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Introduction

Why do I resort so often to examples from popular culture? The simple answer is in

order to avoid a kind of jargon, and to achieve the greatest possible clarity, not only for

my readers but also for myself. (Žižek, 2005, p. 56)

This book explores how the subjects of management and organization are represented
in film. One reason for doing this relates to the general role that visual media play in
contemporary society and their importance in determining the information we receive
and the impressions and opinions we form. Film is also an important indicator of
individual self-identity. For example, when you first meet and are getting to know
someone, one of the first things you might try to find out is what their favourite films
are, this giving you a potential insight into how they see themselves in relation to their
social context. The sheer scale and potential impact of this powerful medium in shaping
our understandings of the world and who we are within it thus provides a reasonably
good argument for studying how it represents management and organization.

A further reason stems from the ability of film to represent management and
organization at an emotional as well as an intellectual level, providing individuals
with a way of making their own experiences of organization meaningful. While busi-
ness school curricula, traditional case studies and textbooks tend to emphasize the
rationality and order associated with organization, film draws attention to the
embodied, personal and emotional nature of organizational life, showing such things
as sex, romance, violence, power struggles and the consequences of success and fail-
ure, alerting students to the irrational, overlooked, hidden and disorderly aspects of
organizational life (Cohen et al., 2006). Moreover, by offering a rich source of
documentary and dramatic material (Hassard and Holliday, 1998), film enables a
vicarious experience for the viewer which acts as a substitute for personal experience
(Phillips, 1995) and so provides a ‘safe’ way of learning what it feels like to work in an
organization at different historical moments and in different cultural contexts
(Czarniawska-Joerges and de Monthoux, 1994).

Film also has the added advantage of being a form of entertainment, one that can
seem more natural than, for example, a series of abstract letters and words written on
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a page. Yet although we are able to understand and enjoy film relatively easily, we tend
to accept the information it conveys without necessarily questioning how it tells us
what it does. Several authors have argued that ‘videocy’, the ability to read visual
images, is as important a skill as literacy in a society where our understandings are
shaped increasingly by moving images as much as by written words (Denzin, 1991;
Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996). Film provides a valuable source of material for devel-
oping this ability. But perhaps the most important reason for this book stems from
the role of film in producing systems of discourse which have helped to shape our
collective perceptions of management and continue to inform our experience of
organized work. There are therefore significant advantages to be gained, for those of
us who are interested in this subject, by developing a greater facility to interpret these
representations with a view to understanding the effects of their consumption on our
everyday experience.

Film as an aspect of popular culture

Film can be understood as a mechanism for the expression of mass popular culture,
the cultural practices that characterize a particular society at a particular time and
reflect everyday experiences. Czarniawska and Rhodes (2006, p. 198) argue that pop-
ular culture ‘can express the ideals and describe the practices of its era’ to large num-
bers of people. They additionally suggest that popular culture ‘teaches practices and
provides a means through which practices might be understood’, going on to note,
‘abstract models do not teach you what to say or how to act during your first man-
agement meeting, a movie might’ (Czarniawska and Rhodes, 2006, p. 199; emphasis
in original). Popular culture also plays a role in the generation of ‘transformational
metaphors’ which confer and confirm the identity of certain occupational groups in
society (Hollows, 2002). Of course, film is only one aspect of mass-mediated popular
culture and, as other writers have noted, there is great potential in studying how
organizations are represented in other forms, whether it be television, radio, popular
music or the printed media (Hassard and Holliday, 1998; Rhodes and Westwood,
2007). However, this book will focus exclusively on film as the motion picture prod-
ucts shown in cinemas, on television, video or DVD and the cinema industry that
produces them, a focus that brings with it certain advantages.

Why film?

First, in the period since the 1960s, film studies has become established as an
academic subject in its own right in the humanities and social sciences through the
development of a range of theoretical approaches that have been informed by semi-
otics, psychoanalysis, Marxism, feminism, post-structuralism, cultural studies and
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postmodernism. These developments are relevant because they challenge and
provide alternatives to the more traditional formal aesthetic approaches which have
concentrated on identifying and evaluating the artistic merits of a film, thereby
enabling greater focus on film’s social-ideological potential.

Second, film is arguably a more globalized medium than many other forms of
popular culture. Films, unlike television shows or newspapers, are produced with a
view to being consumed on a worldwide scale rather than for specific national
audiences. As a result, it is likely that students from a variety of cultural backgrounds
and nationalities will have already watched some of the films mentioned in this book,
and if they haven’t they can rent or buy them on video or DVD relatively easily and
watch them using subtitles in various languages. However, it must be acknowledged
that, although this book attempts to incorporate a range of cultural perspectives, the
majority of films analysed originate from the United States, reflecting cultural under-
standings of work and management that are specific to this society. Consequently,
film tends to be somewhat ethnocentric, encouraging a view of management and
organization based on a predominantly Western, Anglo-Saxon perspective. Yet this
focus can be justified on the grounds that film has provided the medium through
which American culture and mythology has been communicated and reinforced in a
way that extends far beyond its geographical boundaries (Sadar and Wyn Davies,
2004). Film can provide insight into the moral basis of this economic system through
which we can develop understanding of its cultural influence on a global scale.

Third, film provides a means of communication which is relatively accessible,
unlike academic writing which follows a series of conventions which make it hard to
produce an account that is theoretically informed but not pretentious (Grey and
Sinclair, 2006). It is this issue that prompted Nichols and Beynon (1977) thirty years
ago to suggest that ‘so much of what passes for “theory” fails to connect with the lives
that people lead’, going on to observe that ‘it is almost as if another way of writing has
to be developed; something which “tells it like it is” even though in any simple sense
this is not possible’ (Nichols and Beynon, 1977, p. viii). Film provides a potential
means of connecting theory with lived experience in a way that seeks to ‘tell it as it is’
even if, as will be discussed in Chapter 1, the status of these representations is
complex and ambiguous.

Fourth, film provides a potential means of exploring the validity of theories about
management and organization (Phillips, 1995). This book will show that many of the
theories that can be applied to film are qualitative, often based on ethnography or
participant observation, or even journalistic analyses, focusing on the lived experi-
ence of being part of an organization from an insider’s perspective. This may be
because of the similarities that exist between qualitative research and film, both of
which rely on narrative processes of construction (see Chapter 1). Qualitative studies
may also be more likely than quantitative research to engage readers’ attention or
challenge commonly held assumptions about a subject (Barley, 2006). Since it is the
purpose of film to create something that people want to watch, it is perhaps
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unsurprising that there is a similarity to qualitative research in this respect. Finally,
film is similar to qualitative research in that it seeks to provide a descriptive account
of organizations based on the language and actions of social actors in the setting.

A fifth reason for focusing on film relates to the potential for historical analysis
enabled through the exploration of archival artefacts which give the observer the
possibility of immersion in other times and spaces (Doane, 2002). Indeed, one of the
first films ever made and shown to an audience was about work, a documentary film
by Louis Lumière entitled Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory (1895) comprising a
minute-long record of female workers going home at the end of the day. The
potential for historical analysis is realised through the coincidence between the
‘birth of the cinematic society’ in the period 1900–1930, a process whereby America
became a cinematic culture that ‘came to know itself, collectively and individually,
through the images and stories that Hollywood produced’ (Denzin, 1995, p. 24) and
the rise of managerialism which is also suggested to be strongly located in American
history and culture (Jacques, 1996). Hence, as Boozer (2002, p. 9) suggests, ‘the his-
tory of this film form offers useful insights into important changes in the individual
workplace experience, and its association with subtle changes in the larger success
ideology’. Through its ability to represent the collective memories associated with
these times, film represents various institutionalized facts about management at an
earlier point of their social formation, thereby helping us to develop a better under-
standing of how they became dominant or to assume the cultural status of self
evident truths (Jacques, 1996). Film thereby provides a resource through which to
explore the enduring nature of many issues concerning management and organiza-
tion, in addition helping to illustrate how understandings of these subjects have
changed over time, as can be seen from representations of management fashions
(Abrahamson, 1991) in film, like time and motion study in Spotswood (1991) (see
Film Focus 3.5), culture building in The Navigators (2001) (Film Focus 2.11) and
business process re-engineering in Office Space (1998).

A final reason for focusing on film stems from the potential for critical analysis that
it affords through providing a basis for exploring the social relations through which
management is accomplished and the exercise of power that underpins this (Alvesson
and Willmott, 1996). As Fournier and Grey argue, one of the things that distinguishes
critical from non-critical management studies is the latter’s emphasis on knowledge
that is geared towards enhancing the effectiveness of managerial practice. In contrast,
film rarely represents management as a desirable given and tends only to be concerned
with performativity in representing ‘what is done in its name’ (Fournier and Grey,
2000, p. 17). In addition, film often focuses on themes of power, control and inequal-
ity which lie at the heart of a critical approach to analysing organizations. Film repre-
sents the viewpoints and experiences of those who have relatively less power in
organizations in addition to those who are more powerful, in so doing it provides
insights that often contrast sharply with managerial rhetoric. Finally, film is critical of
managerial discourses, often presenting them as the subject of humour or parody.
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Defining film as popular

Because our focus is on representations of management and organization in popular
film, we need to consider what is meant by the term ‘popular’ in this context. The
commonsense understanding of popular suggests it to be something that is enjoyed
by ‘the people’, in comparison to something enjoyed by an elite group (Hollows and
Jancovich, 1995). Consequently, things are described as popular ‘because masses of
people listen to them, buy them, read them, consume them, and seem to enjoy them
to the full’ (Hall, 1981, p. 231). In addition, it is sometimes implied that people are
manipulated into consuming such products on a mass scale. However, Hall (1981)
suggests this neglects the importance of power relations in determining which films
become popular and the importance of audiences in determining this.

There is a continuous and necessarily uneven and unequal struggle, by the dominant cul-

ture, constantly to disorganise and reorganise popular culture; to enclose and confine its

definitions and forms within a more inclusive range of dominant forms. There are points of

resistance there are also moments of supersession. This is the dialectic of cultural struggle.

In our times it goes on continuously, in the complex lines of resistance and acceptance,

refusal and capitulation, which make the field of culture a sort of constant battlefield. A

battlefield where no once-and-for-all victories are obtained but where there are always

strategic positions to be won and lost. (Hall, 1981, p. 233)

Film does not become popular because it possesses a set of inherent characteristics
which achieve certain effects, instead being labelled as popular is part of the process
by which films are classified, this being affected by socio-cultural conditions and
historical context. Hence what is at one point in time defined as elite and therefore as
having appeal only to specialist audiences may over time lose its cultural status and be
incorporated into popular culture of subordinate groups. For Hall (1981) the most
important thing is that we are aware of the historical processes of incorporation,
distortion, resistance, negotiation and recuperation through which notions of the
popular are continually being redefined.

Narrative fiction and the linguistic turn

Several writers have put forward arguments for the analysis of a variety of forms of
narrative fiction, including novels, short stories, plays, songs, poems and film, as a
legitimate basis for the study of management and organization (Czarniawska-
Joerges and de Monthoux, 1994; Phillips, 1995; Cohen, 1998; Czarniawska 1999;
Linstead, 2003; O’Sullivan and Sheridan, 2005; Rhodes and Brown, 2005; De Cock
and Land, 2006). Their arguments stem in part from the influence of postmodernism
and the impact of the linguistic turn on the social sciences. The linguistic turn is
based on the idea that language shapes our understanding of the world. Because,
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postmodernists argue, knowledge is constructed through language and language can
never create an objective representation of external reality, meaning is uncontrollable
and undiscoverable. This leads to a rejection of positivist scientists’ claims to be able
to produce reliable knowledge through a neutral process of exploration. Postmodernists
argue that knowledge is never neutral and is constantly open to revision. They reject
what they see as scientific ‘grand’ or ‘meta’ narratives which seek to explain the world
from an objective viewpoint, suggesting that scientific investigation is nothing more
than a type of ‘language game’ (Rorty, 1979) used by this particular community to
produce localized understandings. These assertions have important implications for
management researchers since it could be argued that all research is a form of fiction
because it involves the telling of a story rather than the unproblematic articulation of
certain privileged truth claims (Watson, 2000; Rhodes and Brown, 2005). Indeed, to
argue otherwise or suggest that the writing up of empirical material about manage-
ment is ‘true’ or ‘factual’ denies the responsibility of the researcher-as-author engaged
in the creative process of producing the text.

Postmodernists therefore claim that there is a need to find alternative ways of
representing the reality of management and organization that will blur the bound-
aries between science versus art, or ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ (Linstead, 1993). Czarniawska
(1999) advocates the development of narrative knowledge alongside scientific
knowledge within organization theory, the value of the former being measured by the
convincingness of the interpretation rather than whether it is based on fact or fiction.
Locating these claims in the context of the study of organization implies that many of
the social scientific conventions of study which have historically defined business
school education are too narrowly defined. Calls for new ways of understanding
management that do not rely so heavily upon rational analysis have come from a
surprisingly wide variety of sources (e.g. Mintzberg, 2004). However, running paral-
lel to the need to find alternative versions of reality is the need to deconstruct claims
to represent ‘objective’ reality that business schools have traditionally relied upon to
support their truth claims. A good example of this relates to the tradition of case
study analysis, which Czarniawska-Joerges and de Monthoux (1994) suggest is a
creative, narrative device. They argue that writing case studies involves a similar
process of interpretation in dealing with multiple sources of information and con-
structing a narrative to that involved in writing narrative fiction. Furthermore, the
objectives of the case study, to simulate real life situations and give students a taste of
practice through adopting a professional personae and re-enacting a situation, can
also be achieved through literary fiction.

A good case should create ‘the willing suspension of belief. In other words the willingness

to take at face value the situation which the case presents, forgetting that this is artificial, so

to speak, forgetting that this is a case, forgetting that this is a classroom, being willing to take

the situation at face value and become the person concerned with it – that is the ideal that

a case discussion ought to achieve.’ (McNair, 1971, p. 4 cited in Czarniawska-Joerges and de

Monthoux, 1994, pp. 2–3)
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Czarniawska-Joerges and de Monthoux (1994) suggest that literary fiction exercises
the reader’s skills of criticism – judgement, interpretation and evaluation (which are
also important managerial skills) and that this helps students to understand the com-
plexity of organizations and to become more imaginative and creative. They also
point out that narrative knowledge is older than scientific knowledge, suggesting that
knowledge in classic literary fiction may be more enduring than the knowledge that
is generated through management research, proposing that novels enable a focus that
is simultaneously individual and organizational, enabling the portrayal of micro-
events alongside macro-systems, something that is notoriously difficult to do within
conventional social scientific analyses. Phillips (1995) puts the question of why we
should use narrative fiction to understand organization somewhat differently, argu-
ing that if a particular fictional narrative is popular with people who are members of
organizations, we need to find out why it is popular, by asking what it reveals about
people’s experiences of work. He suggests that narrative fiction is therefore a way of
testing the validity of a theory.

If we can write a convincing dramatization that sensibly operationalizes a theory, then this

provides one more bit of confirmatory evidence. On the other hand, if a sensible dramati-

zation is not possible, then either the theory, or the domain in which it is applied, lacks

validity. (Phillips, 1995, p. 641)

These viewpoints suggest a potential shift is taking place within managerial
education whereby the social scientific knowledge base drawn primarily from the
disciplines of economics, psychology and sociology that has traditionally defined the
study of management may be giving way to a more pluralistic conception of potential
theoretical sources from which insights into management and organization can be
gained. For example, Gagliardi (2006) argues that the humanities, including philoso-
phy, history, literary criticism, linguistics, the study of art and aesthetic experience,
has the potential to bring ideas and fresh perspectives to management education, not
least because these disciplines encourage the development of moral thought, rather
than encouraging narrowly defined rational instrumentalism. Similarly, Kline
Harrison and Akinc (2000) argue that there is a need for managers to be educated
according to a broader liberal arts tradition through the study of artistic and literary
works which enable a more flexible approach to learning that extends beyond the
corporate environment.

Summary and structure of the book

This book is primarily intended for advanced undergraduate and postgraduate
students of business and management, although it will also be of potential interest to
students in sociology, film, communication, media and cultural studies. The reader
may therefore have some knowledge of management and organization studies
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literature. A thematic approach is taken whereby themes related to management and
organization that occur frequently in film are analysed in depth, on the grounds that
if a film enables a particular theory to be operationalized it helps us to explore the
validity of the theory (Phillips, 1995), both in terms of people’s experience of work
and their understanding of film. In this way it is argued that the analysis of film can
enhance our understanding of subjects such as organizational behaviour, the sociol-
ogy of work, organization theory and human resource management.

The analysis presented here is based on a sample of over one hundred films
that in some way represent management and organization. Many of them contain
scenes set in conventional work organizations such as offices, factories and shops,
their stories involving management and organization, although these themes are
often subsidiary to non-work related stories such as those relating to family or love.
However, because management and organization often only provide the context
within which these other stories are located, this should not be interpreted as an indi-
cation of their lesser significance. As Newitz (2006) notes, themes related to capital-
ism tend to operate as a subtext within film narratives where these ideas can be more
safely contained through lurking ‘in the background, shaping events and infecting the
plot line’ (Newitz, 2006, p. 3). A further point to be made in relation to the selection
of films relates to the fact that work is an extremely broad category which encom-
passes social activity of various kinds, including criminal work (e.g. The Godfather
Trilogy, 1992) and war work (e.g. Full Metal Jacket, 1987). Although these non-
traditional forms of work are indeed interesting and potentially more exciting than
many forms of more conventional paid work (which is probably why they have been
the focus of a number of films), they do not constitute the norm of industrial, service
and knowledge work that most of the readers of this book are likely to be engaged in
for a large proportion of their lives. For this reason, this book focuses on more mun-
dane experiences of management and organization as they are understood by the
majority of people, most of the time, with a view to understanding how this relates to
experience in our everyday lives.

The process of analysis that I adopted made use of my qualitative research training
for dealing with other forms of rich, messy data (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). This
involved watching each film closely at least once, making notes on its salient features
using the techniques explained in Chapter 1, identifying recurring themes and work-
ing with these themes in a way which enabled them to be related to theory. A
technique not dissimilar to ‘snowball sampling’ (Bryman and Bell, 2007) was used to
identify potential films for analysis. For example, I asked everyone I knew, including
students taking my courses, what were the films that told them something about
management and organization. Other sources included searching for films on web-
sites like Amazon www.amazon.com which gave me recommendations based on what
other people who watched one of the films on my list had also bought. A degree of
saturation was achieved through this process, both in terms of the films selected as
the same titles appeared over and over again, and at a theoretical level as new films
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added to my list confirmed the concepts and categories I had already identified in a
way which did not reveal very much that was new. This process of analysis is of course
not entirely objective since the inclusion of certain films and exclusion of others is
inevitably affected by my subjective preferences. Readers may therefore wish to focus
on films other than those included here. In so doing they may wish to consult com-
prehensive anthologies of films about management and work for inspiration, such as
those written by Tom Zaniello, Working Stiffs, Union Maids, Reds, and Riffraff: An
Expanded Guide to Films About Labor (1996) and The Cinema of Globalization (2007),
which provide short descriptive summaries of a wide variety of well known and more
obscure films including those made for television and online viewing.

The structure of the book is as follows. Chapter 1 sets the scene by setting out the
arguments that justify the book’s thematic structure. This involves explaining the
approach to reading film as a ‘text’ and includes discussion of semiotics and decon-
struction as well as ideological and audience analysis. Chapter 2 explores the
processes of production and distribution of film, as an economic product and an
industry, arguing that these organizational processes are vital to understanding why
film represents organizations in various ways. Chapter 3 reflects on the predomi-
nance of negative portrayals of organizations in film, considering why such represen-
tations exist and their effects on the way that we think about management and
organization. Chapter 4 considers representations of managerial work in large,
bureaucratic, male-dominated American corporations, focusing on how the themes
of motivation, hierarchy, power, reward and success, which were used to construct the
discursive category of ‘organization man’ in the mid-twentieth century and continue
to influence how we see managerial work today. Chapter 5 looks at the discursive con-
struction of the worker within film in the context of the transition from modern
industrial capitalism to post-industrial work and postmodernity. Chapter 6 focuses
on what is left outside or excluded from representations of management and work
in organization, predominantly through exploring representations of the working
woman. Chapter 7 considers the preoccupation with the meaning of work that runs
through representations of organization in film and explores the anxieties, including
boredom, lack of motivation, deskilling, alienation, job insecurity and even fear of
death that such a preoccupation reflects. Finally, Chapter 8 draws together the themes
discussed so far in the book, concluding with an analysis of the role of film in chal-
lenging dominant views of management and organization by giving voice to groups
who tend to be silenced by contemporary organizational practices.

Each chapter also contains a series of ‘Film Focus’ boxes that contain detailed
description of scenes from particular films and approximate running times based on
the playing time of a commercially purchased DVD copy. ( indicated by this sym-
bol) The films analysed in this book have release dates anywhere from 1927 to 2006,
the restoration and release of a growing number of Hollywood Classics on DVD and
video ensuring that representations of management and organization in films of the
1930s to the 1960s can be analysed in addition to those found in more recent films.
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This boxed material relates to issues discussed in the main text, drawing out themes
and theoretical points and illustrating how they relate to particular films, this pre-
venting the main text from becoming overly descriptive and helping to give the
reader a sense of the wide range of films which can be incorporated into this analyt-
ical framework. Rather than being treated as definitive, these scene descriptions
should be used as a starting point from which readers can form their own opinions
and analyses of these and other films, which may or may not correspond to the ones
provided here. Finally, there are a number of practical and legal issues relating to the
use of film for educational purposes. First, the practical issues; while virtually all of
the films included in this book are currently available on DVD, it is important if you
intend to purchase or rent a DVD copy to note which format or regional code you
require, this being dependant on the country in which you are based and your DVD
player or computer. More information on DVD formats can be found on Amazon
www.amazon.co.uk In relation to legal issues, as Huczynski and Buchanan (2004)
note, in the UK, licenses granted to educational institutions under the Educational
Recording Agency and Open University schemes enable the use of commercially
available feature films for educational purposes. However, they also recommend that
you check with your institution before using such material in teaching because
copyright breaches incur expensive fines.
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