions held by workers.  The diversity of positions within an organization allow it to run more 

efficiently, and the variety of jobs therefore needs managing to ensure smooth and logical 

operations. 

Looking at the management principles applied today, there seems to be a lack of awareness of 

how advances in technology and shifts in the economy (including the global trend from products to 

services) entail that industrial age management models be overhauled to have value.  The 

mechanical models of production processes, tasks for which technological resources are increasingly 

available, have evolved into more organic models.  These involve rapid growth and perpetual 

change, and require more educated employees to perform in realms of greater and more interactive 

complexity.  Management styles should therefore be directed towards granting workers self-

reliance: “More and more people in the workforce – and most knowledge workers – will have to 

MANAGE THEMSELVES.”3 

Systems that improve productivity, especially those based on relaxing authoritarian control in 

favor of a more democratic management system (where workers can influence their environment), 

have been proven valuable in many ways: 

To be deprived of any decisive influence within the social environment generates an intense and a seemingly 
inescapable experience of powerlessness and resort to ‘world views’ of an essentially passive, fatalistic and 
dependent kind.  But a determination to transform this situation has occasioned a worldwide search for an 
appropriate means to create industrial democracy.  Indeed, as a by-product of an enthusiasm for workers’ 
participation and control, an appropriately persuasive case has been argued for the democratization of social 
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institutions.  This is upheld, first, by an appeal to selected values which are widely advocated in most industrial 
societies; second, by recourse to a body of ethical principles which strengthen this underlying reasoning, and finally, 
by reference to abundant, carefully collected evidence, of the substantial socio-economic benefits of effective 
participation.4 

The benefits and arguments for the management system as described above fit with what 

management should accomplish.  The best relationship between superiors and subordinates will 

produce the highest quality of work from both of them, and they will also as a consequence enjoy 

their work.  An adaptive focus in management styles is best suited to cope with the inevitable 

changes that organizations will face.  The bureaucratic or scientific management approach, however, 

offers too rigid a framework for handling the essentially human behavior (such as creativity and 

critical thinking) that drives an organization. 

A necessary component of any successful management style is the correct approach to 

delegation: 

Delegation is the best productivity skill a manager can master.  Effective delegation reduces a manager’s workload 
while developing employees’ skills, knowledge, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment.  The ability to 
delegate prepares employees who work for you to handle your responsibilities and simultaneously enables you to 
advance to other career opportunities within the organization.  Delegating is a win-win activity.  It produces more 
satisfied managers who are able to take on larger jobs at higher salaries and it produces more satisfies employees 
who are able to develop a broader range of skills and thus be prepared for promotion when you are.5 

When properly executed, delegation establishes responsibility and accountability, and builds mutual 

trust and reciprocity between superiors and subordinates.  It is especially necessary because people 

want and need to feel in control.  This simple fact, unfortunately, often creates paradoxical 

situations where superiors refuse to relinquish any control to their subordinates, who require some 

degree of power in order to take pride in their job (and therefore produce quality work).  Giving 

employees power to make important decisions and participate in organizational development is 

illustrated by the following analogy: “Not many people take the time to wash and vacuum a rental 

car … this is likewise true of the workplace.  For most people, the workplace is a rental car in which 

they feel no ownership.”6 

A sense of ownership among employees helps them to develop their sense of worth.  Once this 

is accomplished, and all workers feel some sense of control, they are by their very nature hard-wired 

to thrive within their environment.7  Likewise, the intrinsic rewards of accomplishment and 

achievement derived from completing work oneself should not be underestimated: 

Probably one of the most destructive misinterpretations of the American way of life has been to belittle, attenuate 
and degrade the concept of the worker’s initiative and achievement as pursued for economic profit.  Man does work 
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for profit in order to avoid pain; but in a positive sense, he works to enjoy the excitement and meaning that 
achievement provides for his own psychological growth and therefore his happiness.8 

Harnessing the power of self-motivation illustrates how subordinates can accomplish more when 

managed from a democratic approach: 

Most of the research (literally thousands of studies) has looked at the effectiveness of the many practices that are 
commonly part of an organizationwide installation of the involvement-oriented approach.  Most of these studies 
have found positive results and support the argument that the approach is likely to produce better results than the 
control-oriented approach.9 

When workers are more involved in their organizational development, they are motivated to become 

more productive. 

Besides the positive influences on productivity stemming from the increased motivation workers 

feel when they are involved in managing their work, an even more direct reason for supporting this 

democratic approach to management is the fact that subordinates are often more capable of making 

decisions about the nature and direction of their work than are their managers.  By the nature of their 

duties, workers doing a certain job have a closer perspective on the meaning of their various 

responsibilities than will their superiors, and will therefore be best suited to participate in 

management decisions about their jobs. 

The different responsibilities of managers, who must retain broader perspectives on 

organizational development, means that they must delegate, and especially transfer responsibility 

for, the details of explicit tasks.  There is an underlying tradeoff in technical, personal, and 

conceptual abilities that occurs as people advance within an organization: “the appropriate mix of 

these skills varies as an individual advances in management from supervisory to top management 

positions … proportionately less technical skill tends to be needed as one advances from lower to 

higher levels in the organization.”10   

In matters where subordinates possess greater expertise, managers should not have the right to 

overrule the decisions of those with a greater grasp of the relevant issues.  Differences in the 

knowledge that superiors and subordinates within an organization possess demands that the 

management decisions and responsibilities be distributed accordingly.  As the CEO of a successful 

corporation remarks: “What is it about a business that we can decide at the top of the company that 

could not be decided just as well and much faster by those running the business if they had the same 

information?”11 
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It could be argued that as people rise within an organization, their growing knowledge entails 

that they are better suited to manage all tasks occurring below them.  Over time, however, ways of 

performing tasks may change, and because promoted workers must focus on their new duties more 

than tracking changes in their old ones, having held a previous position is becoming less relevant to 

the capability of deciding how it is presently performed.  Changes in the typical career path also 

illustrate the disparity between what subordinates and what their superiors know: “Today’s 

‘superiors’ usually have not held the jobs their ‘subordinates’ hold … the superior in an 

organization employing knowledge workers cannot, as a rule, do the work of the supposed 

subordinate any more than the conductor of an orchestra can play the tuba.”12 

We do not have time to fully discuss why management systems do not exist as described above.  

Successful systems, by their established nature, resist change, while contrary views can be 

repressed.13  Yet it remains clear that any apparent advantages in authoritarian systems (over the 

necessary commitment of involving workers in managing their own work) are short-lived: 

In a variety of studies that took specific factories and experimented with productivity based on autocratic and 
participative leadership, it can be seen that autocratic leadership can spark an initial, short-term increase in 
productivity.  People will work harder, at first, when placed under tighter control.  However, this control leads to 
higher turnover (the best people leave), and general employee resistance to the autocratic control in the forms of 
increased absenteeism and apathy.  Over time, the workforce becomes endulled and the productivity fails.  
Empowering leadership compares well with the performance of autocratic leadership in the short run, and in the 
long run builds higher and sustained productivity, lower turnover, lower absenteeism, and greater employee 
commitment to the organization.14 

There are also the classical problems of power corrupting, and worries that people who have 

devoted their efforts to being in control are not necessarily best suited to handle their 

responsibilities.15  As a result, there is the widespread phenomenon of micromanaging: a practice 

employed by managers who fail to properly delegate responsibilities and workloads.  This makes 

subordinates helpless and therefore less effective: “[micromanagers] expect you to deliver 

successes, but their interference assures failures.”16 

Our societal values serve as additional support for adopting a democratic management approach; 

micromanaging is in contradiction to the values cherished by democratic societies: 

Even though most Western countries practice democracy in the political arena, their business leaders have assumed 
that the highest level of organizational effectiveness can only be obtained by practicing a form of management that 
is at best described as control oriented and bureaucratic and at worst as arbitrary and autocratic.17 

At the heart of the matter is the moral obligation to respect our fellow humans.  Treating workers as 

ignorant labor machines has occurred in the past as slavery and continues today in sweatshops.18  
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Even if it were more productive for an organization, should they adopt the practice of slavery?  A 

preferable approach does not exploit employees, and therefore allows democratic relationships 

between superiors and subordinates (so that all people involved are empowered to function at their 

best).  Such an organization is also more successful for doing so; at a thriving company, for 

example: “at the foundation of everything … is a deep, genuine, and unshakable belief in the ability 

of the individual.”19 

As anyone rises through an organization (or even if they enter it at the top), being a successful 

people manager requires that they retain perspective on what it is like to be a subordinate worker in 

the organization.  This is done not just for empathic reasons, but also helps managers realize the 

feasibility of what they except their workers to accomplish.  This “other person’s shoes” way of 

thinking is the central tenet to my philosophy of interpersonal relationships, and I have found it to 

be consistently enlightening.20 

As I develop skills and responsibilities throughout my career, keeping in constant check with the 

management warning signs illustrated by the gardener metaphor (at the beginning of this essay) will 

become increasingly important.  In my dealings with both superiors and subordinates, there must 

always be an acknowledgement of the basic values and moral obligations described in this essay, as 

well as growing understanding how to best motivate, lead, and coach my subordinates, develop a 

productive relationship with my superiors, and participate in organizational development as a whole. 

There is no substitute for real-life experience.  On top of the theoretical framework provided by 

my schooling, my personal experiences with both good and bad management styles are teaching me 

successful management techniques.  Above all I hope to retain a passionate opposition to 

management styles that disrespect subordinates, exploit workers, or repress individuality (and all 

other forms of fascism).  I hope to count myself as one of the people described below:  

The path towards a future which promises the realization of creative human potentialities may, therefore, be strewn 
with major obstacles but it remains a vital goal for those who, despite adverse economic and political conditions, 
have continued incessantly to strive to eradicate permanently antagonisms which have disfigured productive 
activities since the dawn of industry itself, and which should have no part whatsoever in those truly humanitarian 
societies which should be the birthright of all progressive, visionary and democratic people.21 

I am far more interested in developing my personal and family life, however, as well as producing 

tangible work myself, than aspiring to have my primary work responsibility being the management 

of other people.  Yet from whatever position I find myself, I hope to retain and practice the 

democratic management philosophy outlined in this essay. 
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